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          Throughout history, Russia has been one of those countries from which people have emigrated or been expelled but to which they have also returned. There is an obvious link between the large social, economic and political transformations from the perestroika of the late 1980s and early 1990s to the ongoing war in Ukraine, the renewed restrictions of civil rights such as freedom of speech, and the increased mobility out of Russia. These transformations have greatly intensified emigration from the former USSR, especially during the first half of the 1990s. Migration scholars estimate the wave of emigration in 1991–1994 as the “largest in Russia’s post-Soviet history” (Aleshkovski, Grebenyuk, and Vorobyeva 2018, 145).
 
          This book starts from these 1990s transformations to examine how individual women with various ethnic backgrounds reflect on and recall their own and their families’ past lives in the Soviet Union or Russia from the perspective of a new country of residence, such as Germany, Austria, Israel, the USA or Finland. The chapters intertwine migration, memory, and gender studies, which the scholars apply to analyse the literary presentations as mirrors, puzzles or kaleidoscopes, terms coined by the women themselves for their reflections on identity. The focus is on texts written by women who share the history of (e)migration and a past in the Russian/Soviet society, if only as part of their family history, as is the case with the generations of postmemory. Migrant voices from Eastern Europe, in which private and collective histories intermingle, offer us a means to understand post-Soviet societies today, as well as explanations and historical contextualisation for the dramatic developments related to the Russian aggression in Ukraine, which is currently causing a new wave of migration.
 
          The material discussed in this volume encompasses a wide range of texts and genres, such as novels, short stories, and graphic novels, poetry, autofictional essays and memories written and published from the 1990s to the early 2020s. They voice and discuss experiences of migrant women from Russia and the former Soviet Union. These are mostly works of fiction by writers who left the USSR and have lived abroad; some of these authors were born outside the USSR or Russia or left when they were very young. The chapters deal with works by Sasha Marianna Salzmann, Lena Gorelik, Valery Tscheplanowa, Kateryna Mischenko, Katja Petrowskaja, Lara Vapnyar, Dina Rubina, Olga Grushin, Anya Ulinich, Yelena Akhtiorskaya, Katia Kapovich, Sofi Oksanen, Katharina Martin-Virolainen and Anna Soudakova.1 The book also comprises authorial essays by Tatjana Hofmann, a Slavic scholar born in Crimea and now living in Switzerland, and a Finland Russian author, Dess Terentyeva.
 
          Many contributions to research on emigration from Soviet Russia in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries are sociological and historical (e.g. Iontsev, Ryazantsev, and Iontseva 2016; Ryazantsev 2018). Previous research encompasses the former Soviet Union and Russia both as remembered and imagined reality (e.g. Gan 2019; Kopnina 2005; Gitelman et al. 2017; Rubins 2021), and emigration has also been studied through gender and memory studies (e.g. Hausbacher et al. 2012; Morgenshtern 2019; Solari 2018). Our volume intensifies and complements issues raised in the previous research.
 
          We suggest that literary discourses are a central site for negotiating memories and traumatic experiences of migration. Literature created in the context of migration creates a variety of possibilities for reflecting on individual and collective history, in terms of themes and motifs as well as linguistic and aesthetic techniques. As most of the chapters show, literature offers an inside focus on psychological processes arising from bodily senses and childhood memories, framed by the microhistory of everyday life that these women authors experienced and narrate. In this process, the authors generate transcultural knowledge of their experience due to their spatial and temporal distance from the Soviet Union/Russia, experience of displacement, and double cultural affiliation (Kopnina 2005; Siegelbaum and Moch 2015; Nikolo and Carment 2017; Pivovar 2021).
 
          The contributions combine the research areas of women’s migration and memory culture. The volume addresses the issue of travelling memories and cultural traumas from a gender point of view: we ask what happens when women’s recollections of traumatic experiences in Soviet history travel through time and space across social, linguistic, and political borders. The concepts applied include postmemory (Hirsch 2012); multidirectional memory (Rothberg 2009); performative, communicative, and cultural memory (Winter 2010; Assmann 1992; Assmann 2008); travelling/transcultural (Erll 2011) and born translated memory (Walkowitz 2015; Laanes 2021); and postmemory fictionalized narratives or acquired memory (Bosmajian 2002). Memory is discussed in close connection with issues of gender; linguistic, cultural, and ethnic identity; and class and generation. Cognizant of the intersectionality of women’s life experiences, the authors pay attention to the individual and collective, cross-cultural, multiethnic, multilingual and transnational aspects of memory and migration. To analyse and interpret the representations of diaspora, in-betweenness, displacement and integration, we use tools of literary and cultural research on narration, life-writing, intermediality, textual and thematic embodiment.
 
          We are interested in the specifics of women’s migration and female modes of memory, especially in the context of transgenerational family narratives, female genealogy and female figures (daughter, mother, grandmother). The generation narratives described in the chapters testify to the gap between mothers and daughters, standing for the silence between generations and the displacement brought about by migration. The mothers keep silent about their traumatic past in the Soviet Union while the daughters growing up in a different country are unable to understand the silence and body language of the mothers, as pointed out in the chapter by Withold Bonner on Sasha Marianna Salzmann’s novel (see also chapters by Simona Mitroiu and Marja Sorvari). Family genealogies are often thematised through autofictional stories and narratives, linking the personal and familial with cataclysmic historical events, as is the case with Dina Rubina’s and Valery Tscheplanowa’s texts, discussed by Henrietta Mondry and Eva Hausbacher, respectively. In her chapter, Mondry discusses how Rubina “employs various modes of memorial writing, including familial and associative postmemory as well as embodied performative memory, as means to transmit the traumatic past of not only Russian but also European Jewry across generations”. An alternative literary form of memory is poetry, as pointed out by Tora Lane in the chapter on Katia Kapovich’s bilingual poems, which “take the form of intimate conversations” with the past self and others, similarly to Anna Akhmatova’s Poem without a Hero. Lane discusses the important question of how language frames the writing of memories, that is, how in Kapovich’s poetry written in Russian or English, the past is made present in different ways. Jenniliisa Salminen’s chapter on the Finland Russian writer Dess Terentyeva presents an exception as Terentyeva does not programmatically engage with autofictional (in the sense of realistic autobiographical) texts but mainly writes fantasy novels. In the fantasy trilogy Neon City, Terentyeva and her coauthor Susanna Hynynen create an imaginary space called Elm where the Finland Russian characters “negotiate and build their identities in ways that are not possible in a more realistic genre”.
 
          The texts analysed here are mainly written by established, professional writers, but in their chapter, Arja Rosenholm and Natalia Mihailova focus on autobiographical entries in a 2016 essay competition, while in Maria Yelenevskaya and Ekaterina Protassova’s chapter, the focus is on autobiographical interviews with women emigrants. Moreover, in autobiographical essays in the section entitled “In Her Own Voice”, Tatjana Hofmann and Dess Terentyeva reflect on their own experiences as women writers migrating from the East to the West, and the challenges they have faced in their path to publication in German and Finnish, respectively. According to researchers of cultural transfer and transmission, migration “contributes to cultural change both in the origin and in the destination countries” (Rapoport, Sardoschau, and Silve 2020, 6).
 
          The varied yet coherent body of textual material in our volume allows scholars to acknowledge migrating women as significant mediators of information, ideas, and memories in trans- and cross-cultural contexts. The migrating and writing women introduced in the volume are “cultural transmitters” who, according to Broomans (2009, 1–20), actively create nomadism between cultures where writing and texts move in reciprocity. The prerequisites for this transmission are both personal and professional, depending on various cultural, social, and economic means, but many of our studied authors take on various transmitting roles and positions – as literary authors, translators, critics, journalists, scholars, teachers, and travel writers. These multiple, though literature-based roles, and the fact that many of the studied authors are established in the host country, motivate discussion about the concept of literary canons and the varying definitions of national and minority literatures (Broomans and Ronne 2012, 117–130). While until the 1990s literature produced in the context of migration was considered a marginal phenomenon, it is now at the centre of the literary field, challenging national literary paradigms and dynamising the development of literary narratives and aesthetics.
 
          Fictional and life stories have the potential to address the silenced past and collective traumas of twentieth and twenty-first century Soviet and Russian history, and to participate in related political and cultural discourses. Through their publications, and since most of them do not write only in Russian but also in the language of their residence country, the migrating women authors discussed in this volume contribute to multi- and transnational discussions, as witnessed in the “Eastern cultural turn” (Haines 2008) in German-speaking Europe. Simultaneously, the fact that many of the authors are writing in Russian but are not of Russian ethnicity makes the case for decentring Russian literary history and rethinking the legacy of the Russian emigree narratives beyond the (Russian) homeland of origin into transnational context. This deconstructing approach, suggested in the Redefining Russian Literary Diaspora, 1920–2020 (Rubins 2021), is supported by the observations made in our chapters.
 
          The authors discussed in this volume transmit knowledge through memories of migration. Several chapters discuss how, through their literary work and medial presence, the migrating authors have contributed to public debate in their countries of residence. Their recollections have moved memory discourses further East and contributed to a greater presence of international politics in the literary field. This has been the case especially for authors writing in German, as noted in chapters by Withold Bonner, Eva Hausbacher and Sabine Egger. Focusing on works by women authors from Ukraine – Katja Petrowskaja, Kateryna Mishchenko and Oksana Karpovych – Sabine Egger demonstrates how the authors link Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 with German and Russian/Soviet memory discourses of the Holocaust and Second World War. Both Mishchenko and Karpovych use Holocaust and Soviet history as reference points in post-Soviet European history to fill the epistemic gap in the West regarding their experiences as women from Ukraine. By concentrating on women as actors and mediators, bringing in voices and memories of the marginalised, from below, one key task of this book is to incorporate viewpoints and experiences through versatile text-based knowledge about the meanings and consequences of war for rewriting Soviet and post-Soviet cultural history. By taking an intersectional approach to the literary material, our book contributes to “situated knowledge” (Haraway 1988, n.p.) that not only aims to decolonise Western thinking about Soviet cultural history and memory narratives (see Chernetsky 2024, 23–24) but also contribute to decolonising reflection on the Russian and Soviet past, a most urgent task today (see e.g. Tlostanova 2012).
 
          The aim of this volume is to provide new insights into women’s contribution to cultural transfer, in the widest sense, and to mobility of memories, in particular, in this context of women’s migration from the former Soviet Union and their memory work. Although relevant studies published in the 2000s focus on the transnational aspects of Soviet/Russian migration literature and the (re)mediation of the cultural memory of Soviet repression (Hausbacher 2009; Wanner 2011; Sa-ramo and Savolainen 2023), women’s literary voices and memory as a form and tool to work through both individual traumas and collective tragedies deserve more attention within modern Russian and post-Soviet migration history. In this book, we seek to remedy this shortfall by asking two questions. The painful past becomes part of the present in ways women speak about migration, but who has the right to address national traumas and talk about history: citizens living in or outside the country, the generation of parents as subjects of repressions or the “generation after” bearing to the trauma of their families that they remember only through the stories, images and behaviours among which they grew up? How are recollections employed: do narrated memories contribute to inventing “official” national narratives or do microhistories experienced by women deconstruct them?
 
          We suggest that the migrating women reflecting upon Soviet/Russian history implicitly experience distance from their Soviet background, which makes them more sensitive to how the past affects the present, for generations. As Eva Hausbacher argues in her chapter, “migration and the view from a distance that accompanies it […] promotes the writing of memory culture”. Henrietta Mondry writes in her chapter on Dina Rubina that: “Strikingly, being away from the homeland activated her own interest in the destinies of relatives of previous generations”. The past can be recalled for different reasons, depending on the individual and collective context of writing. Migration results in cultural diversity and pluralisation, which can lead to upheaval in the culture of memory. Transcultural “literature offers a histoire croisée (Werner and Zimmermann 2002), i.e. the possibility of overcoming national-historical perspectives, because it draws attention to the overlaps and commonalities of histories that were previously analysed separately”, writes Hausbacher. At the same time, the narrative of a nationally unified memory can become stronger through migration and compensate for loss and alienation, as pointed out by Arja Rosenholm and Natalia Mihailova. They note that feelings of estrangement experienced in emigration call forth idealised memories of the Soviet past: in particular, memories of childhood serve as “an anchor of the identity and the life story and ha[ve] a therapeutic effect in a moment of uncertainty”.
 
          The experience of displacement and a new cultural context leads to shifts in perspective on private and individual (family), public and (post-)Soviet history. Furthermore, migration, displacement and view from a distance unsettle and change gender roles, as demonstrated in the literary texts about women migrating from the East to the West. Scholarship on Russian American and Russian German women authors has shown how writing outside the nation offers new subject positions and writerly opportunities for women writers. Migrating women are situated between cultures and countries, which unsettles the conventional gender roles of Soviet Russian culture, where Russian nationhood is identified as feminine and the figure of a woman as stable, motherly and domestic. Gender roles become deconstructed and hybrid in many ways in migrating women’s writing as they are free from “the patriarchal constructs of the homeland” (Ryan 2011, 64). Moreover, as Kristen Welsh shows in her chapter on Yelena Akhtiorskaya, Olga Grushin, and Anya Ulinich, the representation of female characters’ bodies as ugly, refracted, distorted in their texts – “the unbeautiful body” – reflects “the displacements of immigration”. Women writers from the former Soviet Union have brought a “change of paradigms” to migration literature (Finkelstein 2022, 193) by establishing “a distinct female presence” (Furman 2018, 274) in the Western literary field. For instance, these women authors foreground “specifically female subjectivities” and discuss immigrant experiences from “a decidedly female point of view” (Finkelstein 2022, 194; see also Hausbacher 2016). Contemplating the phenomenon of fluctuating gender roles and the emphasis on specifically female subjectivities in the literary material, our book makes it clear, as Eva Hausbacher notes, that the “doubled experience of alterity as a woman and as a foreigner […] forces [women writers] to come to terms with it in their artistic and literary endeavours”.
 
          While gender roles are negotiated and redefined by women authors in the new cultural environment, many of the chapters indicate how “travelling memory” is gendered. The process of remembering in the family passes down through the female line: this is especially the case for women who have migrated as children with their families and who as adults become interested in the “fate of their mothers and grandmothers, about which they know only very little”, as pointed out by Withold Bonner in the chapter on Sacha Marianna Salzmann’s novel Glorious People. The same observation holds true for the texts by several other authors discussed in the chapters, including Lara Vapnyar, Lena Gorelik, Valery Tscheplanowa and Anna Soudakova. According to Mihailova and Rosenholm, female genealogy is brought about in transgenerational memories when the daughters recall the past; their nostalgia concerns primarily their mothers, grandmothers, and aunts.
 
          It is as if the daughters carry the story of their mothers and grandmothers, as expressed by Salzmann: “My story is her [my mother’s] story”. This notion overlaps with Simona Mitroiu’s observation that in texts by the Russian Jewish American writer Lara Vapnyar, fictional mother-daughter relationships come to epitomize the immigrants’ connections with their Motherland, the past and the present. Mitroiu analyses how the characters deal with their mothers’ sickness and final death, which she reads as “a symbol of their way of coping with their displacement, searching for meaningful connections between American life and their memories and experiences”.
 
          Geopolitical, cultural and psychological distance and the sensitivity of the memory work done in the texts may lead to a shift in how the (Soviet) history is recalled; they make it possible to imagine different events, new frames and alternative histories which are not available in the collective official state memory. The literary works strive to make the Western public more aware of the Soviet regime’s atrocities to its citizens, including ethnic and sexual minorities, and to carve out space for an alternative historiography of the twentieth century, to counter the hegemonic historical narratives (Hausbacher 2020). Especially in German cultural memory, Eastern European migrant authors who write in German about historical events in former communist countries “expand the German framework of memory from a national to a transnational one”, as pointed out by Sabine Egger. Their writing integrates the exploration of interconnections between the Holocaust and the Gulag, as Timothy Snyder has done in Bloodlands: Europe between Hitler and Stalin (2010).
 
          Common narratives of Soviet history are revised to reveal the intertwining of individual or “small” and collective/societal or “big” history. In many texts, which are often autobiographically motivated, the author’s family history is interwoven with the “big” history of the twentieth century. These texts create and are regarded as media of cultural memory. Readers and critics usually suppose that the author conveys her “own” (fictionalised post)memory that stems from her ethnocultural identity; memories she co-creates in her fiction are supposed to be either lived herself or heard from her parents or other relatives. The Finnish Estonian writer Sofi Oksanen, writing in Finnish, not only “inherits” the memory of the repressions experienced by Estonians throughout the twentieth century under both Soviet and German occupation but also translates it, linguistically and culturally. Hence her competence, authenticity of the memories and experiences she draws on, accuracy and “correctness” of the historical events she refers to have been questioned and contested. Despite various criticisms, Oksanen has opened up debate, in Finland and more generally, about the memory culture of the Gulag and the experience of the people living under Soviet imperialism in the “bloodlands” (in her case, Estonia), which makes her novels fit the definition of what Marek Oziewicz (2016) has called “bloodlands fiction”. Oksanen’s take on the subject is strongly gendered, dealing with the issues of sexual violence faced by several generations of women.
 
          The chapter authors highlight the relevance of women’s travelling memories as a literary trend for recalling and working through the Soviet, especially Russian, past. They ask how the texts are designed due to their transcultural perspective, and what is meant by a “diasporic identity” (Clifford 1994; Brah 1996; Rubins 2021), also in relation to the imperial aspirations of the Soviet past and the Russian present. Most case studies of families belonging to ethnic minorities within the USSR (such as Ingrian, Estonian, Finnish, Jewish or Ukrainian) convey the idea that in response to disruptions and displacement caused by migration, migrants construct transcultural identities showing complex and multiple belongings. Caught in-between cultures, transcultural memory and transcultural identity constructions provide a spatial and mental sense of “being out of place”. Being “on the move” brings both alienation and potential growth, as several chapter authors point out. Where they exceed national borders, traumatic events and experiences (whether Holocaust, Holodomor, Gulag or terror) become comparable; Eastern European memory and narratives highlight the shared (European) history of trauma, which has left the Gulag out of the discussion for such a long time.
 
          Transcultural identification is linked to the question of who the migrating writers are writing for. Many languages and multilingualism play an important role in the literary material for this book. Many migrant writers from the former Soviet Union write in the language of their new country, thus “translating” events from the Soviet past into a new literary language. In this respect the language of the old country can influence the new literary language on very different levels. Through analysis of interviews conducted with Russian-speaking immigrant women, Yelenevskaya and Protassova explore how “linguistic practices encompass a variety of language use patterns, including code-switching, language maintenance, and language shift”. Jenniliisa Salminen discusses the multilingual environment in the works of the Finland Russian author, Dess Terentyeva, “since she uses Russian extensively in some of her works and language is clearly one of the main defining features of her characters”. Sabine Egger notes that for Katja Petrowskaja writing in German – for her as a child the language of Bach and Nazis in war films – allowed her to transcend stereotypical roles of victims and perpetrators dominating Soviet and post-Soviet discourse. Writing in German, rather than in Russian or Ukrainian as her first and second languages, thus allows Petrowskaja to create her own narrative space and open new perspectives on European history.
 
          Tora Lane discusses the bilingual poetry of Katia Kapovich, noting how the past is addressed differently in poems written in Russian and in English, which makes the past present in different ways. In Kapovich’s Russian-language poems, Lane distinguishes “considerable proximity, even to the point of sentimentality” while “the lure of the English language lies in its distance”. The sense of proximity in Russian stems from the world of childhood and youth, where the language of communication was Russian, whereas the experience of exile to the USA is articulated in English. Ona Renner-Fahey discusses the complex use of verbal and visual language applied by the Russian Jewish American writer and artist Anya Ulinich in her novel, Petropolis, with illustrations by Ulinich. The illustrations reveal a surprising amount about the protagonist’s diasporic experiences.
 
          A further question bound to language concerns the effects of (post)Soviet migration (literature) on the target cultures. The chapters cover several cultural areas: in addition to the Nordic and German-speaking countries, we include texts from the USA and Israel. With their narratives, the authors not only bring in new memories and family stories but also new ways of narrating and cultural traditions that are little known in “Western” literatures, thus triggering important media reflections on one’s own and the other’s history and on common (auto)stereotypes in the East-West discourse.
 
          The unspoken part of communication reflecting the traumatic experiences is the language of bodies. As Marja Sorvari puts it in her analysis of two works: “The novels employ a critical and reflective perspective on the experiences of migration, highlighting differences between generations as well as making women’s bodily experiences of migration visible.” Most analyses show the body as a means of communication mediating inherited traumas of postmemory or, as Hausbacher puts it, the authors “negotiate the role of the body in the process of gender-specific memory”. Kristen Welsh applies the term “geocorporeality” to point to “the limited exchange value of the female body, especially the immigrant female body: that body is valuable to its new community as an often-exoticized sexual partner and as a potential mother, a producer of heirs”.
 
          The volume is divided into five sections. In Section I, Eva Hausbacher, Simona Mitroiu, Withold Bonner and Sabine Egger focus on Mediating Eastern Memory Discourses in the German-speaking world and – with the exception of the Russian Jewish American author Lara Vapnyar – deal with texts by authors with an Eastern European background who have been very successful in contemporary German-language literature. In Section II, Travelling Memory and Ethnocultural Identity is the thematic umbrella for Henrietta Mondry, Marja Sorvari, Viola Parente-Čapková and Riitta Jytilä. In addition to questions of ethnocultural localisation, the (Russian German, Russian Jewish, Finnish Estonian and Ingrian Finnish) authors and protagonists of the texts discussed here are processing trauma through postmemory. In Section III, Language Belongings and Bodily Identities, Tora Lane, Ona Renner-Fahey, Kristen Welsh and Jenniliisa Salminen ask questions about the effects of migration and displacement on women’s linguistic and bodily identities. Besides the Finnish Russian author Dess Terentyeva, their contributions focus on US authors of Eastern European origin. In Section IV, Displacement and Integration, Natalia Mihailova and Arja Rosenholm, Maria Yelenevskaya and Yekaterina Protassova focus on life writings by women of the “last Soviet generation” abroad. The final and fifth section, “In Her Own Voice”, brings together autobiographical essays by two women writers who(se families) migrated from the Soviet Union, the Finnish Russian fantasy author Dess Terentyeva (discussed in Jenniliisa Salminen’s essay) and writer and scholar Tatjana Hofmann. These two essays add fascinating dimensions to the scholarly discussions and conclude our volume with the voices of women writers.
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                1 Introduction
 
                At the centre of this chapter lies contemporary German-Russian or Russian-German literature; more accurately referred to as German-language literature of Eastern European origin, it is often dealt with under the label of “migration literature” (cf. Rösch 2004). The chapter sees itself as a contribution to Transcultural Memory Studies, which focus their attention on memory processes that unfold across borders and cultures, as Astrid Erll suggests (2011). Associated authors and texts have been very successful on the German-language literary market for around 20 years; there is talk of an “Eastern turn” (Haines 2008) or even an Osterweiterung (Ackermann 2008) of German-language literature.1 They are increasingly winning not only the prizes specifically established for migration literature, such as the Adelbert von Chamisso Prize, but also long-established awards and scholarships that recognise innovative texts in German-language literature (such as the Ingeborg Bachmann Prize or the German Book Prize). They are definitely a source of inspiration for contemporary German-language literature and an important field of aesthetic innovation.
 
                In the context of this book, this segment on contemporary German-language literature is of interest because the texts were written out of the USSR and the distance brought about by migration brings the own all the closer. From this perspective, they offer an inventory and, in many cases, a critical, ironic and sometimes nostalgic examination of Soviet everyday life. In addition, the texts bring into play a different space of memory and experience that is little known in German-language literature; they are often autofictional, and very often family narratives or genealogical knowledge play a role, whereby female generational successions often dominate.2 In doing so, they take up Soviet memory narratives in a variety of ways and thus characterise the intercultural discourse. The aim of this chapter is to use selected texts to illustrate these specifics of Russian-German literature which, due to the context in which they were created, emerged out of the USSR or between cultures. We also note that the majority of authors are women. However, the extent to which female authorship brings a specificity to the narratives of migration to a new culture and the memory of the culture of origin has so far been a desideratum in research.3 On the basis of the readings presented here, the chapter proposes initial hypotheses that may lead to answers to these questions.
 
                The first part of the chapter provides a brief overview of the representatives of this literature and their writing styles. Following this, I will emphasise in particular the recollection-topographical narrative style4 that is characteristic of many texts and which often triggers a dynamisation of traditional memory narratives. The literary texts offer a basis for critical reflection on historical and social conditions, often turning away from the historical master narratives and creating “counter narratives”5 (cf. Tippner 2019; Dubin 2015); literature, as it was, takes on the role of historiography, as Aleida Assmann describes the renegotiation of the distribution of tasks between historiography and literature in the literature of memory (Assmann 2016, 54). Migration and the view from a distance that accompanies it – according to the central thesis of this chapter – promotes the writing of memory culture. A similar trend can also be observed in Russian literature since the 2010s: family novels, such as Ludmila Ulitskaya’s Lestnica Jakova (2017) or Marija Stepanova’s Pamjati pamjati (2018), are perhaps the most prominent examples of memory-cultural texts that use the narrative of private family history to represent the violent history of the twentieth century. But authors such as Ulitskaya and Stepanova also develop the perspective of distance because they are cosmopolitan artists who have repeatedly spent long periods abroad.6 Moreover, an author’s biography is only one of several reasons for the specific nature of transcultural migration literature.7
 
                In the second part of this chapter, I will use concrete examples to show how memory-cultural modes of writing are realised by means of specific literary processes and raise the question of which relevance female authorship carries for the specificity of this literary tendency and its success on the German literary market. In doing so, gender-specific modes of remembering, which have received little attention in research to date, will take centre stage.8
 
               
              
                2 The Eastern Turn in Contemporary German-language Literature
 
                As already indicated, there are numerous authors of Eastern European origin who have been successful on the German-language literary market since the late 1990s. It is important to differentiate which Eastern European or (post-)Soviet countries they come from. Many come from Russia, others are from Ukraine, Georgia or Azerbaijan, but their first language is largely Russian. Among the best known are: Vladimir Kaminer, Vlada Kolosova, Nellya Veremei, Katya Petrovskaya, Vladimir Vertlib, Lena Gorelik, Olga Martynova, Olga Gryaznova, Katerina Poladyan, Alina Bronsky, Julya Rabinovich, Mariana Gaponenko, Lana Lux, Daria Wilke, Dmitry Kapitelmann, Anna Prizkau and Valery Cheplanova. Less well-known names are Kat Kaufmann, Jan Himmelfarb, Dimitrij Wall, Ekaterina Heider, Johann Trupp and Yevgenij Breyger.9 The so-called Russian-German authors can be categorised as a separate subgroup: Natascha Wodin, Irina Liebmann (both second wave migrants), Eleonora Hummel, Lena Klassen and Anna Galkina. Last but not least, there is a group that includes Oleg Jurjew, Julia Kissina and Michail Schischkin, who either have not changed languages or have done so very late. They live in German-speaking countries but publish mainly in Russia or in Russian; therefore, their texts are only available here in German translation.
 
                The majority of the aforementioned authors have left their predominantly Russian-speaking homeland since the 1980s, but especially after the fall of the Iron Curtain, often as children or young adults. This means that they mostly belong to the fourth wave of migration. Many of them came to Germany as so-called “contingent refugees”;10 they have similar migration and language biographies and draw on the same cultural archives. Unsurprisingly, this large number of authors corresponds to a wide variety of different writing styles. We find entertainment literature as well as texts that are highly advanced in terms of linguistic artistry. However, overarching similarities can also be observed: in addition to the aforementioned parallels in the authors’ migration biographies, these similarities initially relate to the themes of the texts. Nora Isterheld, in her study In der Zugluft Europas. Zur deutschsprachigen Literatur russischstämmiger AutorInnen (2017), identified four frequently recurring thematic areas. The first thematic area can be labelled as “East-West relationship”. The texts depict cultural clichés, images of others and the relationship between Russian or Soviet and German culture. The second overarching thematic area concerns the historical and memory narratives, in which primarily Soviet everyday life but also the violent history of the twentieth century from the October Revolution to the Leningrad Blockade and the Great Patriotic War to Stalinist terror and deportations are dealt with. Moreover, the socio-political upheavals in the course of glasnost and perestroika and the collapse of the Soviet Union are presented. Nora Isterheld also addresses questions of identity, often in the context of Jewish origin stories, as well as family narratives.
 
                In addition to topics, similarities can also be found with regard to genre preferences and with regard to the procedures and artistic text design: we often observe an autobiographical foundation in the texts, as well as the dominance of the family novel genre, which corresponds with the authors’ interest in genealogical knowledge. It is noticeable here that the transcultural perspective often triggers a dynamisation of common memory narratives. In literarily constructed memory, the texts often create a different view of history and can therefore be seen as “counter-narratives” to the national narratives that constitute cultural memory: family memory often becomes counter-memory (cf. Dubin 2015, 129). At the same time, these texts also expand the memory spaces of German-language literature and introduce other literary traditions and linguistic approaches.11
 
                With regard to the literary processes, I would particularly like to mention the specific topographical design whose transcultural dimension is based on emphasising the permeability and mixing of cultural spaces. Although many of these texts initially present the Soviet and German cultural spaces as opposites, this is reflected upon, problematised and undermined in the literary representation (cf. Hausbacher 2009, 138–139). The last aspect of commonality is the multilingualism of these texts.12 The authors are mostly language switchers. The influence of the mother tongue on the new literary language can take place on very different levels. Recent research on literary multilingualism shows that language change not only entails aesthetic innovations but also triggers processes of transculturation and thus a change of perspective on the culture of origin and the target culture (cf. Pelloni and Voloshchuck 2023; Burghardt and Hausbacher 2025). This change of perspective can not only facilitate the deconstruction of cultural stereotypes and serve as a vehicle for culture-specific social criticism or a plea for cultural diversity but also express fascination for the culturally foreign or for hybridisation processes (cf. Zemanek and Willms 2014).
 
               
              
                3 Memory Topographical Narration
 
                The concept of memory topography13 was established by the Hamburg cultural scientist Alexandra Lübcke (2009) in the context of transcultural literature. It emphasises – in a thoroughly critical distinction to the static and hierarchising concepts of memory in the sense of a container, as suggested by the storage or archive metaphor commonly used in memory research (cf. Assmann 1999) – the dynamic and network-like character of recall and memory. This performative memory movement is particularly evident in transcultural literature – including the German-language literature of Eastern European origin presented here – because cultural diversity and pluralisation, such as those resulting from migration, also lead to an upheaval in the culture of memory. In this respect, this literature offers a histoire croisée (Werner and Zimmermann 2002), i.e. the possibility of overcoming national-historical perspectives, because it draws attention to the overlaps and commonalities of histories that were previously analysed separately.
 
                A central procedure of memory topographies is to make history accessible on the basis of individual personal narratives, often with recourse to family stories, photographs, texts or public and private archive sources. The dichotomies between public and private remembrance, individual family history and “big”, official history as well as between narrative and document or communicative and cultural memory are cancelled out. In reminiscent storytelling, story and history are often placed on the same level. “History begins when there are no more people to ask, only sources. I had no one left to question, no one who could still recall these times. All I had were fragments of memory, notes of dubious value, and documents in distant archives”, says Katja Petrowskaja in her text Maybe Esther (2018, 22). A deconstructive process is thus advanced in the narrative, which also harbours the impetus of a critical counter-writing to official historiography. The relationship between family memory and official memory culture explored in the texts of contemporary German-language literature of Eastern European origin leads to a new perspective on Soviet historical discourse by marking its gaps and filling them fictionally in the sense of post-memorial writing14 (cf. Gordinsky 2016).
 
                This specific approach to memory in narration can be observed, for example, in Katja Petrowskaja’s text Vielleicht Esther (2014), which thematises the search for traces of the protagonist’s Jewish family history. In this search, the history of the twentieth century with its abysses from the Warsaw Ghetto to the massacre of Babi Yar, from the death marches at the end of the Second World War to the Stalinist show trials of the 1930s, is brought into the narrator’s immediate present and deconstructed in many ways along the way. Petrowskaja’s narrative technique does not generate a static and intellectually abstract recollection of the past but rather opens a space of memory in the repetitive movement that oscillates between historical and present-day places and times. This space remains open and offers opportunities for retelling historical events. In this respect, Vielleicht Esther is not a classic memory text in the sense of a victim narrative that reproduces traditional images of history. Rather, the historical events are transformed into a movement of re-reading, making them accessible to others. In Petrowskaja’s work, as in the entire group of these texts, “big” history and “small” history, i.e. the historical past and the individual present, are brought full circle. How the post-memorial traces of trauma are also analysed linguistically in this text by switching between German, English, Russian, Polish and Yiddish cannot be pursued here further (cf. Hausbacher 2020, Bühler-Dietrich 2019).
 
                We can also find memoir-topographical narrative techniques in Olga Martynova’s prose debut Sogar Papageien überleben uns (2010). As a cultural-historical novel, this transnational romance also creates a portrait of Russia and the Soviet Union in the twentieth century. The protagonist Marina’s memories of the beginnings of her relationship with Andreas, a German exchange student who spent a semester abroad in Leningrad in the mid-1980s, form an important subject line in the text; miniatures of pre-revolutionary Russia, the period of Stalinist terror, the Second World War and the siege of Leningrad up to Perestroika are woven into the narrative fabric of the novel in a mosaic-like fashion. This reveals Martynova’s specific technique of remembrance: the construction of time loops through which the stories run, marking a simultaneity of the non-simultaneous, a presence of the past in the present. The traditional memory narratives are not completely replaced but set in motion, shifted and given a new perspective. Through the transfer of these historical events into German-language literature, they become part of the context of tradition. Thus, the readers become aware of them as such, and we can speak of shared history15 (Dunker 2021). With the presentation of Jan and Aleida Assmann, one could say that Martynova transfers something from Russian communicative memory into German cultural memory or introduces it for the first time.
 
                Julia Kissina’s novel Vesna na lune (2012 [2011]), published in German under the title Frühling auf dem Mond (2013), can also be used as another example. It tells an alternative history of the 1970s and 1980s in the Soviet Union. The episodic text depicts the growing up of a 12-year-old girl called Julia in Kyiv at that time. The author succeeds in rewriting common depictions of the 1970s and 1980s, shedding new light on Soviet memory narratives as well as “Western” clichés about the world behind the Iron Curtain. However, it is not only the ghosts of Stalinism and wartime atrocities that are invoked but also countless “banal” events and “little” things from everyday life at that time that have been forgotten. Kissina uses a special trick as a strategy for her re-writing: her protagonist, who comes from the milieu of the Jewish intelligentsia, has a so-called “lunatic” sense for the repressed and hidden and thus awakens the repressed spirits of that time. This ability to use the moon to transport herself into a parallel universe that is far removed from reality enables her to perceive more than the traditional images of everyday Soviet life in the years conveyed to us. The fact that it takes great effort to penetrate these repressed areas of life, because the official images of history are firmly cemented in place, is brought to light by the following sentence from the novel: “Sometimes it seems that the bricks of the past are stuck together so tightly that there is no room at all for anything new” (Kissina 2013, 244).16 It is the narrator’s ambition to discover an alternative archive, which she succeeds in doing by describing her memories of this time in writing to leave at least “a small scratch on the slate of memory” (Kissina 2013, 217).17
 
                All of these texts – and many more – work in terms of memory topography described above; they form a memory topographical network that creates a surface of friction with the dominant, often nationally characterised memory discourses. The family stories told are used to narrate both individual and collective history as a remembered past, creating alternative spaces of memory and posing questions about the construction of memories and the historical past. Self-experienced memories, traditional family memories and historical facts are rearranged by the writers and condensed into exemplary cases. Narrators and readers become archaeologists, genealogists and interpreters in search of clues. In a Foucauldian sense, they dissect, arrange, organise, establish relationships and rework the materials of a historically comprehensive, labyrinthine archive network from the inside. The authors take up common topoi of history, recite them, reach into individual as well as social and cultural archives and place them in temporal and spatial relationships in their narratives.
 
               
              
                4 List Poetics as Shared History
 
                The novel Die Listensammlerin (The List Collector, first published in 2013) is a text that practices this memory-topographical narrative with the effect of a histoire croisée or shared history in a specific way. It is Lena Gorelik’s fifth novel,18 again a family novel that uses the poetics of the list to connect the Soviet past and the narrated German present.
 
                The protagonist of the novel is called Sofia. She is a writer in her early forties and lives in Munich with her mother and grandmother, who migrated from the Soviet Union to Germany decades ago with Sofia in their arms as an infant. But since the birth of her daughter Anna, Sofia’s life has been out of balance. Her daughter suffers from a heart valve defect and has to undergo several surgeries. However, Sofia has a tried and tested tool that helps her in every crisis and that she has been using since childhood: she writes lists that bring what happens to her into a seemingly reliable order. “The lists gave me strength and calm like prayer, alcohol, drugs, a therapist, cigarettes and shopping do for others” (Gorelik 2015, 57). Sofia creates lists of beautiful people, lists of moments she never wanted to experience, lists of typical grandmother sentences, a list of questionable parenting novels and a list of film-worthy scenes from her life, all as elements of order in coping with everyday life and crises.
 
                When Sofia begins to dissolve her grandmother’s household because she has been living in a nursing home for some time, she finds yellowed papers in a wooden box on which someone has kept meticulous lists of wishes, names, readings, memories and plans in Cyrillic script, much like herself. There are, for example, lists of beautiful male hands, lists of literature to be read, on which everything from Charms to Mandelʼštam to Brodsky that was banned in Soviet times can be found, and a list of wishes for her mother, who is to be spared from work and worry.
 
                The novel then alternates between two perspectives, also indicated by means of different fonts: between Sofia’s efforts to cope with everyday life in contemporary Germany and Grisha’s – the author of the found lists – adolescence in the Soviet Union of the 1950s and 60s. Accordingly, the novel has two typographically separate narrative strands which are connected to each other across space and time by means of the lists serving as hinges: on the one hand, we have Sofia’s first-person narrative in present-day Munich, which centres around her concern for her daughter and her grandmother. The second narrative strand jumps back to Sofia’s mother’s youth in the post-Stalinist Soviet Union and to her brother Grisha: here the story is told in the third person, describing the time when Grisha grew up to become a young man and thus implicitly answering Sofia’s question bit by bit as to why Grisha was left behind in the family’s Russian past and shrouded in such secrecy. Little by little, she succeeds in reconstructing the contours of his biography: Grisha was an anarchically wild boy; he is drawn as a charming outsider with homosexual tendencies who listens to Elvis and The Doors and wears western clothes from the black market. As a teenager, he joins an opposition group and eventually becomes a dissident, who drags Sofia’s biological father to ruin with his actions.
 
                These two narrative levels, and thus also the cultural spaces in which they are located, are increasingly interwoven with and into each other over the course of the novel, resulting in an interweaving of the Soviet Russian past and the German present. Initially, however, Russia and Germany are presented as two completely contrasting and separate spaces. At the character level, it is Sofia’s mother in particular who symbolises this opposition: the mother conveys to the daughter “that the Soviet Union was a place from which one had to be ‘rescued’” (cf. Gorelik 2015, 134). She criticises everything Soviet and defends everything German, remembers her time in the Soviet Union only with disgust and does not want to talk about it. The initial distance between the systems also manifests itself in Grisha’s world, in which the children play the game “Russians versus Germans” in the courtyard and boast about which of their relatives has shot more fascists (cf. Gorelik 2015, 268).
 
                Nonetheless, this oppositely constructed depiction of Soviet-Russian and Western-German cultural space is repeatedly relativised in the novel, and the two spaces are increasingly parallelised. This is achieved, for example, in the design of the two protagonists Sofia and Grisha as doppelgänger figures: both have an almost autistic-like penchant for lists. Another analogy between the two narrated worlds are the public homes, which are experienced as very negative in both places: in Moscow, the indignant Grisha photographs the inhumane conditions in a home, the so-called “yellow house” where opponents of the system, war invalids and the insane vegetate in unacceptable conditions. In today’s Munich, Sofia suffers every time she visits her grandmother in the nursing home when she observes the bleak everyday life of the residents and sees the “terrible food” (Gorelik 2015, 25) that is served to them. Another motif that connects the two narrative levels and cultural spaces is that of maternal anxiety: the grandmother’s concern for her wayward son Grisha has similarities to Sofia’s concern for her sick daughter Anna. Finally, the family itself is a German-Russian hybrid, as the biographies of the grandmother and the mother connect the Russian past and the narrated German present. These Russian-German family ties came about when Sofia’s stepfather Frank studied literature in the Soviet Union and – although initially a convinced communist – “rescued” the three of them into the West (Gorelik 2015, 134).
 
                The recollection-topographical narrative style, i.e. the performative movement of remembering that links “great” and “individual” history, also results in hybrid text elements. Important historical events and phenomena are mentioned as if in passing and illuminated in an unconventional way: for example, the Soviet dissident culture, which is not only about political activism and samizdat literature, but also about yoga (cf. Gorelik 2015, 211) and meditation (cf. Gorelik 2015, 237). With the figure of Grisha, Lena Gorelik creates a psychogram of a dissident in all his social ambivalence; he is not only a dissident hero, driven by a great love of himself and freedom, but also jeopardises those close to him with his actions. In addition to the dissident movement, a connection between the story and history is also established via the Decembrists, who are mentioned in the text. Sofia’s mother places herself in their tradition because “she had recklessly risen up against the Soviet fatherland when she married Frank, the German communist, and allowed herself to be rescued to Germany together with me and my grandmother” (Gorelik 2015, 218).
 
                In the presentation of many details about Soviet everyday culture with its rupture into two worlds – the official and the subcultural – the usual narratives about the leaden Brezhnev period are renegotiated. The descriptions of Grisha’s homosexuality can also be understood in terms of memoir-topographical narratives: Grisha meets Sergei, who wants to join the group as an activist, at one of his conspiratorial meetings. Grisha immediately notices Sergei’s beautiful hands and his hitherto only latent homoerotic inclinations become more concrete. The prudish sexual morality of Soviet society, in which it was already a minor sensation if someone spoke openly about sexuality, is also recounted in the context of this theme (cf. Gorelik 2015, 113).
 
                At the procedural level, it is the lists, among other things, that support the recollection-topographical narrative technique: Grisha and Sofia’s lists represent a kind of private archive presented to readers so that they can organise their image of Soviet Russian culture and find it in the building of relationships. Although their lists come from different cultural archives, they each provide a kind of diagnosis of conditions and counteract the silence with which the older generation shrouds its past: “[…] in not speaking, the mother has always been a talent” (Gorelik 2015, 65). The analogy between the list and the archive is also suggested by Sofia herself when she finds the old wooden box containing Grisha’s lists: “I had brought the box with me and now took it out, carefully unfolded the sheets, the lists, as a child Frank had taken me into archives and shown me how to handle old, valuable documents. I went through them again” (Gorelik 2015, 347).
 
                Sofia and Grisha’s lists are connecting elements between the cultural spaces and times;19 they have the function of a cultural-poetic inventory and in many cases a critical-ironic examination of the respective living environments. Last but not least, they also emphasise Gorelik’s literary game of mixing fact and fiction.
 
                Like much of the more recent German-language narrative prose with an Eastern European background, Die Listensammlerin is a successful example of recent memoir literature that reflects “big” history in “small” and private stories, blurring the clear dividing lines between literature and life, fact and fiction and victim and perpetrator. An important narrative technique here is the hybridisation of the narrated cultural spaces. The novel creates new approaches to the historical world and new images of history, which – by reaching into the present – become connectable for today’s readers. Remembrance is a process; history is made the subject of ever new narrative rounds; concealed facts are brought to light; subliminal ruptures in a family history are clearly named.
 
               
              
                5 Female Genealogy: Gender, Body and Memory
 
                So far, it has been shown that history is staged in a genealogical context in the texts dealt with here. The fact that female generational successions often dominate and that the majority of authors in this literary segment are female places the question of gender-specific modes of remembering, which has so far been underexposed in research, at centre stage. There are interesting studies on this by Sigrid Weigel (1994) and Claudia Öhlschläger (2005). They rightly note that, from a historical perspective, modes of remembering differ between men and women. They emphasise the body as a place of gender marking (cf. Öhlschläger 2005, 228), which can be seen as a place for the inscription, storage and transformation of cultural knowledge. As Öhlschläger (2005, 230) points out, Sigmund Freud, Walter Benjamin and Aby Warburg already provided the first approaches to reflecting on gender-specific remembering. Taking these traditions of thought further, Sigrid Weigel uses gestures and physical symptoms as guiding categories of memory in order to make individual and collective experiences, traumas or experiences of happiness legible. Experiences are stored in the gestures of the body and must be deciphered. Other approaches (including Kamper and Wulf 1989) view the body as a cultural sign and combine semiotic theories with Judith Butler’s deconstructive understanding of the body. Accordingly, the body can be understood as a place for the inscription of social discourses and thus also as a medium of cultural memory. The fact that the inclusion of literary texts in the reconstruction of discursive constellations, as suggested by the work of cultural poetics, is able to differentiate the findings on the manifold entanglements of culture and body or society and body is confirmed by the central cultural studies of the body, above all by Claudia Benthien’s (1999, 2001) publications on this field of research, which always include literary body texts in their analyses and arguments. Literary body analyses also have a tradition in Slavic studies, with studies by Christina Parnell, Helena Goscilo, Regine Nohejl or Heiko Hausendorf and Jurij Murašov that go back to the 1980s and are followed by more recent body studies that increasingly establish a connection to memory research, such as the study by Dagmar Burkhart Hautgedächtnis (2011) or the volume Körper, Gedächtnis, Literatur in (post-)totalitären Kulturen (2020), edited by Susanne Frank and Franziska Thun-Hohenstein.
 
                If the body is to be understood as a gender-marked place where symbols of memory of the culturally repressed, forgotten or omitted appear (cf. Weigel 1994), then there are also different strategies and procedures for the cultural archiving and transmission of gender-specific body images and forms of representation of gender relations. Literature is a field in which such strategies and procedures of archiving, transmission, but also reinterpretation of body images and gender concepts are tested, reflected upon and exhibited (cf. Öhlschläger 2005, 242). Two current novels in German-language literature of Eastern European origin will be presented here as examples of transcultural modes of writing that negotiate the role of the body in the process of gender-specific memory:20 Sasha Marianna Salzmann’s21 second novel Im Menschen muss alles herrlich sein (2021) and Valery Tscheplanowa’s22 debut novel Das Pferd im Brunnen (2023).
 
                
                  5.1 Sasha Marianna Salzmann, Im Menschen muss alles herrlich sein
 
                  Firstly, Sasha Marianna Salzmann’s novel with the title Im Menschen muss alles herrlich sein,23 which refers to Anton Čechov’s Djadja Vanja (Uncle Vanya), also confirms the strong tendency towards memoir-topographical narratives in contemporary German-language literature of Eastern European origin. The novel describes everyday Soviet culture from the 1970s to perestroika from a distance, thus introducing a different culture of remembrance and other “lieux de mémoire” (Pierre Nora) into German-language literature. The text also focuses on aspects of a counter-reality neglected in official discourse and thus questions social power structures. Im Menschen muss alles herrlich sein is also a family novel that tells the story of the lives of two mothers and their two daughters; both mothers were socialised in the Soviet Union, experienced their childhood and youth in eastern Ukraine in the 1970s and 80s and immigrated to Germany with their children in the 1990s. The difficulties in their new “homeland” are at the centre of the second part of the book. These cultural differences also determine the problematic relationship between the generations: between the Soviet-influenced mothers Lena and Tatyana and their post-Soviet-migrant daughters Edi and Nina, who both stumble in search of their identity and blame their mothers by referring to them as “never-really-arrived”, “screwed-up post-Soviet whinge bags” and “perestroika zombies” (Salzmann 2024, 220). The first part of the novel is primarily dedicated to one of the two mother figures, namely Lena, who was born in 1965 and grew up in the small Ukrainian town of Gorlovka (Ukrainian: Horlivka) in a Soviet academic family – her father is a teacher, her mother an engineer in a chemical factory. The early death of her mother due to a neurological disease (and incorrect, but very expensive treatment by a corrupt doctor) motivates Lena’s decision to study medicine, which she is only able to take up at the second attempt and only at the less prestigious University of Dnipropetrovsk due to the omnipotence of corruption in the Soviet Union. It is in the chaotic 1990s that Lena makes good money as a doctor specialising in skin and venereal diseases in a private ward at the clinic. She treats the venereal diseases of the nouveau riche Russians and their lovers, men and women who pay a lot of money to be treated. Lena confronts the sick society which manifests itself for her in the diseased genitals of her patients but also in the pathological racism she experiences in her relationship with her lover, a Chechen. For her, it is merely a pragmatic decision to marry an unloved contingent refugee and go to Germany with him. In this section of the novel in particular, it becomes clear that bodies are not a matter of nature but a reflection of historical discourses. The segment addresses the social transformation processes of the time, for example the emergence of private surgeries in the state healthcare system. Lena’s boss, the clinic director, makes a drastic assessment of the ailing system of the collapsing Soviet Union: “Our country is stretched out on the operating table, slit open from belly to throat” (Salzmann 2024, 111). Lena herself chooses a different but equally physical image to describe this: “As she looked down from the bridge at the noisy building site, it seemed to her that ‘meat grinder’ was the only term that described what was going on here” (Salzmann 2024, 115). However, the dead metaphor of the “meat grinder” (“Fleischwolf”) is not only “revived” in the text at this point, where the social body is pushed through this kitchen utensil; it appears a second time as a “wolf” in the face of a patient with whom Lena falls unhappily in love. Unhappily, because he is Chechen, and racism towards Chechens and other people from the former Soviet republics becomes the new cement of the disintegrated country in these years:
 
                   
                    ‘Wolf? Seriously? This thing on my face is called wolf?’ […]
 
                  
 
                   
                    ‘Do you think that’s funny?’ she said coldly. ‘Oh, come on, a Chechen with a disease called wolf? If you didn’t look so nice, I’d think you were trying to insult me. […]’ ‘Chechen or not, you have lupus. It would be best if you took it seriously.’ (Salzmann 2024, 115–116)
 
                  
 
                  The wild affair between Lena and Edil Aslanovich Tsurgan has to end abruptly – despite or precisely because Lena is pregnant by him; the relationship between a Ukrainian woman and a Chechen is impossible. However, the social pressure on the couple does not only come from society. Edil himself constantly emphasises his Chechen identity and incessantly reproduces racist stereotypes. The following dialogue between the two shows how they are trapped in the prevailing resentment: “Listen, I know what you’re thinking”, he says to Lena when she turns down his invitation to dinner, “But we aren’t all animals.” “I never said anything about animals.” (Lena, E.H.) “You mentioned wolves.” (Edil, E.H.) “That’s the name of your illness.” (Lena, E.H.) (Salzmann 2024, 117)
 
                  The way in which emigration affects the skin or body plays a role in the second part of the novel, although here it is not the character of Lena that is analysed, but the generation of daughters. As in the first part, the social discourses are discussed very directly based on skin reactions. For example, the enormous tensions between the homosexual Edi and her parents, Lena and Daniel, are expressed by the fact that the daughter feels itchy during their encounters, which always end in arguments: “The permanent labour pains of these people who’d never-really-arrived made her itch all over. Florida – she had to get to Florida. No one could make her spend a weekend in Thuringia with these screwed-up post-Soviet whinge bags, these perestroika zombies” (Salzmann 2024, 220).
 
                  The tattoo on the arm of Edi’s girlfriend Dea also plays an interesting role; it is a giraffe, which is reminiscent of a motif by the Georgian artist Pirosmani. In the text, it symbolises the idea of a different, liberal counter-world that Edi longs for.24
 
                  Therefore, the signs of body and skin are used in this text to tell the story of the social discourses of the late 1990s in a very drastic and direct way. There are many examples of the sensuality of the narrative style in the text, for example, in the scene in which Lena’s feelings are described when she learns of the death of her beloved grandmother: “She felt as if she’d been doused in hot oil. For a moment she thought burn blisters were popping all over her body; then her flesh ran cold” (Salzmann 2024, 131). The strong bond between the protagonist Lena and her grandmother once again points to the dominance of female family genealogies in German-language literature of Eastern European origin, which also features in Valery Tscheplanowa’s first novel Das Pferd im Brunnen.
 
                 
                
                  5.2 Valery Tscheplanowa, Das Pferd im Brunnen
 
                  Similar to the texts discussed above, the experience of migration is also the trigger for telling and reflecting on this (Soviet Russian) family history, whose genealogy is once again decidedly female – grandfathers, fathers and husbands are missing across the generations: “The fathers were gone. Tanja’s husband had been killed in the war. Nina’s husband had eaten himself into a heart attack with a pile of eggs, bread and butter, and Lena’s husband had been buried under the rubble of the Soviet Union” (Tscheplanowa 2023, 165).
 
                  In contrast to the majority of texts in this literary segment, however, it is noticeable in terms of the spatial narrative that the subject is largely confined within the borders of Russia. There is no hybridisation, mixing or interweaving, and a multitude of images of being trapped is evoked. This novel is also autofictional: after the death of her grandmother Nina, Valya returns from Germany to her grandmother’s house near Kazan to search for traces of her own origins. In doing so, she recognises the imprints that have developed over four generations. The text begins in the grandmother’s flat, furnished with a rocking chair, in a Russian spa town near Kazan where Stalin once spent his summers. The picture of Russia painted here is a hermetically sealed one:
 
                   
                    For nine years, there has been a rocking chair in this winter-for-winter heated room in Russia that nobody sits on anymore. Maybe it’s gathering dust, maybe not. Where would the dust come from? The windows are not opened, nobody brings in dirt, there is no draught. I don’t know if the white curtains are yellowing. It could be that the old candles are bending from the persistent central heat from October to March. From time to time, maybe every few months, a candle falls and makes a dull sound on the flowery carpet where nobody walks. (Tscheplanowa 2023, 9)
 
                  
 
                  When the grandmother can no longer live alone in her old age, she takes her daughter into the city apartment, where the grandmother spends her last days locked up – as the text puts it – “with the windows shuttered” (Tscheplanowa 2023, 28). Valya’s brother Misha, who does not succeed in immigrating to Germany and returns home after seven years because he cannot cope with the capitalist social order, also lives there in seclusion and isolation: a heavy iron door leads to the flat where he grew up and where he will die: “These seventy square metres are Misha’s castle” (Tscheplanowa 2023, 40), as the text says. From the brother’s (and also the mother’s) perspective, the German West is portrayed as something completely different: the Western way of life, in which people travel around the world and wear an openness on their faces (cf. Tscheplanowa 2023, 41) remains illegible for Misha. The cultural and territorial boundaries remain, even when Valya returns to Russia at the age of 17 to “rediscover her lost Russian language” (Tscheplanowa 2023, 165) alongside her absent father. She inherits her mother’s flat, where two iron doors mark the irrevocability of the world they enclose. The balcony is barred and the air in the rooms is stuffy (cf. Tscheplanowa 2023, 180f).
 
                  As striking as the difference in the spatial structuring of the text is, the similarities in the depiction of the body are just as great. Similar to the Salzmann novel, historical discourses of Soviet Russian society on body images are evoked in the text. This is particularly vivid in the chapter A Russian Body (Tscheplanowa 2023, 61–75), which describes Lena’s work in a Soviet prosthesis factory and her brief liaison with a young man with an amputated leg who does not correspond to the Soviet image of the male hero at all. In the last section – where Sigrid Weigel’s concept of body language and gestures in their memory-storing function and their gendered or decidedly female connotation are realised – an image is created that “melts” the otherwise very firm boundaries between the countries which are isolated from each other in their diversity:
 
                   
                    When I stand in front of the mirror in the morning, I see her, my grandmother, in my face. Nina, who lived without me. I too have lived without her, separated from her by national borders, utopias, consumer goods and the burning desire to have it better one day. But when I stir my semolina porridge and, like Nina, melt a knob of butter in it, I have to smile, because thousands of kilometres away from here it is the same pot in which she stirred her semolina porridge and in which I am now continuing to stir (Tscheplanowa 2023, 189–190).
 
                  
 
                  Valya thus carries her grandmother, with her Soviet Russian culture, across time and cultural borders:
 
                   
                    I also go into the bathroom and look at my face. When I look in the mirror, I recognise her skin under my skin. She has turned into me, I continue to tell her story, I am her echo. Our skin is a story that we continue to write. We describe it with the sorrows and joys that are engraved in it. Nina has not stopped breathing, she breathes in me. I look at my face even more carefully. See how her Asian-shaped eyes have become a little larger and rounder in my eyes, the bridge of her nose has shortened in my face, and her hair has become lighter in colour. […] But the look, our look remains the same. Looks out into the world and wants to get to work. Nina didn’t look for happiness outside her body. What her hands could and did, that was her happiness. […] Happiness was an activity. That is Nina’s legacy to me (Tscheplanowa 2023, 187–188).
 
                  
 
                  Body language is the connecting link between the women across the generations. A conciliatory tone is audible in Walja’s body memory: the recollection of the strength of women in the family tradition, who have lived under adverse social conditions, helps her to overcome the instability of life between cultures.
 
                 
               
              
                6 Conclusion
 
                Tscheplanowa’s novel clearly confirms the trend in contemporary Russian-German literature asserted here, namely that a transgenerational and transcultural narrative also has an effect on the discourse on gender roles. In these texts, gender concepts that are very unusual from a Western perspective are drawn. They often depict the family as a gynocentric space of domination by mothers and grandmothers. This is very evident not only in Tscheplanowa’s text but also in the works of Lena Gorelik, Katja Petrowskaja and Sasha Marianna Salzmann. Cultural memory is always dependent on the forms of its representation. However, this also means that historiography remains contaminated by prevailing gender images and gender myths (cf. Öhlschläger 2005, 239) which are re- and/or deconstructed in literary narratives. Grandmother figures in particular often play a prominent role as bearers of family memory and main carers. As caring, organisationally strong family managers, they are linked to the classic symbolic inventory of Russian myths of femininity which identify motherhood as a central value of national identity and – based on folkloristic and Christian Orthodox models – associate it with devotion and self-sacrifice. At the same time, they are connected to the historical topos of the strong woman which is linked to the Decembrist uprising, the pre-revolutionary women’s movement and, above all, the Soviet gender ideology (cf. Isterheld 2017, 363–393). The texts thus introduce cultural variations of gender into our “Western” discourse, thereby, pointing to the constructed nature and cultural transformation of gender identity (cf. Kazmierczak 2016).
 
                Salzmann’s and Tscheplanowa’s novel can be seen as exemplary for the contemporary German-language literature of Eastern European origin presented here. It depicts the last Soviet generation beyond Binarism, standing between the totalitarian state and dissident resistance; it makes this time accessible and understandable for today’s readers in the depiction of private and repeatedly also physical descriptions of the everyday world. The narrative forms of memory topography, as described in the texts by Gorelik, Petrovskaya, Martynova and Kissina, also produce this effect. This makes the past legible as part of our present and reveals new approaches to historical worlds (Assman 2011, 84). The texts are literary representations of a Soviet post-memory in which fragments of repressed history are staged by means of the literary form (Gordinsky 2016, 247). This is also supported by the fact that they belong to the genre of the family novel. The idiom of the family, according to Marianne Hirsch (2008, 115), can trigger identification and projection in contemporary readers as an “accessible lingua franca” despite temporal distance and cultural difference (cf. Gordinsky 2016, 245).
 
                The interweaving of gender and cultural alterity visible in the texts, which can best be analysed using an intersectional approach, can also be applied to the question of why so many female authors can be found in this literary segment: the doubled experience of alterity as a woman and as a foreigner, it can be argued, forces them to come to terms with it in their artistic and literary endeavours. In analogy to Rosi Braidotti’s reflections on the nomadic subject (2011), the migrant female subject could also be thought of as a path that leads out of gender and national-cultural essentialisms.25
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              Notes

              1
                This trend continued after the outbreak of the Ukraine war in February 2022, albeit with a shift in the thematic focus of the texts. These latest developments cannot be discussed in detail in this article.

              
              2
                This development runs parallel to trends in contemporary Russian literature, in which the family novel has been celebrating a comeback since the early 2010s (cf. Tippner 2019).

              
              3
                In my paper “Do migrant women write differently? Reflections on a Poetics of Migration” (2012), I come to the conclusion that the “in-between”, the cultural difference in which authors of migration live, stimulates their creative potential, but argue in favour of shifting the focus to poetic strategies to the detriment of author biography and themes.

              
              4
                The term was introduced by Alexandra Lübcke (2009) and is explained in more detail in chapter 3 of this text. The emphasis on the spatial dimension inherent in the term refers to the particular topographically influenced form of memory and remembrance in texts that arise in the context of migration.

              
              5
                Counter narratives deconstruct the overarching narratives, also known as master narratives, established in canonised literature. These counter narratives convey different interpretations of historical events and perspectives that have been excluded on many occasions (Bamberg and Andrews 2004).

              
              6
                Both authors have been living in exile since 2022. They continue to write their texts in Russian and thus do not count as Russian-German authors in the narrower sense. However, their novels are interesting and revealing references for comparison with the methods of Russian-German contemporary literature discussed here.

              
              7
                For more details, see Hausbacher (2009).

              
              8
                Claudia Öhlschläger (2005) offers a broad overview of research on gender in cultural studies memory research.

              
              9
                Authors of Ukrainian origin, such as Dmitry Kapitelman or Yevgeny Breyger, have turned away from Russian and towards Ukrainian since the outbreak of the Ukrainian war.

              
              10
                The term contingent refugees refers to refugees who are allowed to resettle in Germany in a predetermined number (contingent). From 1991 to 2005, Jews and their relatives or people with Jewish ancestors from the Soviet Union and its successor states were able to resettle in Germany as so-called contingent refugees.

              
              11
                Cf. Günter Stocker (2013). In it, Stocker emphasises the different literary socialisation of migrant authors from Eastern Europe, their distanced relationship to the German language and the differences in the various literary traditions, such as the widespread lack of storytelling in modern German-language literature.

              
              12
                Miriam Finkelstein provides a concise summary of the (historical) development, topics and procedures, in particular the multilingual peculiarities, as well as the reception of Russian-German literature in a handbook article (Finkelstein 2022).

              
              13
                The term in German is “Erinnerungstopographie”.

              
              14
                Post-memorial writing is understood here in the sense of Marianne Hirsch (2008).

              
              15
                The use of the term shared history here follows the conception of Axel Dunker (2021), who applies the concept of histoire croisée (Werner and Zimmermann 2002) to literary studies. It draws attention to aspects of literary texts that have so far been obscured by national historiographies and reveals overlaps and shared elements of separately examined histories.

              
              16
                „Иногда кажется, что кирпичи прошлого так плотно подогнаны один к другому, что там совершенно не найдется места для нового.“ (Kisina 2012, 251). In all cases where there is no published English translation (Julia Kissina, Lena Gorelik, Valery Tscheplanowa), the translations are by the author of this chapter.

              
              17
                „[. . .] оставить на грифельной доске памяти хоть маленькую царапину“ (Kisina 2012, 223).

              
              18
                Lena Gorelik was born into a Russian-Jewish family in Leningrad in 1981, moved to Germany in 1992 as a so-called contingent refugee and became known for her German-Russian-Jewish family and migration stories, which have received numerous awards.

              
              19
                Thomas Wegmann also refers to the hybridising effect of lists in his essay on the list as an aesthetic tipping point (2012).

              
              20
                This tendency is evident in the entire corpus of Russian-German contemporary literature discussed here, but it is particularly pronounced in the novels of Salzmann and Tscheplanova.

              
              21
                Salzmann was born into a Russian-Jewish family in Volgograd in 1985, grew up in Moscow and immigrated to Germany with her family in 1995. She is a playwright, essayist and dramaturge and was head of the studio stage at the Maxim Gorki Theatre in Berlin from 2013 to 2015. Her debut novel Außer sich (2017) was very successful, won several prestigious literary awards and has been translated into 16 languages. Im Menschen muss alles herrlich sein is her second novel, which has also won several awards and has been dramatised on several theatre stages.

              
              22
                Valery Tscheplanowa was born in Kazan in 1980 and immigrated to Germany with her mother at the age of eight. She is a successful theatre and film actress.

              
              23
                In the translation published in 2024, the title is Glorious People.

              
              24
                A detailed interpretation of Pirosmani’s giraffe can be found in the chapter by Withold Bonner in this volume.

              
              25
                Other explanations for the dominance of female voices in contemporary migrant literature of Eastern European origin, which cannot be discussed in detail in this article, lead into the area of canon and genre issues: migration might bring with it a loss of canon pressure, which is stronger on female authors in the cultures of origin, or the genre fashion of autofictional family prose on the German-language literary market might favour the writing of these authors. Further research is needed to verify these hypotheses.
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              This chapter reflects on multiple belongings and questions what was named the “hybrid cultural and linguistic selves” (Furman 2011, 20) of several characters created by American-Russian-Jewish women writers. The analysis of the literary works reveals how immigrant women interrogate their identities and memories and create fictional and autobiographical narratives shaped by the disruptions of their lives due to their immigrant status. Displacement creates different responses such as rediscussing and challenging generational and intergenerational connectivity. The chapter focuses mainly on Lara Vapnyar’s novels Still Here: A Novel (2016) and Divide Me by Zero (2019). The analysis starts from an autobiographical perspective, using Vapnyar’s interviews and autobiographical essays to argue that how the writer interrogates her multiple belongings and creates fictional narratives is influenced and shaped by the disruptions in her life due to displacement. Through close reading and employing a textual and thematic analysis, a number of interconnected themes and narratives are identified and discussed.
 
              American-Russian-Jewish writers’ autobiographical accounts, as well as their novels, explore varying levels of difference and “otherness”. A continuous movement that exists between inclusion and exclusion lines that impacts those from different groups, spaces and cultures, and acts between generations is revealed. The relationship between fictional mothers and daughters is read as a (re)mediation of the women characters’ connections with their Motherland, therefore, between their past and their current lives. A problematic relationship between mother and daughter is played out in both of Vapnyar’s novels within the framework of adaptation and personal challenges in the adoptive country. The multiple identity references, in relation to national and ethnic belongings, and the process of dealing with the feelings of fragmentation and being “out of place” caused by immigration are mirrored by the characters’ struggles to reflect upon their relationships with their mothers. The evolution of the mother-daughter relationship, including its transformation through remembrance, illustrates several stages of dealing with the multiple changes brought by immigration. The way these characters deal with their mothers’ sickness and final death acts as a symbol of their way of coping with their displacement, searching for meaningful connections between American life and their memories and experiences.
 
              
                1 Displacement, Multiple Belongings and the Plasticity of Self-identification
 
                Adrian Wanner writes that even though Russian-American writers are frequently seen as one entity in the public perception, they are not a homogenous group easily defined by a common style. In fact, they are seen as a unitary group because they share Russia as a Soviet place of birth, Russian as their mother tongue, Jewish ethnicity and the immigration to America as a common experience, as well as English as their literary language (Wanner 2022, 205–206). Yelena Furman also indicates the question of immigrant experience(s) as a unifying trait of the literature created by the Russian-American writers, adding a new layer of understanding, that of the hybrid cultural and linguistic selves. Furman constructs her analysis around the “specific hyphenated identities” of the Soviet and post-Soviet immigrant writers, using the theoretical formulations of hybridity from postcolonial studies, especially Homi Bhabha’s idea of “third space” to argue that Russian-American writing and writers inhabit this hybrid “third space” that “emerges out of the intersections of two different cultures” (Furman 2011, 21–22). What is named the hybrid third space is correlated with the hyphenated identity resulting from a “multiplicity of cultural and linguistic affiliations” and through their interactions that create cross-hybridization between different affiliations (Furman 2011, 33).
 
                Several interconnected and overlapping concepts need to be further explored in order to have a comprehensive understanding of the hybrid and hyphenated nature resulting from multiple affiliations and their cross-connections. Scholars use concepts such as translation, and transculturation, as well as displacement, “in-between-ness” and “unsettledness” in their analysis of processes and the results associated with self-identification through multiple affiliations (Karpinski 2012; Tlostanova 2013; Erll 2011; Sorvari 2020). Translation was found to be practised by those who, due to their immigration, often “feel or are told by others, that they are living and writing in ‘borrowed tongues’”, a language that is not their mother tongue and that “involves engagement with dominant ideologies of gender, class, and racialization” (Karpinski 2012, 1–2). Borrowing, and the “constant state of tension between different homes and the journeys from one to another” (Papastergiadis 2000, 4) become part of the way in which identity is seen from a transcultural perspective. Madina Tlostanova developed her analysis of transculturation based on the idea of rejection of “homogenous worlds and selves” (Tlostanova 2013, 11–12), an idea that also resonated with Furman’s observation that the American-Russian-Jewish writers have the tendency to emphasise their difference(s) while also refusing a straightforward affiliation with one single term in their autobiographical explorations (Furman 2011, 23).
 
                In memory studies, transculturality is explored as being “part of everybody’s individual everyday experience”, grounded in what “intercultural communication studies calls our ‘multiple memberships’”, referring to “different memberships: national, religious and subcultural ones, with their respective forms, contents, media and practices of remembering” (Erll 2011, 10). Postcolonial literary studies have also problematised the meaning of a single place “as a self-evident constituent of national identities” and “have highlighted translocality, transculturality, and the ‘in-between-ness’ as identity formations” (Sorvari 2020, 351). The state of in-between-ness was correlated with a “nonstop movement” characterising “border dwellers” and not “border crossers”; it was used to define writers who create fiction outside the “previous hierarchies and binarities of home and exile, motherland and foreignness, immigration and Exodus” (Tlostanova 2013, 15). Besides signalling the shift from roots to routes as a way of thinking about culture and identity (Hall 2008, 274), the in-between-ness indicates the association with migration and transit, the reconstruction of the past based on the recollections that remain relevant, and the focus on self-identification through a “cultural, linguistic and epistemic translation” (Tlostanova 2013, 14).
 
                In the Preface to The Routledge Handbook of Literary Translingualism, Steven G. Kellman and Natasha Lvovich write that “few migrants are writers, but many migratory writers are translingual, switching […] to the ambient language of their new homelands” (Kellman and Lvovich 2022, xvii). Fiona Doloughan continues the analyses of translingual writers arguing that their writing is “the product of a degree of linguistic and/or cultural mediation” (Doloughan 2022, 41). The mediation in the form of interpretation and translation is interlinked with “travelling memories” and writers as “carriers of memory” from a transcultural memory perspective (Erll 2011). Carriers of memory can “draw on repertoires of explicit and implicit knowledge” (Erll 2011, 11), but also due to the increased mobility, travel, migration and displacement they are defined by a constant negotiation between belonging and non-belonging, rootedness and displacement (Tlostanova 2012; 2013) – a state of not being settled in any one place. The conceptualisation of “carriers of memory”, signalling here the writers and the characters from their novels, can reveal the possible (dis)continuities of narratives in the context of immigration and experienced disruptions related to the intergenerational transmission of memory. Throughout this chapter the concept of displacement is used as a broad definition, including elements related to geographical space, cultural and political changes, economic forces and personal, individual motivations and consequences. It also discusses intergenerational gaps and the sense of displacement in relation to the transmission of knowledge and memories.
 
                A generation is defined as a social and cultural group that shares common experiences and life trajectories due to historical events that occur in its members’ lifetimes and by the way it positions itself in relation to other generations (Corning and Schuman 2015). Harald Wydra considers that “generational belonging mediates access to memory” (Wydra 2018, 6) and that the divisions “between generations are not ruptures with the past but instead constitute threshold experiences” that can be problematised “as the backgrounds for the creation of meaning” (Wydra 2018, 9). Wydra argues for understanding generational connectivity “through the bonds that generational groups make in order to transcend divisions” (Wydra 2018, 9). The understanding of threshold experiences as “hinges around which generations transmit stories and narratives, which are recollected and thus form the basis of remembering” (Wydra 2018, 6) can be applied to the novels analysed here. It indicates that, despite the changes in terms of self-identification and multiple belongings, immigration can constitute a threshold experience around which both generational and intergenerational connectivity can be created. In this way relationships between members of different generations are established.
 
               
              
                2 In-between-ness and Feeling Out of Place
 
                This hyphenated identity is, according to scholars and critics, the result of a transculturation movement. None of the multiple affiliations identified remain untouched after intersecting other cultural spaces. The way in which each identity affiliation is repeatedly split and re-worked in this transcultural space is observed by Adrian Wanner when he writes about the two conflictual types of “Russianness” involved in the hybrid identity of the Russian-American-Jewish immigrants: “one constructed for and by the ‘external’ perspective, orientalized and exoticized, and another, internal, traumatic and shifted in relation to the ‘metropolitan’ national identity” (Wanner 2011, 59). What is observed is a conflictual line between what writers experience and articulate in their autobiographical accounts in terms of identity affiliation, and what the external world associates with each identity reference. There is an expectation placed on individuals to correspond with the image projected onto them by others.
 
                Two different aspects are questioned here, as the writers’ endeavours to tackle their feelings of in-between-ness are confronted by others’ expectations and projections causing, in the end, a sense of being “out of place”. To define yourself as being a Russian, American or Jew, or even as having a hyphenated identity, is first of all required by the external world based on a simplified image of what it means to use a national, ethnic or cultural affiliation as primordial for establishing someone’s place in a social and cultural system. However, the main external identity references can be easily changed in different political and social contexts, showing that what is considered stable and primordial in defining someone’s identity is in fact dependent on the other term of comparison in a system of reference. For example, in the Soviet Union, Jewishness was included in one’s identity documents. This “separate legal status” allowed instrumentalisation “for purposes of anti-Semitic discrimination” and also afterwards facilitated emigration as repatriation (Wanner 2022, 205). However, when the system of reference changed, outside Russian territory, the Soviet Jews became Russians as their provenance and the native language were used to identify their identity as being Russian – sometimes a derogatory label but also a positive and embraced part of self-identification “with canonical Russian art, music, and literature” transformed into “a sort of secular religion” (Wanner 2022, 206).
 
                Natasha Lvovich writes that the idea of diversity and multiple identities is foreign to most Russians, as their “uncanny ancient sense of loyalty to the motherland under the national flag, along with Russian historical xenophobia, was born out of long geographic isolation and of deep philosophical divergence from the West” (Lvovich 2007, 295). The observation can be linked with that made by Tlostanova who, from a decolonial approach, identifies and analyses “the racial discourse” of the Soviet state that “always came back to haunt socialist constructions, particularly when they referred to the internal others as well as the ‘brothers’ outside – those socialist states that were invariably assigned a lower place on the ladder of Soviet modernity where the Russian ‘superman’ occupied the top position” (Tlostanova 2012, 132). Lvovich notes her own feelings and thoughts in her journeys back to Russia and her “in-between-ness”. She writes about her “Americanness” and the various habits and different structures of thinking that come with a new assimilated language, her Russianness, which is expressed through her “hopelessly romantic and emotionally spontaneous” nature, and her attempts to negotiate a “median space between the East and the West” (Lvovich 2007, 290). The influence of the language structure and its intimacy with the world it governs as well as with the inner world (Lvovich 2012, 447) are identified alongside “ethereal versions” of the self “suspended ‘nowhen’ and nowhere” (Lvovich 2007, 292).
 
                In her interviews Lara Vapnyar speaks about her lack of knowledge of what it means to write in your mother tongue, as she never tried to write in Russian (Vapnyar and Satchkova 2019). She also articulates the feeling that her American characters are missing something that she cannot define, but is essential, and she relates this elision in conjunction with the fact that her writing is inspired by her own experience (Vapnyar 2010). Vapnyar is currently an Associate Professor in the creative writing department at Columbia University, School of the Arts. She was born in Moscow in 1971 and has lived in the US since 1994. She is the author of some acclaimed novels, Memoirs of a Muse (2006), The Scent of Pine (2014), Still Here (2016), and Divide Me By Zero (2019), as well as two collections of short stories, There Are Jews in My House (2003) and Broccoli and Other Tales of Food and Love (2008). These are all considered illustrations of the Russian-American experience. Her stories and essays have been published in The New Yorker, The New York Times, Harper’s and Vogue. In order to contextualise her writing this chapter looks at how she perceives her own identity in relation to affiliations and cultural belonging and how she engages with the question of displacement and change. When considering her autobiographical writings and interviews, we see some themes emerge, such as the personal quest for and difficulties of defining one’s own identity based on national reference. These are contrasted with the observations of the ways in which others effortlessly use ethnic and national references and stereotypes to define a writer’s identity.
 
                Vapnyar speaks about the importance of connecting with the readers and in her autobiographical essay “The writer as a Tour Guide” she writes about the initial shock she felt when she received a letter from one of her readers. This Russian immigrant reader complained about the significant role Vapnyar attributed to the audience, and that by doing this she transformed her writing into literature dedicated to “nice, educated Americans” that intended to explain different things about the Russian immigrants and, furthermore, to influence them to accept her. Returning to her works and paying attention to the details, Vapnyar acknowledges and assumes her role as a “tour guide” not only for the American audience but also for herself: “trying still to feel the new place, to explain it to” herself, “sometimes to explain through comparison with the old world” (Vapnyar 2008, 109). The language of her writing is identified as “the language of the immigrants”, while Russian is defined as “the beloved and faintly hostile language” of her past (Vapnyar 2008, 109). Vapnyar questions her association with these two different worlds that characterise the status of immigrant, writing, “I’m not consciously of two worlds, and I am not even sure if I might be of more than two worlds or of no world at all” (Vapnyar 2008, 96). Vapnyar expresses a disconnection from her roots, saying “I didn’t feel that the world of Soviet Moscow belonged to me” (Vapnyar 2008, 96). Her distance from Soviet Moscow is caused by the inequality she felt as a Jew living in a world in which all the nationalities were proclaimed to be equal, but the Soviet authorities required the nationality to be printed on the personal documents and everybody knew that the Russian majority was “in the words of George Orwell, ‘more equal’ than the others” (Vapnyar 2008, 97). Vapnyar states that as a child she was very aware of the inequality but she did not see any problem with this as long as she believed that she belonged to the majority.
 
                 
                  I remember looking at the map of fifteen Soviet republics in my preschool classroom and feeling overcome with pride at being a Russian. On the map, each republic was represented by a man and woman in a colourful national costume. I admired the Georgian woman in her beautiful white dress, but I knew that Russia was the most important republic. Who were they kidding when they said that all the republics were equal! Moscow, the capital of the entire Soviet Union, was in Russia; everybody in the other republics spoke Russian; and just look at the size of Russia on the map! I was sure that I was a Russian: I lived in Moscow, spoke the language, and never wore any kind of national costume. I thought of the other nationalities with great generosity: let that Georgian woman on the map wear her pretty dress, let that Uzbek girl have her multitude of pretty braids, let those Armenians hold the basket bursting with fruit (so expensive and so hard to get in Moscow); we, the Russians, were the superior ones, and everybody knew it. (Vapnyar 2008, 97–98)
 
                
 
                The superiority of the Russians over citizens from the Soviet republics was not only a largely accepted fact but also demonstrated the domination of an identification based on a single national or ethnic affiliation. In Vapnyar’s case the external identification as a Jew to which she was subjected by another little girl was shocking and troublesome since it involved negotiations between different affiliations and moreover it induced a sense of exclusion. This sense of exclusion intensified when she felt that she had lost her place among the “first class” citizens but also that she had no place among those considered secondary but legitimate citizens of the Soviet republics.
 
                She notes:
 
                 
                  My happy arrogance was shattered at the age of six. A classmate led me by the hand into the dark preschool bathroom and said in an ominous whisper: “I know something about you. You’re a Jewess.” I had never heard the word before, not in family conversations, not in my school, not spoken from the television screen, but somehow I instantly knew that it had to do with my nationality and that it was something horrible. […] And since a colourful picture of a Jew and Jewish didn’t grace the map of the Soviet Union in my preschool classroom, I didn’t even belong to one of those inferior but still legitimate nationalities. I was something infinitely worse. (Vapnyar 2008, 98)
 
                
 
                The concept of identity is externally defined and connected to and influenced by national, ethnic and group belongings. However, more often self-identification is not experienced through this, nor does it use the same identity references. The Jewish identity was lived by Vapnyar as something that differentiated her from the rest of the people around her and even as something that showed what was “wrong” about her: “Being Jewish meant eating different foods […] constantly failing in physical education […] getting top grades in all the unpopular subjects like maths or Russian […] I soon learned to blame everything that I didn’t like about myself on being Jewish” (Vapnyar 2008, 99). The fact that she was not proud of her Jewish heritage and the shame felt about it induced a feeling of self-loathing that only later in life was identified as a result of her Soviet education. In the end, this constant comparison and external identification of being different created a sense of being “out of place” or feeling like an impostor, of not being fully part of any particular group, of not belonging.
 
                The multiple belongings and affiliations created feelings of guilt and estrangement. Vapnyar writes her permanent feeling of being an impostor, whatever the context: being Jewish, Russian or American (even in her writer’s capacity she defines herself as a “double outsider”). She also writes about how readily others define her, whatever the cultural geographical context, as being the different one, or of not being one of them. Vapnyar writes that she imagined the United States as a place “where Jews were at peace with their identity, well-assimilated but also proud of their heritage” and that she believed that as an American Jew she would become guilt-free (Vapnyar 2008, 104). After she arrived in the United States, she was shocked to realise that she could not identify significant characteristics that could attest to her Jewish identity, and all the traits that were considered important before lost their significance in the new cultural and geographical context. What her “Russian compatriots” used to identify her as a Jew lost its significance. She also felt that she could not fully identify as an American. The “impostor” feeling returned stronger than before, and it was made stronger still by her difficulty in assimilating into American society. Besides the fact that Vapnyar did not have insights into American culture and history, she found the many differences between the individuals she knew and observed impeded her ability to define what it meant to be an American, and to become one herself.
 
                Vapnyar repeatedly highlights the inclination of others to define her as an outsider based on her ethnicity or national heritage: “The Americans […] defined me easily: I was a Russian. In the United States, I was finally granted the identity I had been denied my whole life. Here I became a Russian” (Vapnyar 2008, 105). Her writing creates the possibility of being externally defined in a “hyphenated” way, as a Russian-Jewish-American writer – “miraculously, I gained all three seemingly unattainable identities” (Vapnyar 2008, 105) –, however, in terms of self-identification the feeling of “double outsider” persisted. The process of writing allowed her to navigate different affiliations and belongings: “looking for pieces of my different identities, trying to pick out those that weren’t shuttered, those that made sense, those that connected me to the world” (Vapnyar 2008, 106).
 
                The “out of place” feeling is correlated with a dissociation, a gap between what she feels as being her American or Russian belongings and what she perceives as being externally required as authentic in a specific place and time. This gap was felt again when she travelled to Russia, demonstrating the transformations and changes created by her displacement and by her immigrant status, which impacted her relationship with her country of birth. As I will argue in the third part of this chapter, this feeling of displacement and the correlated in-between-ness is explored through some of her characters’ lives and decisions. The Soviet Union is described as a country that “ceased to exist”, “a lost world” to which she became a tour guide (Vapnyar 2008, 108). Vapnyar writes about her responsibility to describe its reality but also about the difficulty of finding the correspondence between a fictional recreation of the past and the “flickering memories” of people for whom the Soviet Union was home. On the other hand, Vapnyar confesses that by portraying Russian immigrants in the United States she joins her readers on a journey that is necessary in understanding her own life, as she feels an affiliation with her characters. For example, in one of her interviews she describes the process of writing her novel Divide Me by Zero while having her own struggles mirrored by the main character: a difficult divorce, news of a terminal cancer diagnosis for her mother and finally her mother’s death. She states that, “This novel is my most intimate and biographical. I would say it’s a dark comedy that is part classic Russian novel, part Soviet maths textbook, and part American self-help manual.” (Vapnyar and Satchkova 2019)
 
                In her autobiographical writing, Vapnyar confronts multiple affiliations and especially an external identification dependent on the social, cultural and geographical context in which her identity is defined in a comparative and reductive manner, and she describes the process of self-identification that is not conceived in terms of exclusion and inclusion or in a hyphenated way. The plasticity of self-identification and the interconnections and overlapping areas constructed around multiple affiliations and belongings determine a continuous process through which she articulates her life as a permanent search for and (re)construction of narratives. The next section will show how her novels’ characters (re)work this process of self-identification as a continuous search for connections between memories and experiences of the past, current life challenges and future projections, while the relationships between different generations resume this effort of connecting to the world. Using an autofictional form, Vapnyar mirrors and articulates her own life experiences and her struggles with feeling out of place through the characters in her novels. She writes about events and feelings that impacted her life but also the displacement and disruption that affected other immigrants who have a similar Russian-American existence. In her interviews, Vapnyar repeatedly notes that her experience (both in terms of family and immigration) inspired her writing and her quest to deal with the in-between-ness she continues to experience.
 
               
              
                3 Mothers and Daughters: the Hyphenated Past and Present
 
                Through her novels, Lara Vapnyar explores the process of dealing with multiple affiliations and belongings in terms of navigating this state of in-between-ness and the “out of place” feeling created and/or intensified by immigration. Her novels present several ways of dealing with transculturation as being directly related to the characters’ self-identification and to their coming to terms with personal past and memories, everyday life challenges and their previous expectations regarding the new country.
 
                
                  3.1 Still Here
 
                  Still Here: A Novel, published in 2016, follows the intertwined lives of four immigrants in New York City, friends since they were 16: Sergey, Vadik, Regina and Vica. They all “wanted to leave the country” (Vapnyar 2016, 2) and this major change in their lives constitutes the general framework of this novel. Sergey changes jobs, hoping his idea for a mobile application will receive financial support. His wife Vica, a medical technician, struggles to navigate her own life and create a future for herself and for her son, while her marriage is falling apart. Sergey’s former girlfriend from his time in Moscow, Regina, once a translator working with her famous and talented mother, is married to a wealthy startup owner, and spends her days at home in a “freeze” state, without purpose and devoid of any vitality. Sergey’s best friend Vadik, a programmer, is changing girlfriends and homes, searching for something akin to his first relationship which he lost immediately after his arrival in the US. The motif of the couple who immigrate to the United States, start their careers, have children and then drift apart is recurrent in Vapnyar’s novels and connected with the changes brought by displacement and immigration: staying together as support, as a reminder of the former life, but unable to adapt the relationship to the many changes that impact self-references and to the entire dynamic of self-expression in a quickly changing environment.
 
                  Sergey speaks about leaving their past lives behind and plunging into the unknown, and each character deals with this vision of starting a new life in a different way. Their projections of their future selves and personal achievements are correlated with the way they incorporate their memories and past into their new lives. Sergey and Vica’s idea, “The Virtual Grave” app, acts as a connection point between different narrative lines and structures, past lives and projections and immediate challenges brought by immigration. Besides its aim to preserve a person’s online presence after death, this program about virtual selves, which was inspired by Sergey’s relationship with his father, expresses the characters’ struggles with their own identities, including their past, the acceptance of the changes in their relationships, the way they previously envisioned their lives and the acceptance of the transformations brought by immigration.
 
                  Regina shows visible signs that she is completely caught up in her past, as a single narrative based on her own perception and experience is created, while Vica is caught in her past projection of how her life was supposed to evolve. Regina is a prisoner of her memories and not at peace with the past and the shock of her mother’s sudden death. This prevents her from dealing with the past and opening herself up to the future. She seems to be present in others’ lives, interacting, responding and paying attention to her husband’s life and needs, while she continues to keep her gaze on the past, looking again and again at the past events not as they were but as she interpreted them, stuck in a state of mind from which she cannot find resources to escape.
 
                  Regina worked as a translator, a job and a passion that she abandoned after moving to America, and along the way she also lost her passion for reading. Books become symbols of her previous life in Russia and after her mother’s death she clearly separates the past and the present in a failed attempt to cut all the connections between the two worlds:
 
                   
                    When she married Bob, there was a chance that the editor would have let her work remotely, but she was so eager to be done with her Russian life that she broke all ties with them. […] what frightened Regina was that she had stopped reading. In Russia, she used to read voraciously, both in English and Russian […]. (Vapnyar 2016, 58–59)
 
                  
 
                  She shows signs of what I call a “freeze” state of mind. Her marriage and her arrival in the US followed her mother’s death, and her frozen state of mind allows her to quietly remain a prisoner to herself in a space between the past and the present – an in-between-ness that she chose to reside in – without expressing any interest to understand the past and to inhabit the present. She is unable to evade this state and to stop mentally living in an immobile past conceived only through her own interpretations of the facts. The migration and the transit state mirror the existential in-between-ness created by her mother’s death and her own displacement.
 
                  Regina’s relationship with her mother is mixed up with feelings of love, dependency, desire for freedom and guilt. They had such a close relationship that Regina remembers only two disagreements, both related to different events, triggered by Regina’s expressed efforts to live on her own. The first disagreement was caused by Regina’s decision to terminate an undesired pregnancy, while her mother wanted to raise the baby together, a scary idea for Regina as it would have closely tied her fate with that of her mother. The second one was the two-year teaching appointment, an offer from a Berlin university. Her mother becomes very upset by the news and shortly afterwards her cancer symptoms start to be visible, something that was initially interpreted by Regina as being done “on purpose” (Vapnyar 2016, 69). However, she deeply regrets the idea afterwards: “What really broke Regina’s heart was the expression on her mother’s face the morning they got the news. She looked ashamed, apologetic, horrified for Regina. […] She died three months later […] the horror of witnessing her mother erased as a human being was indescribable.” (Vapnyar 2016, 69)
 
                  The image of her mother dominates all her memories of the former Russian life, while her American life, despite marriage, lacks substance and does not impact her self-story. Living in a present to which she is not open, and does not seem to embrace, Regina is caught in a past she cannot process yet and that causes this immobility to spread out into her life narrative. Memory and self-story are results of a dynamic process that includes new elements while shadowing others by openly connecting personal memories with the others’ stories and memories. In Regina’s case the immobility characterises her self-story as new memories and events are not actively assimilated at this level by allowing and accepting the natural dynamic of remembering and self-expression. Regina’s journey to Moscow for the two-year anniversary of her mother’s death is the event that forces her to realise and acknowledge the immobile state of mind to which she has succumbed. The physical movement and reconnection with people and places from the past determine a shift in her immobile state. Her mother’s friend, Aunt Masha, forces Regina to regain her agency, to accept and reconnect with her past and with her former country in an active way, to include the others’ views of the past in her own understanding, and to recognise her limitative way of seeing only one part of the story. Regina perceives the multi-referential nature of identity that characterises the lives of the loved ones, even in the absence of migration. In this way, she is more open to embracing her journey as a woman who lost her mother and emigrated to a new country where different layers from the past intersect in various ways with current challenges. Intergenerational connectivity plays a crucial role in the character’s evolution, creating a shared registry of memory and helping her to accept the challenges of her current life. The single-voice narrative of her past is slowly challenged and changed through the others’ versions and interpretations of past events. Through the memories of Aunt Masha, Regina’s memories of her mother starts to expand and to gain new layers of identity references. The narrative of a mother intersects with that of a woman, a friend, a lover etc. Accepting the multiple identity references of others, Regina became aware of her own non-homogenous world and self (Tlostanova 2013). Regina’s relationship with her mother and the way she deals with her mother’s death can be read as a symbol of her way of coping with the feeling of displacement, facing the many changes of life that are exacerbated by the immigration and by the difficulties of finding meaningful connections between the American life and her memories and past experiences. Shortly following her mother’s death, Regina’s immigration became mixed up with a feeling of guilt that increased her anxiety, which had been brought on by her displacement, and this complicated the process of adaptation. On the one hand, the past with all its cultural layers is something exotic to American eyes – Vica, the novel’s other female character, underlines the attractiveness of this “old-country culture” (Vapnyar 2016, 15) –, something that could be used easily in order to define a person. On the other hand, for Regina the past proved to be a troubled place, difficult to apprehend and connect with her current life.
 
                  Vica deals with the past only in terms of her own past projections and disappointment. She is caught in a spiral of never-ending changes and transformations of their new lives, unhappy with her current situation, feeling trapped as a result of her past decisions, and not finding resources to make peace with herself, with her husband, her child and friends. She remembers the difficulties to adapt to American life and expresses her regret in changing countries. When losing her temper and slapping her only child, Eric, Vica’s mind is flooded with thoughts about her life and failures. The immigration is viewed in a negative way, while she feels the lack of control over her own life:
 
                   
                    The picture was wrong, disgusting, vile. Too wrong. Not just momentarily wrong, but monumentally wrong. It could be a reflection of everything that was wrong with her life. How they had moved from Moscow into this cold, dark, ugly, disgusting apartment in Brooklyn. How she couldn’t finish medical school. How bad her back hurt. How she was rapidly losing her looks – at twenty-four! How Sergey didn’t want her anymore. How it was a mistake to leave Russia and come here. And how it was a huge, huge, enormous mistake! All of that came to her in a split second. (Vapnyar 2016, 148)
 
                  
 
                  In her attempts to adapt to the new country Vica resorts to stereotyping the American people – “Susan Sontag types and Outer Borough types” – (Vapnyar 2016,152) to see if she can fit into any of the categories identified or to differentiate between American and ethnic Russian women: “She was unmistakably American. Too comfortable in her own skin, in her hideous Uggs, to be Russian” (Vapnyar 2016, 241). She appropriates the lens through which she perceives the Americans defining her identity and uses it to read others’ existences. The same immobility of mind and identity determines the difficulties of accepting the hybrid nature of things and the feeling of being an “outsider”, not comfortable in her own skin in this country, that lingers in Vica’s mind, years after her departure from it. The “out of place” feeling is also connected with her struggles with “the general unhappiness” of her family (Vapnyar 2016, 158), while she is missing the extended family connections which also seem to suffer after immigration. Besides the failure experienced, Vica’s efforts of integrating herself also speak to her loneliness and her vulnerability as a migrant. She is reminded of all of these things when she is asked to translate a cancer diagnostic to an old Russian couple:
 
                   
                    She couldn’t. She couldn’t do this to these people who looked like her grandparents, who were counting on her to protect them. […] They must have noticed her shock. […] It was only later that day […] that Vica realized that it was the old people who had protected her, not vice versa. They had protected her from having to deliver the verdict. By the time Vica made it home, she was shaking with sobs. (Vapnyar 2016, 234)
 
                  
 
                  The translation process indicates a deeper meaning based on interlinked aspects of migration in the form of in-between-ness and vulnerability. A language translation required for a medical process proves to be more than that. Translation includes a movement between two spaces with different sensibilities but it is also a safe space where vulnerabilities can be acknowledged, and protection offered. The old Russian couple did not want to burden Vica with delivering them the news of future death. She remembers a world constructed around feelings and sensations impossible to recreate in their initial form, as the past proves to be for her a world of memories and projections, a world of what was and what would have been possible if not for the immigration. At the same time her current life does not correspond to her past projections, and this increases her anxiety and feeling of being “lost”. While Regina and Vica show different ways of dealing with their displacement and with all the life challenges that are in fact increased by their immigrant status, they are both caught in a web of projections, disappointments and a sense of being “out of place”. The initial thought of leaving the past behind proves to be impossible to achieve, while the overlapping areas between past and present affiliations and belongings become clearer when accepting the hybrid nature of their world and identity constructed around multiple references, and by connecting past and present expectations and projections.
 
                 
                
                  3.2 Divide Me by Zero
 
                  The second novel analysed here, Divide Me by Zero published in 2019, further explores the relationship between mothers and daughters in the context of the adoptive country. The main character, Katya Geller, is a writer who also teaches creative writing at a university in New York. She has two teenage children, a failed marriage, and a mother, Nina, who in Russia was a famous author of mathematics textbooks for children, and lives close to her and helps her to bring up her children. She is separated from her husband, Len, yearning for her lover, B., and dating a billionaire, Victor. The novel begins with two key events: the announcement of the mother’s future death, and a Russian tradition that was also respected in their family: “One week before my mother died, I went to a Russian food store on Staten Island to buy caviar. I was brought up in the Soviet Union, where caviar was considered a special food reserved for children and dying parents. I never thought of it as extravagant or a romantic delicacy” (Vapnyar 2019, ebook).
 
                  This is one of the most detailed of Vapnyar’s books in terms of references to the history and culture of the Soviet Union, as the novel starts with Katya’s Russian childhood and includes references to different events and periods in which the character’s parents fell in love and lived their lives. The father’s tragic death, caused by a heart attack, following the revocation of his Communist Party membership, which meant the impossibility to travel and to work as an oceanographer, and the mother’s struggle to cope with this tragedy impacted the main character’s own expectations in life in terms of love and professional career, a projection that Katya follows, without success. The past and the projections constructed around figures and meanings from the past become restrictive and even sources of failure. Katya blames the childhood image of her parents’ love for each other as acting as a high standard that impeded her personal development and acceptance of the flaws in her own romantic relationships. Like Vapnyar, Katya moves with her husband to New York, where they share a small apartment with Nina. While Len works as a computer programmer, Katya practises her English and tries to find her own way in life.
 
                  The complex relationship between daughter and mother represents the core of this novel – the support, but also the dependency again being tackled. The figure of the “absent mother” from Katya’s childhood changed into an overpresent figure until Nina’s death, while Katya’s feeling of guilt as well as her attempts to free herself from her mother’s influence remind the readers of Regina’s story. The motif of the mother’s sickness that manifests itself simultaneously with the main character’s attempts to make significant personal decisions is included often, as well as the daughter’s regrets of not initially believing the gravity of the situation:
 
                   
                    My mother had told me about her symptoms too, but I didn’t believe her, because the symptoms appeared when I decided to leave Len. She was vehemently against the divorce, and I felt that she developed her symptoms to stop me or, if she failed to stop me, to punish me. We’ve had a history of doing that to each other – you’ll see. (Vapnyar 2019, ebook)
 
                  
 
                  This complicated relationship between love and sickness had its premiere in the child’s disease months after her father died. Her hospitalisation shook the mother from her immobile state of mind and made her return her attention to little Katya who became the centre of Nina’s life: “I understood that she had returned to me from that strange place she had inhabited for months, and that she was with me now, possibly more with me than she ever was before.” (Vapnyar 2019, ebook)
 
                  The displacement created and increased the inter- and intra-generational conflictual lines in a framework determined by multiple challenges and self-identification (re)constructions. The decision to leave Russia was made before Katya met Len. Mother and daughter applied for US visas as Russian Jews afraid of possible repercussions after the Soviet Union’s collapse: “Hatred and anger that had been suppressed for years were emerging from under the ruins of the Soviet Union. Nationalism, along with anti-semitism, was on the rise” (Vapnyar 2019, ebook). The novel includes two narrative lines related to displacement and immigration. The first narrative is constructed around Katya’s thoughts about immigration, something that was seen as a “great adventure” (Vapnyar 2019, ebook) and was considered as being already known, based on the previous experience of travelling and adapting in different cities, but which proved to be far away from resembling Katya’s initial projections: “I concentrated on arriving, not on departing – never stopped to think what I’d been losing. I thought of immigration as a great adventure, much like my marriage” (Vapnyar 2019, ebook). Furthermore, the immigration proved to be a challenge that transformed Katya’s relationship with her mother and deeply challenged that with her husband: “A few weeks before we left Russia, the love was definitely there. A few months after we arrived in the US, it was definitely not. We lost it somewhere between these two points” (Vapnyar 2019, ebook). The physical displacement challenges self-identification while the movement through spaces is perceived as a rupture affecting former life and a reworking of identity references.
 
                  The second narrative expresses the mother’s struggle with the immigration (the feelings of being useless and inadequate are not only limited to the main character and her generation), and this narrative includes a recognition of other generations’ struggles to adapt to the new country. This common experience failed in a way to connect mother and daughter, as the acknowledging of the multiple difficulties for both of them, and the acceptance of their responses, were not articulated in their relationship and were only shared afterwards, eventually stimulating compassion and understanding. Years after their arrival in the US Nina recounts her struggles:
 
                   
                    She spent her first weeks in the US sitting on the sofa, drinking Rita’s tea and holding one of our Russian books in her lap, but not reading it. I was annoyed with her. I thought she was just stubborn in her refusal to go out and admire all things American […] It was only years later that my mother told me how scared and lost she felt then, how thoroughly useless. (Vapnyar 2019, ebook)
 
                  
 
                  Nina compares herself to a big pillow that they didn’t know whether to take to the US with them. After paying a lot of postage, they decided that it was “too big for the American pillowcases”. It was “lumpy and fat and uncomfortable”, so they stuffed it in a closet, and never used it again. Nina sums up her feelings, saying, “I felt like that pillow” (Vapnyar 2019, ebook). She felt that her identity could not adapt to American life, that she was part of another world and had no purpose in this one. The immigration involves multiple references, ruptures and fine adjustments between the self-references and the geographical, social and cultural spaces inhabited by the characters. A multilayered dynamic process unfolds, bringing together different affiliations and deeply questioning the idea of homogenous selves and worlds.
 
                  The novel also reveals a strong bond between children and their grandmothers, bridging an intergenerational gap and furthermore showing self-identification as a dynamic process, dependent on life challenges and transformation. Katya’s understanding of her mother’s role in raising her two children accompanies her perception of her own role as mother: “Now that my mother was gone, I needed to become their mother. I wondered if I’d ever be able to master that” (Vapnyar 2019, ebook). Understanding the past and finding viable connections between memories and current challenges opens a space of in-between-ness that speaks about the dynamic of self-identification and (re)construction and allows new projections grounded by multiple affiliations.
 
                 
               
              
                4 Conclusion
 
                Eva Karpinski observes that the language used to analyse life writing was calibrated from “deconstruction, decentering, fragmentation, and multiplicity to plasticity, dislocation, amplification and metamorphoses” (Karpinski 2017, 172). It was the aim of this chapter to show how these changes are also present when authors with multiple belongings and affiliations construct their characters. The hyphenated form is transformed through plasticity of self-identification and permanent (re)construction based on what continues to be relevant for current life. Vapnyar’s characters experience the same process in dealing with the past and with its intrusion in the present. Their initial attempts to separate past and present and even to introduce a hyphen sign prove to be reductive, as the overlapping areas and cross hybridization process create a rich texture that the writer and her characters navigate. Regina, Vica and Katya learn to enter a process of continuous negotiation between overlapping layers of self-identification in this in-between state in which they live. Admitting their lives are very different from their past projections, they also acknowledge that this in-between-ness remains open to (re)construction and inclusion of new identity references. Meanwhile, they also learn about what they share with their mothers’ and aunts’ generation: the struggle to (re)define themselves in a new context. In Vapnyar’s novels members of this older generation facilitate the younger generation’s understanding of their existence. They learn to reconnect with the past selves and to articulate a multilayered self-identification in which past and present can coexist in a new identity form.
 
                The autobiographical accounts, as well as the fictional expressions of the transformations and challenges brought by displacement, indicate personal (re)shapings of inclusion and exclusion lines and multiple belongings that, on the one hand, can accentuate the feeling of alienation and the sense of being out of place but, on the other hand, can combine to create an intergenerational shared memory registry. The multiple belongings are reconstructed through a process that continually negotiates forms of alterity as well as commonality with others on both generational and intergenerational levels. Vapnyar’s female characters, such as Regina from Still Here and Nina from Divide Me by Zero, gradually free themselves from and surpass this world of repetitive thoughts about the past and their “state of being frozen” by confronting and accepting their displacement. Furthermore, they (re)work the displacement and consciously assimilate its effects into their current lives. In Still Here the group of friends’ interactions and connections with members of their own generation, or older generations, act as support of individual efforts to navigate the feelings of displacement and to negotiate past projections and current life challenges. Family members (like Nina in Divide Me by Zero) act in the same way.
 
                Immigration increased both generational and intergenerational gaps. In both novels analysed here, the connection between generations is shown as being a slow and difficult construction. However, its presence, or absence, impacts the main characters and reveals both identity disruptions and narrative (re)negotiations. It demonstrates a multidimensional self-expression generated by various intersections and transformations of identity-references and multiple belongings. The lack of connectivity can perpetuate past interpretations that deeply affected personal choices and created unreliable projections, and that can also support generational and intergenerational connections. It can act as a threshold experience, filling the gap between generations, even if sometimes only in a virtual form, after members of one generation have already passed away, like Regina or Katya’s mothers.
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              Brigid Haines (2015, 145) proclaims an “Eastern European turn” in contemporary German-language literature as a follow-up to the “Turkish turn”.1 An important part of the literature of the Eastern European turn has been contributed by authors with a migrant background in the Soviet Union and its succession states. They emigrated, mostly to Germany, during the final years of the Soviet Union or shortly after its breakdown. Just to mention a few, the women authors include Alina Bronsky, Lena Gorlik, Olga Grjasnowa, Olga Martynowa, Katja Petrowskaja, Anna Pritzkau, Nellja Veremej and Sasha Marianna Salzmann. Here, I focus on Salzmann’s latest novel Im Menschen muss alles herrlich sein (2021), translated by Imogen Taylor into English as Glorious People (2024).2
 
              Glorious People oscillates around the lives of four women, Lena with her daughter Edita, called Edi, and Tatyana with her daughter Nina. Both mothers speak Russian and were born in Soviet Ukraine where they grew up and lived as adults until they decided to leave in the early 1990s, Lena and her baby daughter Edi with her Jewish husband Daniel, and Tatyana, already expecting Nina, with her German boyfriend, who would abandon them right after their arrival in Berlin. While the frame story, starting and concluding the novel, is told by Nina as a first-person narrator, the lives of Lena and Tatyana in Soviet and post-Soviet Ukraine are told by a nearly omniscient third-person narrator.
 
              To dispel any possible misunderstanding, Glorious People is not an autofictional novel where autobiography and fiction mingle. This becomes very clear when we briefly compare the author’s biographical data with those of the key protagonists, Lena and her daughter Edita. Sasha Marianna Salzmann was born in 1985 in Volgograd and grew up in Moscow, with some of her relatives living in Ukraine. In 1995 she emigrated together with her parents as Jewish “contingent refugees” to Germany while the fictitious Lena was born in 1967 in Gorlovka (Horlivka) in Soviet Ukraine. Around 1993 Lena emigrated to Germany with her Jewish husband and their daughter. While in the plot Edita is a trainee with a Berlin newspaper, Salzmann was writer in residence at the transcultural, transgender and postmigrant Gorki Theatre in Berlin and artistic director of Gorki’s studio theatre Я before she started to write novels. Her 2017 debut novel Außer sich (Beside myself) was shortlisted for the German book prize and to date it has been translated into 15 languages. Glorious People was longlisted for the German book prize in 2021.
 
              In the following, I first explore how the novel is narrated using the concepts of trauma and postmemory. Further on, I identify which memories of the Soviet Union the novel transports into the cultural memory of German-language literature and what alternative history of the twentieth century it tries to establish there. Finally, I explore the novel in relation to Astrid Erll’s concept of transcultural memory.
 
              
                1 Trauma and Postmemory
 
                As mentioned above, the frame story is told by Nina. At the beginning of the novel, she observes how Edi, knocked around by some local youths, lies on the ground in front of a building in the East German town of Jena. In that building her mother is just celebrating her fiftieth birthday. In the yard Edi is surrounded by her mother and Tatyana, all three of them crying, gesticulating and shouting at each other but not talking. This scene reminds the reader of the following description of trauma, developed by Cathy Caruth in the context of the story of Tancred and Clorinda as told by Torquato Tasso: “trauma seems to be much more than a pathology, or the simple illness of a wounded psyche: it is always the story of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in the attempt to tell us of a reality or truth that is not otherwise available” (Caruth 1996, 4). As Caruth continues, the accident “does not simply represent the violence of a collision but also conveys the impact of its very incomprehensibility” (Caruth 1996, 6). Not only the wounded Edi cries out; so do Lena and Tatyana, representatives of different generations. The speechlessness and materiality of these expressions of trauma as well as the characters’ belonging to different generations connect them with postmemory which is, according to Marianne Hirsch, a structure of inter- and transgenerational transmission of traumatic knowledge and experience: “Postmemory describes the relationship that the generation after those who witnessed cultural or collective trauma bears to the experiences of those who came before, experiences that they “remember” only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which they grew up” (Hirsch 2008, 106). For Hirsch, these behaviours are constituted by the language of the body rather than by precisely articulated acts of recalling (Hirsch 2008, 109).
 
                The incomprehensibility of traumatic experiences and the difficulty of its transgenerational transmission is also pointed to in a dream that Nina has had over and over again. In this dream mothers and daughters are queuing up naked. One stands behind the other, tapping the shoulder blade of the woman in front of her with her forefinger. She looks back, “but just as she glances back, the woman who’s been tapping or clawing her glances back at the woman behind her – her daughter – and so the women’s eyes never meet” (178). That they are mothers and daughters, Nina understands from how they miss each other with their glances. “But they’re looking for one another, too – seeking each other out with their eyes” (178). This dream of Nina about herself and her mother is about individual trauma, the incomprehensibility of traumatic experience and its transgenerational transmission. At the same time, by multiplying mothers and daughters into an endless row of women, the dream refers to trauma as a collective experience, which requires a closer look at the difference between individual and collective trauma, as defined by Erikson:
 
                 
                  By individual trauma I mean a blow to the psyche that breaks through one’s defenses so suddenly and with such brutal force that one cannot react to it effectively […]. By collective trauma, on the other hand, I mean a blow to the basic tissues of social life that damages the bond attaching people together and impairs the prevailing sense of communality. The collective trauma works its way slowly and even insidiously into the awareness of those who suffer from it, so it does not have the quality of suddenness normally associated with “trauma.” But it is a form of shock all the same, a gradual realization that the community no longer exists as an effective source of support and that an important part of the self has disappeared. (Erikson 1976, 153–154)
 
                
 
                Collective trauma is not naturally existing but rather constructed by society (cf. Alexander 2004, 2). According to Alexander the concept of collective trauma illuminates an emerging domain of social responsibility and political action (cf. Alexander 2004, 1). But how can individual and collective traumatic experiences be passed on from generation to generation when the glances of mothers and daughters do not meet and “not memories” (Hirsch 2008, 109) keep erupting in flashes of imagery: in abrupt but broken refrains, transmitted through the language of the body? As Hirsch (2008, 107) emphasises, postmemory’s “connection to the past is thus not actually mediated by recall but by imaginative investment, projection, and creation”.
 
                In Glorious People an image, the painting of a giraffe by “naïve” Georgian artist Niko Pirosmani (1862–1918), functions as metaphor for undertaking the imaginative and creative work of postmemory. Edi comes across the painting via her date Dea who had it tattooed on her arm. As Dea explained, Pirosmani had never seen a giraffe in his life. “But he’d heard about this animal called a giraffe and he decided to paint it. He got it all wrong – the proportions, the colouring – but it doesn’t matter; what matters is that he wanted to paint it and he did” (206). As she continues, “Pirosmani doesn’t say: This is how it is, but: This is how I think it might be” (207). Later on, Edi remembers Pirosmani’s giraffe, “that strange, haphazard creature born of the belief that it wasn’t worth trying to see the world as it was, that it wasn’t ever possible” (269). She feels that everything around her had been exactly as incoherent as this painting. She learned about incidents and experiences, she “heard” first one thing and then another, she assembled them with the help of imaginative investment, projection, and creation. “If she’d tried to draw or paint that ‘whole,’ it would have ended up as a short-necked giraffe with black spots on a white coat.” (269–270)
 
                The impossibility of communication due to traumatic experiences is mirrored not only in the imaginative and creative work of postmemory but also in the narrative structure of the novel. The proceedings during the first part of the frame story, the speechless prelude full of crying and shouting, as well as the final chapter, which covers the events leading up to Lena’s birthday party, are witnessed by Nina. As the novel’s only first-person narrator, she cannot make much sense of what is happening. Since the mothers and grandmothers are unable to tell their daughters and granddaughters about their traumatic experiences during the Stalinist terror, the Holodomor, and especially during the final decades of Soviet Ukraine and the first chaotic years of independent Ukraine, the mothers’ and grandmothers’ experiences are transmitted to the novel’s readers by a heterodiegetic narrator in internal focalization. Additionally, a gap in the narrative encompasses the years from Lena’s arrival in Germany with her family around 1993 until her fiftieth birthday in 2017. On the one hand, this gap stands for the silence and growing distance between mothers and daughters. The latter, growing up in a different country under different circumstances, are unable to understand and interpret their mothers’ experiences, expressed in speechless looks and body language. On the other hand, this gap closing in 2017 stands for the now adult daughters’ growing interest in the fate of their mothers and grandmothers, about which they know only very little.
 
               
              
                2 Salzmann’s Museum of Abandoned Secrets
 
                To explain her attempt to uncover the reasons behind the collective trauma of the elder generation, Salzmann compares it with a passage from The Museum of Abandoned Secrets, a novel by Ukrainian author Oksana Zabuzhko:
 
                 
                  “Secrets” is the name of an Ukrainian game, where children dig a hole into the ground and throw into it everything colorful they could find – blossoming flowers, glittering stones, dazzling scrunchies, shimmering dolls’ clothes – then they cover the pit with a glass pane, carpet it with soil, and run away. They do not return before feeling unobserved, then they uncover the site and look at their secret treasures.3,4 (Salzmann 2022)
 
                
 
                According to Salzmann, Zabuzhko ascribes this game to the time when the Bolsheviks took power in Ukraine and the women buried their icons. Because of this, “secrets” became a girls’ game. Consequently, the stories that Salzmann uncovers in her own Museum of Abandoned Secrets are also women’s stories: we have seen that the four protagonists of Glorious People are all female. These stories are the result of interviews Salzmann had conducted with female Russian and Ukrainian emigrants from her mother’s generation. Not surprisingly, these stories deal with the Holodomor and the well-known curses of Soviet society and politics such as the Gulag, corruption, racism, antisemitism or forced psychiatric treatment of dissidents. But finally, the reader is confronted with a probably less expected topic.
 
                As Salzmann states in her lecture on Poetics, Dunkle Räume (Dark Spaces), everything that she can feel is conditioned by narratives and codes that conveyed security in early childhood and simultaneously inscribed fears. She continues:
 
                 
                  The songs sung to me, the rhymes and jokes about blondes, Asians, gays and Tatars, for example (I grew up in the Soviet Union, you can’t imagine a long enough list of puns and pejoratives, it starts with Vovochka’s torture cellar, in which he and his friends play Gestapo, and extends to all conceivable amusements about rapes and humiliations of women), all this is in my DNA, is part of my and the collective consciousness from which I write. (Salzmann 2019, 49)
 
                
 
                This has an inevitable impact on the language in which Salzmann tells the stories of the novel’s female protagonists and it is mirrored in its English title, Glorious People. The original German title, Im Menschen muss alles herrlich sein, could be literally translated into English as “everything about a person must be glorious”, a quote from Uncle Vanya by Anton Chekhov that functions ironically as a contrast to the experiences of the novel’s female protagonists.
 
                Lena finds out – rather indirectly – about the Holodomor in Ukraine as a child when she arrives at the Small Eagle pioneers’ camp for her summer vacation. The camp’s Avenue of Heroes is lined with young men’s busts. One of them represents Pavel Morozov. As the pioneers are told by their guides, Morozov had informed the kolkhoz authorities that his parents had been hoarding and hiding livestock and crops (41). In the early 1990s, when Lena is a practising doctor treating skin and venereal diseases, an elderly female patient tells her more about the great famine:
 
                 
                  You’ll know nothing of those times, but your grandmother and grandfather will. Ask them. They’ll remember. You’ll see it in their faces. I’m talking about the times when the Russians decided to let us Ukrainians starve, and the farmers felled their fruit trees and slaughtered their livestock and sent their grain to Moscow. Everything went to Moscow. Every living thing vanished; the fields were empty. Only lookout towers stood on the bare land, so the children could spy on their own parents. (156)
 
                
 
                But Lena would never have been able to ask her grandfather because there was only her grandmother, with whom she had spent her childhood vacations in Sochi. The very few times that Lena had asked about her grandfather she did not get any answers. The adults just tried to sidetrack or told her things that she could not understand (33). She would not get any closer to the Stalinist purges or the Gulag.
 
                During her university studies Lena discovers that her fellow student Inna had attended the same school at Mariupol as Alina, who had been Lena’s best friend during many summers at the pioneer camp. Alina had been different than the other girls and she became a kind of role model for Lena who felt deeply attracted to her. Inna tells Lena that at school, Alina had burned her pioneer scarf. Thereupon Alina had been taken to a psychiatric hospital, or in Inna’s words: “They put her in the loony bin – didn’t you know? Schizophrenia’s a serious business. Now she’s being pumped full of whatever psychdrugs it takes – apparently that helps with cases of ideological sabotage. You’re the neurologist, you’ll know.” (104)
 
                Like a common thread, corruption runs through Lena’s Soviet life. Without it she would not have been admitted to the pioneers’ summer camp, and without it and some relations she would not have been admitted to medical school, although she would have passed the entrance examinations easily. According to the deal that her mother made with the head of the local hospital, Lena would work for a year as his secretary, then he would make a phone call to the university: “The thought that she’d got the place because of her connections rather than her achievements was like a punch in the gut. She felt as though someone had spat in her mouth. No, not someone – her mother” (82–83). Years later Lena needs to use bribery to stay in hospital with her perilously ill baby daughter. But the worst experience with bribery was the corrupt doctor, who for years had treated Lena’s mother’s headache deliberately with a wrong but very expensive medicine that was sold illicitly to her family. Finally, Lena’s mother dies and the family is robbed of nearly all their savings.5 Even Lena herself profits from bribery later on, when her superior at the hospital appointed her to receive private patients, mostly to treat syphilis or other venereal diseases. In return, Lena was to share the bribes with her superior.
 
                Lena is confronted with antisemitism, especially during her university studies.6 The narrator explains that the most important consideration, more than what might come up in the exam, was the degree to which some fellow student might be Jewish and “thus had parents with enough cash to send them to the right university” (85). A fellow student’s husband collected his wife’s clothes from the dormitory after she had given birth, arriving with a flabby mastiff called Sarah. In response to Lena’s question, whether the dog’s name was really Sarah: “‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Sarah, like all fat Jewish girls’” (109).
 
                While the Soviet Union understands itself as a society based on international solidarity between its different peoples, this ideal turns out to be far from the reality. The streets of Dnepropetrovsk are increasingly patrolled by men with red armbands who ensure that Soviet values are observed, that is, that people from the Caucasus do not show their “mugs” in places where they have no business to be (99). One of these Caucasian faces belongs to the Chechen Edil, one of Lena’s patients, with whom she falls in love. But their relationship turns out to be anything but easy. Regularly he reproaches her for thinking that she is too refined for a Chechen (e.g., 117). Edil will not introduce Lena to his family, nor will she present him to her friends. When Lena gets pregnant, Edil will not marry her. Instead, she has sex once with Daniel, whom she had met at a mutual friends’ house and whom she marries shortly thereafter. It is finally with her Jewish husband Daniel that Lena leaves post-Soviet Ukraine for good. But Edita, the name Lena gives her daughter, reveals her lingering feelings for Edil.
 
                Finally, the less expectable topic in the long row of Soviet curses relates to delivery wards in Soviet Ukraine. When Tatyana is expecting Nina, she asks her mother what she remembers about giving birth. According to her mother, her experience was typical. In the hospital she was welcomed with the common phrase: “Used to spreading your legs, eh? Well, you can close them again for now – no one here wants to see that” (263). In the hospital, the woman in the bed next to Tatyana’s mother had given birth to twins too early. Right in front of their mother, a nurse put the babies into a bucket of water and placed the cover on top. The mother screamed, until she was taken away (262).7
 
                For Nina these stories, told by a heterodiegetic narrator, must remain at least to some extent unknown. Nevertheless, she wonders about the contradictions in the stories that she hears her own and Edi’s mothers and other elderly emigrants tell about their lives in the former Soviet Union.
 
                 
                  The historical studies tend not to tally with the announcements and reports in the news portals; the blogs about the Pioneer camps are written in a silly fairy-tale language, practically in rhyme – campfire sing-song stuff. I still can’t make head or tail of it all. There was a housing shortage in the USSR, but some people had homes of their own; they were all Communists but believed in God and money; they were Jewish and atheist at the same time. No one did their job properly, but everyone had a much better education than anyone in the West. (185)8
 
                
 
                These nostalgic recollections of living in the USSR, such as the times spent in a pioneers’ camp or the far better education in Soviet schools, seem to work as screen memories. Freud defines the banal memory of the everyday as a screen memory that owes its value not to its intrinsic content but to the relation between this content and some other which has been suppressed. For Rothberg, screen memory stands in or substitutes for a more disturbing or painful memory that it displaces from consciousness (cf. Rothberg 2009, 13).
 
                In order to get beneath these nostalgic recollections offered by the elder emigrants’ screen memory, Nina shows no interest in classical Russian literature as stereotypical manifestation of Russian or Soviet cultural supremacy. Instead, Nina tries to find out about the popular culture her mother might have been confronted with during her youth in Soviet Ukraine. The same applies to the narrator who deliberately turns her back on the traditional Russian literary canon, with the only exemption taking a derogatory meaning: the quotation from Uncle Vanya by Anton Chekhov, which gives the novel its title.
 
                The chief physician of Lena’s hospital in Dnepropetrovsk used this quotation – “Everything about a person must be glorious” (107) – during the times of chaos in the early 1990s to criticise a young doctor who had dared to turn up at work wearing dark blue jeans and a black turtleneck. Later on, this colleague complains to Lena: “I can’t hear this Chekhov crap any longer. These retards quote Uncle Vanya at every fucking turn. It’s the same drivel my grandmother used to spout.” He glared at Lena, as if she were the one who had come up with the line about glorious people. “Reactionary fools who can’t accept their time is past.” (107–108)
 
               
              
                3 References to Soviet Popular Culture
 
                Instead of canonical Russian literature the novel exhibits a multitude of intertextual references to Soviet popular culture. In order to get beneath the nostalgic recollections offered by screen memory, similarly to Nina’s endeavour, the heterodiegetic narrator looks into different manifestations of popular culture that Lena and Tatyana encountered during Soviet times. For instance, Lena had once possessed an LP with songs by Vladimir Vysotsky, and while she was wandering with her father through the streets of Gorlovka she heard from far away an old song by Bulat Okudzhava. She compares her first unsatisfying sexual experiences with the way they are featured or rather not featured in the Oscar-winning nostalgic Soviet film Moscow Does not Believe in Tears (Moskva slezam ne verit, 1980) by Vladimir Menshov.
 
                As a child in a pioneer camp, Lena had once seen a film, Amphibian Man (Chelovek Amfibiia, 1961) by Vladimir Chebotariov,9 where a green-glowing human-animal with fins on its legs and an erect crest on its head, possessing both lungs and gills, was cutting fishing nets in the bay of a warm country, sinking boats and coming menacingly close to the shore (29). On the one hand Lena is afraid of this dangerous creature while on the other hand she hopes that he will drag her into lake: “Maybe shiny-scaled amphibian men with raised crests would come out of the lake and pull the children into the water” (40).
 
                By far the widest space in this coursing through Soviet and Russian popular culture is occupied by the Russian fantasy film Window to Paris (Okno v Parizh, 1993) by Yuri Mamin. To Lena – and the narrator – this film seems to best represent the chaotic period of transition from the Soviet Union to its successor states in the 1980s and 1990s, the time of the “sovok”, the shovel for the trash of history. In one scene of the film, as the narrator recalls it, a man walks alone through the streets of St Petersburg at night and destroys a telephone booth in passing without showing any emotion: “A moment later, he stops in front of a phone box, runs up to it and kicks in all the panes, tears the phone from the wall with his bare hands, dashes it to the ground, rips the metal frame of the booth into pieces, jumps up and down on the debris and then ambles off, hands in his pockets, as if nothing has happened” (159).10
 
                In the times of “sovok” Tatjana, too, had her own encounters with Soviet popular culture. Working as waitress in a restaurant, one day she had to serve members of two competing mafia groups who suddenly started shooting at each other. During these days mafia groups were springing up everywhere. Shortly before this incident, which meant the end of her job as waitress, she had hummed a pop song. Under these circumstances Arlekino by Alla Pugacheva got a completely new meaning:
 
                 
                  I’m just a clown, a harlequin, a joke,
 
                  I have no name, I barely have a fate.
 
                  Don’t tell me that you care about such folk –
 
                  We make you laugh and there’s an end to it. (233)
 
                
 
                Later on, when Tatyana lies sick in a Berlin hospital, she tells Edita that she needs an Allan Chumak (1935–2017), a miracle healer from the “sovok” period. Tatyana says that he had healed hordes of people with a single movement of his hand. Tatyana’s grandmother, a great admirer of Chumak, used to drag a gallon of water into the living room, which he then blessed telepathically via TV. And, finally, he supported a party that had promised to board America like an enemy ship and sink it in the ocean (219).
 
                This section has shown that, rather than canonical Russian literature, manifestations of popular culture create a clearer picture of the times of transition from the Soviet Union to its successor states and makes the reader understand why people like Tatyana or Lena had to leave the country.
 
               
              
                4 Travelling Memories
 
                According to Erll, memories do not hold still. Instead, they are constituted first of all through movement. “What we are dealing with, therefore, is not so much (and perhaps not even metaphorically) ‘sites’ of memory, lieux de mémoire, but rather the ‘travels’ of memory, les voyages or les mouvements de mémoire” (Erll 2011, 11). As conceived by Erll, transcultural memory is the incessant wandering of carriers, media, contents, forms and practices of memory, their continual travels and ongoing transformations through time and space, across social, linguistic and political borders (Erll 2011, 11).11 Indeed, the traumatic memories of Lena and Tatyana and the postmemory of their daughters Edi and Nina travel through time and space across social, linguistic and political borders, from the Soviet Union via independent Ukraine to reunified Germany.
 
                What happens to memory when it travels through time can be seen from the changing roles of languages. In Glorious People, at least three different languages are involved: Ukrainian, Russian and German.12 Of these three, however, Ukrainian is conspicuous by its virtual absence. The only time that a Ukrainian voice is – indirectly – admitted to the novel is when the adult Edita reads Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex by Oksana Zabuzhko, but most probably in German translation. As long as Lena had lived in Ukraine, nobody seemed to speak this language – neither her family nor her fellow students or her colleagues in the hospital. The novel is not exclusively about Ukrainian victimisation but also about perpetration and Soviet Russian colonialism. While distancing herself from it, the narrator deliberately tells her stories from a distinctly Russian point of view. It is not by chance that all geographical names are given in Russian: Lena grows up in Gorlowka instead of Horlivka and she studies medicine in Dnepropetrovsk, not Dnipropetrovsk. Tatyana moves to Krivoi Rog instead of Kryvyj Rih. The subjugation under Soviet colonialism finds its symbolic representation when Lena’s mother Rita decides that her daughter should stop learning Ukrainian at school because she does not see it as important: “No one needs Ukrainian these days. It’s a relic. We have to move on” (61). This case shows what happens to memory when it travels in time. Abandoning the Ukrainian language, which seemed advisable then, becomes an example of Soviet and Russian colonialism.
 
                What happens to travelling memories when they cross linguistic and political borders? As can be seen from the novel’s structure and its protagonists, as well as from the above analysis of Nina’s dream, it is first and foremost about daughters and their mothers who left the former Soviet Union for Germany. It is about a dialogue, or rather argument, between the two daughters and their mothers, about how the USSR failed. As the argument is conducted in Russian, the mother tongue on both sides, this dialogue becomes very personal and intimate, or, in the author’s words: “I can’t describe how it feels to ask your mother in your mother tongue, which family members had been to the Gulag Mama, kto iz nashikh rodstvennikov byl v gulage?” Salzmann connects this question in Russian to another question: “And what difference does it make to do it not in German”? (Salzmann 2019, 50).
 
                Before trying to answer this latter question, it is necessary to examine some more implications of travelling memories, crossing the political and linguistic border between Russia and Germany. When memories cross these borders, especially where Russian and German are concerned, it is never a simple act of translation but is always connected with cultural and historical issues. As far as Russian and Russia are concerned, the author argues as follows:
 
                 
                  The songs sung to me, the rhymes and jokes about blondes, Asians, gays and Tatars, for example (I grew up in the Soviet Union, you can’t imagine a long enough the list of puns and pejoratives, it starts with Vovochka’s torture cellar, in which he and his friends play Gestapo, and extends to every conceivable amusement about the rape and humiliation of women), all this is in my DNA, is part of my and the collective consciousness out of which I write. Every one of my poems, every prose text and every drama is full of references to my social and cultural origins, even when there is nothing autobiographical about my writing. This origin can be read in the references, narrative perspectives, puns, and jokes. (Salzmann 2019, 49)
 
                
 
                But German, the language Salzmann writes in, does not make it any easier for the Jewish author, because the history associated with the language attaches to the person using it. “For me as a Jew, German words like chamber, train, wagon, lamp or soap still evoke associations with extermination camps” (Salzmann 2019, 49–50). Accordingly, we cannot assume that Salzmann – inspired by the German Vergangenheitsbewältigung – is starting to disclose Stalinist atrocities in Soviet Ukraine. It is rather the opposite. The novelist reminds her German audience of a country that they tended to forget when they spoke of the German invasion of Russia or about their sense of guilt towards Russia due to the atrocities committed there by German troops. Most of the German public had forgotten – or never understood – the fact that the German aggression in the USSR was first and foremost directed at Soviet Ukraine. This focus on Ukraine in Glorious People, published a year before the Russian war on Ukraine started in February 2022, makes the novel even more relevant to a German audience that still, at least partially, knows more about Russia than Ukraine.
 
                Finally, it is time to return to the author’s question, and reformulate it for another language: What difference does it make to do it not in Russian? The answer is twofold. In the first instance, the arguments between daughters and mothers in the novel remain a very private matter for the author, although they are not as intimate as they would be if these discussions occurred in Russian: “My story is her [mother’s] story. It is about a woman who was chiselled into shape by the Soviet dictatorship for so long that she will be busy until the end of her days trying to break free from her deformation. Her rigidity is inside me, I carry it, I try to write it to the surface. To write her out of me.” (Salzmann 2019, 51)
 
                As far as the difficulty of dialogue between daughters and mothers is concerned, in their foray into postmemory, Edi – and her author – stay with Pirosmani’s giraffe, “that strange, haphazard creature born of the belief that it wasn’t worth trying to see the world as it was, that it wasn’t even possible” (269). In the second instance, the life of Lena in Soviet and early independent Ukraine, told by a heterodiegetic narrator in internal focalization over 180 of the novel’s 381 pages, is described with less difficulty to create a clearer picture of the past. Here, the novel tries to raise the German public’s awareness of the atrocities committed by Soviet colonialism in Ukraine, and the deformations it inflicted – not only – on the Ukrainian people.13 Glorious People tries to establish an alternative historiography of the twentieth century, criticizing official memorial narratives, developing counter-narratives and integrating these into German cultural memory, as do so many other German novels by émigrés from the former Soviet Union (cf. Hausbacher 2020, 205, 214). As we have seen, memories do not hold still but travel across linguistic and political borders. While travelling through time and space, these memories continue to undergo transformations.
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              Notes

              1
                The “Turkish turn” was introduced by Leslie A. Adelson in 2005 (cf. Adelson 2005).

              
              2
                All quotations from texts by Salzmann have been translated by the author of this chapter, except the quotations from Glorious People which are indicated with page numbers only.

              
              3
                When I presented a first draft of this paper at the conference “Out of the USSR: Travelling Women, Travelling Memories” in Turku in February 2023, the Russian participants were unanimous that “Secrets” is not an especially Ukrainian game. Instead, it had been played all over the Soviet Union. But this misinterpretation does not challenge the significance of the metaphor.

              
              4
                The corresponding quote from Nina Murray’s English translation of Zabuzhko’s novel reads as follows: “Sure, I have stories like that too. And now, think how you made a secret. First you dug a little hole in the ground and lined it with something shiny, like a foil wrapper from a chocolate bar – and actually, such glimmering backgrounds that provide a deeper perspective are common for folk-art icons, the late ones, from the end of the nineteenth century, when they were being made by factory co-ops. You can still find some out in the country.” A page later the novel comes back to the girls’ game: “So you have this shiny silver or gold background, and you lay out your design – with leaves, pebbles, whatever junk you could find, as long as it’s brightly colored: Candy wrappers, pieces of glass, beads, buttons – there were lots of fun buttons back then, everyone sewed, knitted, crocheted, you had to be crafty. You could add flowers – marigolds, phlox, daisies – usually to make a kind of a decorative frame, a border, which is also a common practice in Ukrainian folk art. So you had a little collage piece of sorts, whatever struck your fancy, and then you took a bigger piece of glass, like the bottom of a bottle – remember that those factory-made icons also came framed and under glass – and set it on top of the hole and buried everything again. Then, when you came back later and brushed the dirt off that spot, you’d see a tiny magical window into the ground, like a peephole into Aladdin’s cave” (Zabuzhko 2012, 51–52).

              
              5
                This was the main reason that Lena wanted to study neurology. But her professor felt it would be better to change her major because neurology would be too close to Lena’s family tragedy.

              
              6
                First experiences with the exclusion of Jews go back to Lena’s childhood. Later on, Lena would remember a summer when she had not gone to the pioneer camp, where the neighbors gathered in the yard and the children frolicked. Meanwhile, a couple including their daughter was sitting on the balcony, reading, and not coming down. When Lena asked her mother why they didn’t come down too, she replied, “I don’t know. Maybe they’re Jewish” (86). Lena did not inquire further.

              
              7
                About these atrocities in Soviet delivery wards from one of her interview partners. A woman “recalled how a newborn was drowned in a bucket of water in front of the screaming mother in the bed next to her because the premature baby had been deemed not viable. It is hard for me to see the system behind these atrocities, but they are not isolated cases. Obviously, the motive is hatred of women, but also the desire to destroy something vulnerable, defenseless. The humiliation of someone at their most vulnerable moment” (Salzmann 2022, n.p.).

              
              8
                Salzmann gives an even more striking example of the way screen memory works in one of her lectures on poetics: “Recently I met a woman from the former Soviet Union who impressively told about the sound of car tires late at night in front of her house – she had heard the crunch of each pebble under the weight of the KGB car, she felt the breeze from the slamming of the car doors, she did not know who would be picked up this time, who would be missing the next morning. She knew the reports of torture in prisons, of rape, of mass shootings in labor camps. But this knowledge did not stop her from moving almost seamlessly from the account of the night of terror into a nostalgic recounting of her childhood and youth, when, as she put it, it had still been possible to live like a human being” (Salzmann 2019, 49).

              
              9
                During her internet search for films that her mother might have seen, Nina had also come across the Amphibian Man. For Nina the movie’s protagonist expresses how she feels as a child of immigrants: “The main character has gills and lungs; he can’t walk around the harbour for long, but he doesn’t feel properly at home in the sea either, and of course everyone thinks he’s a weirdo.” (321).

              
              10
                In the movie this sequence lasts for about one minute (Mamin and Zalivalov 1993, 1:15:26–1:16:25).

              
              11
                Transcultural memory thus connects with the concept of multidirectional memory as promoted by Michael Rothberg (2009, 21), who reconceptualises collective memory in multicultural and transnational contexts.

              
              12
                Other languages, although not directly mentioned in the novel, might be Yiddish and Chechen.

              
              13
                These counter-narratives are definitely directed at a German-speaking audience, which becomes very clear from one of Salzmann’s essays. As she states there, the Holodomor is not a secret anymore in Ukraine. It is taught in history lessons and guides tourists about the systematic murder of the Ukrainian people by hunger in 1932 and 1933. But if, “as in the case of Ukraine, it is a historical event, a genocide, then the secret is part of a collective experience that flows like lava under a crust of silence” (Salzmann 2022, n.p.).
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                1 Introduction
 
                Having fled from Kyiv to Berlin in 2022, following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Kateryna Mishchenko has been highly present in print media, talk shows, on digital platforms and is frequently invited to comment as a Ukrainian writer, editor and translator in exile on current events in the context of her own work.1 A second prominent Ukrainian voice in Germany has been that of writer and journalist Katja Petrowskaja. In the following, I will discuss how their work and media presence contributes to the public debate in Germany on what has become known as the “Krieg in Europa” [war in Europe] following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and, inextricably linked to it, to memory discourses on the Holocaust and World War II. Petrowskaja, who moved to Berlin in 1999 and made a name for herself as a writer with her family history Vielleicht Esther (2014), has been finding herself in a role similar to that of Mishchenko in German media, making the case for Ukraine and placing it within a European historical narrative. This narrative expands German memory discourses on the Holocaust and World War II to include Eastern European experiences while questioning Soviet and contemporary imperialist Russian discourses.
 
                Both Mishchenko and Petrowskaja can be regarded as part of an increasing number of writers and artists from Ukraine and other post-Soviet states who have found themselves exiled in Berlin since February 2022.2 In the following I will ask how contemporary writers from Ukraine, with a focus on women authors, are contributing to a politicisation of the German literary field within a European context (Bourdieu 2001), and what role memory of the Holocaust and World War II may play within this process. How does their positioning in the German literary field impact on the dynamics of this field and the interaction between literature and public media? This extends to memory discourses, as “[c]ultural memory is based on communication through media” (Erll 2008, 389). I would argue that what has been described as an “Eastern turn” in German writing (Haines 2008) and has become more prominent with the Russian invasion of Ukraine is, firstly, moving memory discourses further east and, secondly, contributing to a greater presence of international politics in the literary field. While there has been an increasing presence of writers as political voices in public media and literary texts in the past two decades, this has taken on a new dynamic since 2022. At the same time, intermediality has become more prominent in the work of writers looking for adequate forms to share their experience of this war in a post-Soviet historical context. This includes, for example, the collaboration among writers, and of writers with photographers and film makers such as Oksana Karpovych. Furthermore, it is worth asking how recent publications by German authors, such as Marcel Beyer’s Die tonlosen Stimmen beim Anblick der Toten auf den Straßen von Butscha (2023), a literary response to events in Ukraine reflecting on its own intermediality, can be placed within this context. Are these publications also pointing toward a stronger politicisation and “Eastern turn” within the German literary field in the context of the war in Ukraine? While I cannot explore the last point in further depth, some thematic links will be highlighted.
 
                Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu describes the structure of society in terms of social fields. Such fields are environments in which competition between individuals and groups takes place as a result of status competition fueled by capital. Art in general, and the literary field in particular, is interpreted by Bourdieu as a differentiated social field that is autonomous in the sense that it follows its own logic – the competition for cultural legitimation, fueled by cultural capital. Cultural capital refers to symbols, ideas and preferences that can be strategically used within a structured space of positions and their interrelations. The literary field, in our case the German literary field as part of German social structures, can thus be described as “a horizontally differentiated system that is, however, vertically differentiated internally” (Gerhards and Anheier 1989, 131). What impacts on the value of particular works in a literary field are individual cultural producers, i.e., how they claim their positions, as well as organisations and networks. While more powerful actors establish the rules within the field, protecting their positions by designating some forms of cultural capital as more valuable than others, the value of capital is also influenced by readers, critics, the book market and public visibility in other media. Such dynamics form the basis for many of the processes and logics of fields. The literary field is interconnected with other social fields, in particular those of politics and economics, but also the media field (cf. Champagne 1999). These interconnections affect its level of autonomy. A central struggle in the literary field therefore concerns the differentiation between those authors, publishers and critics who submit to religious, political or economic constraints – to use Bourdieu’s term, those who are heteronomous – from those who operate more autonomously by only responding to the literary norms and the judgements of their peers. While, according to Bourdieu, only those “autonomous” authors are regarded as writing literature, recent studies focus on how what is regarded as literature changes over time and differs across space, thus considering the role of different media to a greater extent than Bourdieu did (cf. Benson 1999; Hesmondhalgh 2006). This includes “scale shifting” in fields also in view of the impact peripheral writers may acquire over time and through interconnections with other fields (Sievers and Levitt 2020, 469).
 
               
              
                2 Transnational Memory
 
                The “Eastern turn” in recent German-language literature describes a surge in voices from Eastern Europe since 2000. While this is not restricted to German-Jewish writing, “a considerable number of Eastern European migrant authors of Jewish origin are currently lifting Holocaust memory in a German context to a new level” (Ortner 2017, 36; see also Müller and Garloff 2018; Ortner 2022). They write in German about historical events in former communist countries, thus expanding the German framework of memory from a national to a transnational one. This includes the exploration of interconnections between the Holocaust and the Gulag, as Timothy Snyder has done from a historian’s perspective in Bloodlands (2010).3 Petrowskaja’s Vielleicht Esther4 (2014) has been read in this context by literary scholars (Egger 2020; Eigler 2005; Lizarazu 2020). Born in the Ukrainian capital Kyiv in 1970, Petrowskaja does not remember her family’s Jewishness as something given much attention in her childhood home. To some extent this reflected the official discourse in the atheist Soviet Union which excluded religious or ethnic belonging from its grand narrative of twentieth-century history and identity. In Vielleicht Esther the narrator thus sets out to trace the history of her Jewish ancestors through the twentieth and back into the nineteenth century, with a focus on those who fell victim to the Holocaust, in particular her great-grandmother Esther who was killed in Babyn Yar in September 1941. Babyn Yar, a ravine just outside Kyiv where one of the largest massacres of World War II took place, emerges in the book as a place of genocide on the eastern margins of Europe, which seems to have been largely forgotten within both (post-)Soviet and German discourses of memory. In addition to this “Leerstelle”, or void, which is at the centre of the narrative, the book traces other instances of historical violence that have been forgotten (Egger 2020). The narrative’s “multidirectional” perspective makes Petrowskaja’s family history an example of the complex entwinement of victimhood and guilt in Central and Eastern Europe (Rothberg 2009). This also becomes apparent from the narrator’s research into the part of individual family members in historic events. By reconstructing her grandfather’s role as a socialist official, for example, he is not reduced to a victim of Stalin’s warfare and later a prisoner of war in Germany; instead, he might also have been an accomplice in the Stalinist atrocities that took place before the war. The “maybe” in the book title, Vielleicht Esther, alerts the reader to ambiguity as a central feature of the narrative and, in turn, of various modes of historical memory. According to Michael Rothberg, cultures of memory develop through borrowing, appropriation, juxtaposition and repetition of other histories and traditions of remembrance, a process in which literary texts participate by highlighting points of contact, similarities and ambiguity, and which should not be understood as a “zero-sum game” (Rothberg 2009, 11). Despite certain shortcomings, which have been discussed intensively both in academic and public media in Germany,5 Rothberg’s multidirectional approach proves useful here as it highlights the dialogical relationship and connection points between collective memory discourses, without simply equating these.
 
                It may be worth noting that Mishchenko does not approach the past by way of her family history, or as a Jewish experience, and she does not have a Jewish family background. Instead, she takes a passionate stance on current events in Ukraine from a human rights perspective, placing events in the wider context of German and post-Soviet European history. What she has in common with Petrowskaja, however, is how she uses both the Holocaust and Soviet history as points of reference in this context and works with an intermedial aesthetics, as well as her reception as a Ukrainian exile in the German literary and cultural landscape since 2022.
 
               
              
                3 Narratives of War and Peace in Visual and Textual Media
 
                According to their fellow Ukrainian writer Yuri Andrukhovych, the “autogeographic” interlinking of biography and geography through an associative aesthetic which distorts and thus questions reality has been a feature of a Central and Eastern European “geopoetics” that reclaims European identity and history from Soviet discourses and geopolitics (Andrukhovych 2016, 12–13). Vielleicht Esther can thus also be placed in the wider context of post-Soviet writing that has emerged in German-language and other European literatures in the last two decades, with authors reflecting on more recent Soviet and post-Soviet history and memory in addition to that of the first half of the twentieth century.
 
                This also applies to Petrowskaja’s most recent book, Das Foto schaute mich an (The photograph looked at me) of 2022, in which she addresses current political issues, using snapshots of a Soviet and post-Soviet reality from the 1980s to today. The photographs spark associations and memories which are put into short reflective texts. From 2015, and influenced by the Russian annexation of Crimea, Petrowskaja had written a series of newspaper columns, based on photographs, for the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. Fifty-seven of these are included in the book. The texts were written before the current invasion of Ukraine but invite associations with it. Soviet imperialism is interlinked with more contemporary Russian geopolitics, both in response to the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and, by extension, to events in 2022.
 
                One of the pictures shows ten-year-old American Ambassador for Peace, Samantha Smith, in the Soviet Union in 1983 (See Figure 1 below.). The Cold War is at its height. And yet there are an American girl and a Soviet militiaman smiling together in a photograph. Samantha had written a letter to the Soviet head of state Yuri Andropov in 1982, expressing her concern about a nuclear war. He invited her to the Soviet Union. And so Smith landed “in der Mitte unseres Lebens […], wie vom Himmel gefallen”, Petrowskaja writes [in the middle of our lives, as if dropped from the sky] (2022, 100). The moment, and the face of the enthusiastic young girl, had something disarming about it, thus giving hope at the time. However, reading the piece in the context of the Russian occupation of Crimea, and renewed fears of a nuclear war across Europe heightened further with the invasion in 2022, puts this and the friendly smile of the Soviet militiaman in a different light. This is already foreshadowed by the mention of Samantha’s early death at the end of the first paragraph, a counterpoint to the chapter’s title “Samantha aus dem All” [Samantha from outer space] (Petrowskaja 2022, 99). She would die in a plane crash at the age of 13.
 
                
                  [image: “Samantha aus dem All”]
                    Fig. 1: “Samantha aus dem All” (Petrowskaja 2022, 98), © Unknown photographer, Samantha Smith, 1983, Maine State Museum.

                 
                In her newspaper columns and interviews Petrowskaja had criticised Russian geopolitics and memory discourses already before 2022. She diagnosed a lack of critical confrontation with less-heroic aspects of the Soviet Union’s role during World War II in Soviet and post-Soviet collective and cultural memory (Petrowskaja 2015). Her background in journalism, as well as having grown up in a family of critical intellectuals, informed her own understanding of an engaged literature. In her contribution to a collection of essays from 2018 Petrowskaja explains: “Wir waren nicht religiös, aber das Wort, die Literatur, ist uns zu einer Art Religion geworden und wir glaubten daran” [We were not religious, but the word, literature, became a kind of religion for us and we believed in it] (Kästner 2018, 18–19). She remembers her parents and their friends critically discussing topics that were taboo under the Soviet regime from an ethical point of view. Such topics included the crushing of the Prague Spring by Soviet tanks, the war in Afghanistan and the treatment of political prisoners in the Soviet Union. Petrowskaja’s work straddles different media. Her journalistic approach also informs her literary work, both with regard to its ethical perspective and her partly documentary approach. In addition, her journalism offers further points of contact with the wider public. Being awarded the prestigious Bachmann Prize in 2013 for a chapter of Vielleicht Esther had allowed Petrowskaja to position herself in the German literary field.6 However, she gained increased attention from public media in 2022 when the Russian invasion of Ukraine was perceived internationally as a “Krieg in Europa” [war in Europe], and “Zeitenwende” [turning point], the latter a term coined by the then German chancellor Olaf Scholz in his speech on 27 February 2022. In turn, Petrowskaja’s own statements have taken on a greater political urgency. On talk shows of German public broadcasters she has argued that the West has a moral obligation to intervene militarily in the conflict (Maischberger 2022; Will 2022). In his article for Die Zeit in July 2022 journalist Bernd Neumann sees Petrowskaja – together with other Ukrainian intellectuals who find themselves in exile, such as Kateryna Mishchenko – taking a clear political stance on this war as an act of resistance on the part of her people:
 
                 
                  Schaut man sich unter ukrainischen Intellektuellen gegenwärtig um, gibt es verschiedene Tonlagen, um über den Krieg zu sprechen. Da ist zum Beispiel Katja Petrowskaja, die auf einer Veranstaltung im Literaturhaus Berlin kürzlich sagte, es gebe für sie im Moment nur zwei Dinge: entweder kämpfen oder in eine kleine Brigade eintreten und Unterstützung im Hintergrund leisten.
 
                
 
                 
                  [If you look around among Ukrainian intellectuals at this point in time you note different pitches for talking about the war. For example, there is Katja Petrowskaja, who said at a recent event in the Literaturhaus Berlin that there are only two things for her at the moment: either fight or join a small brigade and provide support in the background.] (Neumann 2022)
 
                
 
                However, who these intellectuals regard as “their people” goes beyond their family members and fellow Ukrainians.
 
               
              
                4 “Euromaidan”
 
                Writer, publisher and translator Kateryna Mishchenko, who is at the centre of Neumann’s article, flew from Kyiv to Berlin shortly after the Russian offensive began in February 2022. However, for Mishchenko, the political tectonic plates had shifted long before. This shift is palpable in “Ein schwarzer Kreis” [a black circle], her contribution to Euromaidan, published in 2014 by Yuri Andrukhovych. The book is a collection of memories and reflections by Ukrainian intellectuals who participated in large-scale protests in Kyiv and other Ukrainian cities from November 2013 to February 2014, which became known as “Euromaidan”.7 Demonstrations and civil unrest had begun in response to President Yanukovych’s sudden decision not to sign a political association and free trade agreement with the European Union, instead choosing closer ties to Russia. Despite the violent response on the part of the police, resulting in 49 killed and 157 wounded protesters, the movement was successful and led to the ousting of President Yanukovych. While this was soon to be followed by the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, for Mishchenko and others participating in the movement it constituted an important experience of civil unrest winning against an overpowering system, as Mishchenko writes (2014, 32). In the course of the protests she realises that active opposition against Ukrainian oligarchs and a political system controlled by Putin’s government is essential, both in a national and transnational context. It becomes evident to her that the Euromaidan is not so much about economic advantages resulting from EU accession but about the fight for democracy and independence from Russian imperialism. She takes a strong stance for political activism by writers, both through their work and other channels of public discourse, putting this struggle for national freedom into a broader European and global context and concluding her essay with a call to European governments to support Ukrainian citizens:
 
                 
                  Europa hat die Augen geschlossen. Im Traum sieht es den Maidan. Aber wenn es aufwacht, kann es sich nicht mehr an den Traum erinnern, nicht begreifen, dass die Ukraine kein fernes Randgebiet mehr ist, sondern der Schauplatz dramatischer europäischer Veränderungen. Die Ukraine und Europa sind zwei Schlafwandler, zwischen denen auf einmal eine ganz andere als die Schengen-Mauer steht. [Europe has closed its eyes. In its dream it sees the Maidan. But when it wakes up, it can no longer remember the dream, cannot understand that Ukraine is no longer a distant periphery, but the scene of dramatic changes in Europe. Ukraine and Europe are two sleepwalkers, between whom suddenly stands a very different wall than the Schengen wall.] (Mishchenko 2014, 32)
 
                
 
                The text voices a moral call for European and American government support of the protests in order to defend European and global democratic values, thus also moving Ukraine out of a marginal borderland position towards the centre of Europe from a western perspective. On the one hand, making a case for a country that has to defend itself against the Russian aggressor and, as Mishchenko says, is fighting for its “existence”, reflects Serhij Zhadan’s “patriotism”. Zhadan, another Ukrainian author and contributor to Euromaidan, differentiates between patriotism and nationalism in his contribution “Vier Monate Winter”. On the other hand, Mishchenko stresses the European and global dimension of what is happening in Ukraine and makes it a call for transnational citizenship and solidarity. This perspective has also informed the author’s statements on various German talk shows, public events and across social media. Her strong media presence has brought her wider attention: “Irgendwann war sie überall. In den Zeitungen, auf den Podien, in den Talkshows. Selbst im Berliner Dom saß Kateryna Mishchenko auf einmal ganz vorne im Altarraum […] und diskutierte über die aktuelle Friedensethik, als hätte sie nie etwas anderes getan” [At some point she was everywhere. In the newspapers, on podiums, in talk shows. Even in Berlin Cathedral, Kateryna Mishchenko was suddenly sitting at the very front of the chancel […] discussing the current ethics of peace as if she had never done anything else] (Neumann 2022).
 
                In “Ein schwarzer Kreis” Mishchenko introduces a historical dimension that is further emphasised if one reads her use of the word “Schlafwandler” [sleepwalker] as a reference to Christopher Clark’s book on World War I, which was published in 2012 and widely discussed at the time.8 However, in the images of dream and reality that Mishchenko evokes throughout her text, sleepwalking has a more ambivalent meaning. Walking in a dream means believing in the power of protest and active citizenship despite the inhumanity experienced through the violent government response, i.e. it has its own rationality and a utopian dimension: “Schon bald hatte ich beschlossen, mich der Unwirklichkeit ringsum ganz und gar hinzugeben, ihr und ihrer Traumlogik zu folgen, also dem Unmöglichen, das vor meinen Augen möglich geworden war” [I soon decided to surrender completely to the unreality all around me, to follow it and its dream logic, in other words the impossible that had become possible before my eyes] (2014, 24) It includes the awareness of a dark “Abgrund” [abyss] that opened up beneath her feet when witnessing the killing of protesters during the Euromaidan (2014, 37). This abyss has become even more visible since 2022: “Ich denke, es braucht eine erweiterte Geschichtsschreibung” [I think we need an expanded historiography], as she explains in her interview with Neumann: “Es gibt nicht nur eine horizontale Beschreibung der Geschehnisse, wie wir sie als Chronologie kennen, sondern auch eine vertikale” [There is not only a horizontal description of events, as we know it as chronology, but also a vertical one].
 
               
              
                5 Bearing Witness
 
                Her 2023 anthology of essays by Ukrainian authors reflecting on the current reality of the war, Aus dem Nebel des Krieges. Die Gegenwart der Ukraine [From the fog of war: Ukraine’s present], which Mishchenko edited together with Katharina Raabe, can be seen as a follow-on project to Euromaidan, revisiting ideas that emerged in 2014, now in the context of a full-scale war. The book was immediately placed on the best of non-fiction list of broadstream and high-brow public media (DLF Kultur/ZDF/DIE ZEIT) in 2023. Its overall format is similar to that of Euromaidan. It brings together texts by Ukrainian authors, activists and journalists with contributions by two well-known scholars in German memory studies and Central Eastern European history: Aleida Assmann and Karl Schlögel. Most of the contributors are women who find themselves exiled from Ukraine. The book takes up core ideas that Mishchenko reflected on in “Ein schwarzer Kreis”: to develop a historical understanding from the dark experience of terror and destruction, and to resist a political system employing such forces.9 In her piece, “Spiegel der Seele” (mirror of the soul), opening Aus dem Nebel des Krieges, she writes:
 
                 
                  Wenn ich früher die Nacht als einen Rückzugsort des sozial Verdrängten gesehen habe, erscheint jetzt die Existenz selbst im Schatten. Ich muss von neuem versuchen, den Menschen und das Menschliche in einem konkreten historischen Moment zu verstehen – das ist es, was diese lange Nacht des Vernichtungskrieges für mich bedeutet.
 
                
 
                 
                  [If I used to see the night as a retreat of what tends to be blended out in society, now existence itself appears in the shadows. I have to try anew to understand the human being and humanity in an actual historical moment – that is what this long night of the war of annihilation means to me.] (2023, 9)
 
                
 
                In the daily speeches by Ukrainian president, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, she finds “die Position einer radikalen Menschlichkeit als Gegenpol zur Entmenschlichung des Krieges” [the position of a radical humanity as an antithesis to the dehumanisation of war] (2023, 16). In her book, Men in Dark Times, Hannah Arendt maintained that, even in situations of political evil, there are those who function as moral exemplars (1968, ix). Zelenskyy has undoubtedly taken on this role in his public appearances, both for his domestic and wider international audiences. From the position of a refugee who finds herself separated from her normal life, Mishchenko again stresses the global dimension of the conflict, together with her responsibility and that of others to bear witness:
 
                 
                  Wenn man in den Geflüchteten oder den Ukrainern in ihrer Heimat nicht nur Opfer sieht, die man zutiefst bedauert, sondern Zeugen, dann wird auch dieser Krieg nicht als große Naturkatastrophe, sondern als kalkulierter Genozid wahrgenommen werden.
 
                
 
                 
                  [If one sees in the refugees or the Ukrainians in their homeland not only victims whom one is deeply sympathetic to, but witnesses, then this war will also be perceived not so much as a great natural disaster, but as a calculated genocide.] (2023, 13)
 
                
 
                For Mishchenko, this is a war of annihilation, a form of genocide, which necessitates the fight of humanity against fascism, embodied by the Russian government and its soldiers. Here and in other texts she makes explicit references to the Holocaust.
 
               
              
                6 How to Record the Disruption of Normality?
 
                The centre pages of the book show a series of black- and-white photographs, entitled “Die Aufnahme der Veränderung” [Recording the change], documenting the intrusion of war into the normality of everyday life in Ukraine, with the first photograph showing the corpse of a civilian lying in the street in front of a house in Bucha (Mishchenko 2023, 143–164). The image on the following page shows a soldier. Without further knowledge, it is difficult to make out whether he is a Russian soldier, thus part of the army that committed war crimes in places like Bucha during the invasion in 2022, or part of the Ukrainian army. Furthermore, his moustache, the soft light on his face and the way the outlines of an arched window provide an oval frame for his upper body, turn the photograph into an almost timeless portrait, while evoking memories of older photographs, as well as images of previous wars in Europe. Another image shows schoolchildren securing a doorway with bricks against shrapnel. If not aware of its historical context, one may think the photograph merely depicts a playful activity. On the opposite page a photograph shows the facade of an apartment block, focusing on a window filled with books on the inside, probably to prevent broken glass flying into the apartment. Both highlight the perversion of normality through war by making it part of everyday objects and activities.
 
                The following chapter, written by Ukrainian documentary filmmaker and photographer Yuriy Hrytsyna, reflects on the interrelation of visual images and historical narratives in this war. Like the preceding photographs, his reflections challenge what the author describes as Russia’s “Krieg um die Bilderhoheit” [war over visual sovereignty] and the Russian historical narrative constructed by these images (Hrytsyna 2023, 168). Hrytsyna quotes the subtitle of a documentary film montage, Den Krieg schauen, anonymously produced and released in 2018, and critically commenting on the Russian annexation of Crimea, to raise questions on the impact photographs may have on such narratives: “Dieser Krieg wurde begonnen, um gesehen zu werden” [This war was started in order to be seen] (168). While “forensische” photographs document what has happened, he explains, “narrative” photographs tell a story by means of their aesthetics and topic in order to engage the viewer and turning him into an agent (170). The author diagnoses an overwhelming number of forensic images of the Ukraine war that have been shared on the internet since 2014 by internet users in Ukraine and its global diaspora, their sheer number working against their suppression or appropriation by Russian media. Like Mishchenko, Hrytsyna links this to the Holocaust, thus reversing the Russian victim narrative,10 when he refers to Harun Farocki’s documentary film Bilder der Welt und Inschrift des Krieges (1989) at the end of his text. In his film, Farocki asks why the Allies refrained from bombing the infrastructure of the Holocaust, even though they were in possession of detailed aerial shots of National Socialist concentration camps. For Hrytsyna this highlights the limits of forensic documentation of photography and film but also maintains a strong sense of hope against all odds. Drawing on transcultural memory of the Holocaust, when linking the Russian invasion with the systematic, state-sponsored mass murder of European Jews, his text concludes with a call to his readers not to disregard images but to take political action.
 
                The way Oksana Karpovych collects images to document how the war intrudes into her everyday life in Ukraine and how this is changing her individual perception in her contribution at the beginning of the volume, entitled “Verfinsterte Orte” [darkened places], may at first sight differ from Hrytsyna’s call for agency on the part of the public.11 However, there are a number of parallels, particularly in the intermediality of image and text. Like Hrytsyna’s chapter, Karpovych’s contribution does not include photographs. Instead she works with descriptions of scenes, textual forensic images that make the ever-increasing level of intrusion of the war into everyday life palpable, while not providing a linear narrative or logical reasoning. The author uses the words “Störung” – which can be translated as “disruption” or “malfunction” – and “Lakunen” [lacunae] for her documentation, pointing to the futility of this war from a human perspective (Karpovych 2023, 42). Her turning away from logical reasoning in the face of such senselessness distinguishes her chapter from Hrytsyna’s. This is further illustrated by her textual image of an avenue in the centre of Kharkiv that has been hit by a Russian grenade with a number of pedestrians killed. The fact this has happened close to a “huge” Soviet memorial for “the city’s liberator” (Karpovych 2023, 37) gives the image a sad irony. While the author herself does not see the human body parts that she is told about by other witnesses, she describes the bodies of pigeons that have been killed lying around while those birds that have survived are sitting on the asphalt in a disturbed state. These birds take on a symbolic value, as a symbol of violated innocence and abnormality. A man with a plastic bag and black umbrella is in tears, shouting at passers-by: “Sie töten Menschen, klar, aber Vögel, warum die Vögel? Was haben die denen getan? Wir haben sie hier gefüttert!” [They kill people, sure, but birds, why the birds? What have they done to them? We fed them here!] (Karpovych 2023, 38). Karpovych’s entry to the 2024 Berlinale, an international film festival in Berlin that prides itself on its political edge, was a documentary film with the title Intercepted. The film also works with the principle of disruption, or “cognitive dissonance”, as the director explains in an interview with public broadcaster Arte in 2024. The film juxtaposes images of civilians trying to continue their lives somehow in places that have become uninhabitable, for example in cellars, or of rural and urban landscapes in Ukraine that have been disfigured by the war, with excerpts from phone conversations of Russian soldiers with their family members in Russia, thus highlighting the abnormality of this war. Visual images of destruction dissonate with the seeming normality of phone conversations between mothers and sons about everyday life and family birthdays. In this context, it may be worth noting that images devoid of people, or with animals at their centre, communicate a similar message in the 2023 book Die tonlosen Stimmen by German author Marcel Beyer, in which he comments on “Die Präsenz der Tiere in Zeiten der Bestialität” (Beyer 2023, 10).12 They may be read as a reflection of similar discourses in the work of Ukrainian exile authors and media coverage of the war. Both Karpovych and Hrytsyna, as well as Beyer, focus on their own perception of this war through media and their own experience on the ground, while asking how to document this process and share it with a wider public through their writing and visual media.
 
               
              
                7 On the Question of Language
 
                In a 2022 podcast as part of the series Stimmen zum Ukraine-Krieg (voices on the war in Ukraine), produced by German public broadcaster MDR, Mishchenko interlinks the suffering of Ukrainian victims in the current war with those of the Jewish victims of the Holocaust, through explicit references to Paul Celan’s famous poem “Todesfuge” [Fugue of Death]. The Ukrainians are finding themselves treated as “Untermenschen” [subhumans], to be annihilated both physically and culturally. This comparison creates a “noeud de mémoire”, in terms of multidirectional memory as defined by Rothberg (2009, 7), i.e., a knotted intersection of memory and history that shows both difference and similarity, rather than equating the experience of the current war with that of the Holocaust. However, it may still be read as an act of provocation in the context of German Holocaust memory:
 
                 
                  In der ersten Morgendämmerung nach der Flucht aus Kiew hatte ich einen kurzen Traum. Im Himbeergarten von meinen Großeltern sah ich eine große olivgrüne Schlange.
 
                  Augenblicklich stand sie vor mir und wollte angreifen. Ich habe ganz vorsichtig das Tor geöffnet und sie langsam auf die Dorfstraße herausgelockt. Dann war das Tor zu und ich allein.
 
                  “Ein Mann wohnt im Haus der spielt mit den Schlangen der schreibt.” Diese Worte aus Celans “Todesfuge” gingen mir durch den Kopf, als ich aufwachte. Das Haus des Russlandmeisters ist irgendwo in einem anderen Universum, und ich habe kein Haus mehr. Er hat mich in meinem dornigen Himbeerversteck erwischt, ohne zu wissen, dass es mich überhaupt gibt. Ich habe Angst vor diesem kommenden Bösen, und es hat keine Ängste, denn es gibt keinen Bezug zu mir. Ich bin nicht eines Bezuges wert, nur einer Vernichtung. “Der schreibt wenn es dunkelt nach Deutschland.” Vernichtungskrieg ist ein deutsches Wort, und es bezeichnet sehr genau, was sich in meinem Land heute abspielt und gleichzeitig nachgespielt wird.
 
                
 
                 
                  [In my first dawn after fleeing from Kyiv, I had a short dream. In my grandparents’ raspberry garden I saw a large olive-green snake. Instantly it stood in front of me and wanted to attack. I very carefully opened the gate and slowly coaxed it out onto the village street. Then the gate was closed and I was alone. “A man lives in the house he plays with his vipers he writes”. These words from Celan’s “Fugue of Death” ran through my head when I woke up. The house of the master of Russia is somewhere in another universe, and I no longer have a house. He got hold of me in my thorny raspberry hideout without knowing I even existed. I am afraid of this coming evil, and it has no fears because there is no reference to me. I am not worthy of a reference, only of annihilation.] (Mishchenko 2022)
 
                
 
                Mishchenko mourns the disintegration of value and meaning this war represents. She identifies with the darkness and despair that inform Celan’s poem in the light of the disintegration of human values under National Socialism. In “Todesfuge” ritual is converted into “a grotesque funeral dirge cried out into the dark” (Weimar 1974, 90). For Mishchenko this process is “re-enacted” in Putin’s war, which is making her own reality both absurd and threatening in the context of German and European history of the twentieth century (Michchenko 2022). A central part of this re-enactment is how Putin taps into cultural memory of the Soviet Union’s struggle against Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich on the Eastern Front during World War II. In his “Address concerning the events in Ukraine” of 21 February 2022, Putin justifies his invasion by claiming that the Ukrainian government, supported by “neo-Nazis and Banderites”, is carrying out a “genocide” against Russians in Ukraine. Mishchenko describes how the sense of shock she felt at the hatred behind Putin’s “fascist speech” has stayed with her: “Der Hass gegen die Ukrainer, der mich an der faschistischen Rede vom 21. Februar so erschrocken hat, ist wie eine klebrige Marke.” She reflects on this as one of the reasons why she is now writing and publishing in German:
 
                 
                  Ich schreibe auf Deutsch. Ich weiß nicht, ob das eine Subversion in Bezug auf faschistische Anspielungen des russischen Krieges sein sollte, oder ob ich mich in dem Bunker der deutschen Sprache verstecke und hier nach großen Antworten suche, auf die Fragen:
 
                  Was heißt denn heute “nie wieder”?
 
                  Wie soll eine antifaschistische Agenda des 21. Jahrhunderts aussehen?
 
                  Was ist die Position der deutschen Enkel- und Urenkelgeneration in Bezug auf diesen Vernichtungskrieg?
 
                  Und darf ich als ukrainische, vom russischen Regime zu einem Untermenschen erklärte Person im deutschen Diskurs mitsprechen?
 
                
 
                 
                  [I write in German. I don’t know whether this is meant to be a subversion of the allusion to fascism inherent to the Russian war, or whether I am hiding in the bunker of the German language and searching here for grand answers to the questions:
 
                  What does “never again” mean today? What should an anti-fascist agenda of the twenty- first century look like? What is the position of the German grandchildren and great- grandchildren generation in relation to this war of extermination? And as a Ukrainian person declared a subhuman by the Russian regime, am I allowed to have a say in the German discourse?] (Mishchenko 2022)
 
                
 
                At the end of her text Mishchenko asks whether she has a right to appropriate the Holocaust in order to highlight Ukrainian suffering, and to address the German historic guilt and responsibility arising from it from a victim’s perspective. The author specifically addresses the Germans in her 2022 podcast. She calls on their responsibility to prevent crimes against humanity committed by Russian soldiers under the leadership of a fascist government. This raises a number of questions that merit further discussion. Some of these the author formulates herself in above text while reflecting on her own writing.
 
                One of her questions regards the language she chooses to write and publish in as an exiled writer. Explaining it with her aim of subverting fascist allusions in the Russian discourse bears similarities with Petrowskaja’s decision to write Vielleicht Esther in German. In her interview with Der Standard in 2015 Petrowskaja explains how writing in German – for her as a child the language of Bach and Nazis in war films – allowed her to transcend stereotypical roles of victims and perpetrators dominating Soviet and post-Soviet discourse. Writing in German, rather than in Russian or Ukrainian as their first and second languages, thus allows both authors to create their own narrative space and open new perspectives on European history. Furthermore, Mishchenko asks whether writing in German on greater historical questions means sheltering from a more direct engagement on the part of the exiled writer who is finding herself in in a safe, thus somewhat privileged position, in contrast to those remaining in the war zone, or even physically participating in the fighting.13 However, writing in German allows both authors to address a wider audience.
 
                Moving between literature and other public media, both in terms of platforms of communication and their own literary style, allows their voices to have a wider impact in public discourse.14 Mishchenko and Petrowskaja both combine, or switch between, complex literary language and an accessible stye of writing, addressing historical events and current political issues.
 
               
              
                8 Changes within the Literary Field?
 
                Both authors have maintained a strong presence across different German-language media while participating in transnational artists’ networks. There are other very audible voices, for example that of author and musician Serhij Zhadan whose works, written in Ukrainian, have been translated and widely discussed in German media. This includes Zhadan’s war chronicle on social media.
 
                Zhadan, who shares Mishchenko’s perception of this war as a genocide and has argued against pacifism, received the Peace Prize of the German Book Trade in October 2022. On the one hand, it would be worth exploring to what extent Ukrainian and other post-Soviet writers currently form a transnational exile community in Berlin, and the extent to which Russian writers are excluded from it. An interview with Oksana Sabuschko, conducted in December 2022, points toward the latter. This also emerged from a conversation of the author of this chapter with Lena Gorelik at the University of Augsburg in November 2023, in which she commented on the current reluctance of Ukrainian writers to be part of joint events with Russian exile writers. On the other hand, German writers like Marcel Beyer or Durs Grünbein, both well established in the German literary canon, have published political texts dealing with the war in Ukraine. This points to a potential shift within the German literary landscape reaching beyond Ukrainian and Russian exile writers. Examples include Grünbein’s 2022 collection of poems, Äquidistanz, and Beyer’s literary essays, based on his lectures on factual narrative at the University of Wuppertal in 2022, in which he reflects on how writers and readers can be sensitised for a different, post-Zeitenwende reality.
 
                Beyer writes: “Die Sensibilisierung erfolgte nicht, indem ich mich der außersprachlichen Welt zuwandte. Sie fand statt auf dem Feld der Literatur und hier, noch einmal enger umrissen, auf dem Feld des nicht-fiktionalen, faktualen Erzählens” [The sensitisation did not take place by turning to the non-linguistic world. It took place in the field of literature and here, even more narrowly defined, in the field of non-fictional, factual narrative] (Beyer 2023, 53). Beyer refer s here to his own reading of Russian writing, in particular Viktor Shklovsky’s memories of starvation during the siege of St. Petersburg in the Russian civil war 1919/20, which he links to the deeply unsettling effect photographs of scenes in Bucha after the Russian invasion have had on him. He asks how, as a writer, to integrate visuality in factual narratives. Beyer makes a case for the (re-)creation of images through text, rather than the inclusion of photographs. As mentioned earlier, there are some striking parallels between Beyer’s aesthetics and those of Karpovych. Obviously, Beyer is not affected by this war in the way the Ukrainian authors discussed are. He experiences it from the relative safety of his home in Dresden. However, it still seems to move closer to him than he might have expected, with military transports passing through his city, a reality difficult to grasp for a German of a generation that had believed the experience of World War II and the Holocaust would preclude any further war in Europe. Both authors refer in their work to Eastern European writers. Both Beyer and Grünbein have also made public statements or signed petitions calling for the support of Ukraine with German weapons, thus participating in heated debates among writers and intellectuals about Germany’s role in current geopolitics in the context of its responsibility for World War II. Perspectives such as the one voiced so strongly by Mishchenko are taking on a new prominence within the literary field and in public discourse, while differing clearly from dominant German-Russian discourses since the 1970s, and even more so from those aiming for closer economic and cultural ties to Russia since the collapse of the Soviet Union in the 1990s. Durs Grünbein was one of over 350 artists and intellectuals who signed an appeal against Russia’s military threat to Ukraine in February 2022. This led to writer Eugen Ruge and others accusing the signatories of warmongering in the Süddeutsche Zeitung newspaper. Further petitions and counter-petitions have followed since, including the February 2023 “Manifest für den Frieden” (manifest for peace) by politician Sarah Wagenknecht and journalist Alice Schwarzer against military support for Ukraine.
 
               
              
                9 Conclusion
 
                Transnational memory and international politics have been gaining prominence in the German literary field. This can be partly seen as a development in the context of the “Eastern turn” that German-language literature has been taking in the new millennium. Following the Zeitenwende in 2022, it has, however, taken on a new dynamic: firstly, memory discourses that situate themselves in a transnational, European framework, while questioning both German and post-Soviet discourses, have become highly topical. This is also reflected in Suhrkamp’s announcement of Mishchenko’s reading in the Literarische Colloquium in May 2023 under the title “Im kosmopolitischen Exil”. Secondly, the work by Ukrainian authors like Petrowskaja, Mishchenko and Karpovych, as well as German writers such as Durs Grünbein or Marcel Beyer, is marked by an urgency to engage in public debate while reflecting on the intermediality of their work.
 
                Applying Bourdieu’s field theory, the dynamic described seems to mark a changing of positions, perhaps even of scales, in the current German literary field, moving it closer to the political field while opening it further to international trends. This differs from the structure of the field at the end of the 1990s. In contrast to the prominent role of the author as a public intellectual up to the 1980s, political engagement seemed to have lost some of its value in the literary landscape at that point (Egger and Rompf 2020, 5–7). What appears to have emerged in recent years, however, is the development – now further accelerated through the Eastern European turn and the Zeitenwende – toward a literature that deliberately seeks out public forums through formats like essays, feature articles, panel discussions and corresponding internet platforms, thus moving the question of contemporaneity or political engagement back into the centre of both writerly and public interest. While this cannot only be attributed exclusively to exiled writers from Ukraine, or to Eastern European writers who have brought different perspectives and aesthetics to German-language literature already before the war in Ukraine,15 their work is contributing to this potential shift.
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              Notes

              1
                Peter Neumann, in his article for the German weekly Die Zeit, described her as a “Meisterin des Dialogs” (master of dialogue; 13 July 2022).

              
              2
                See Egger (2023) on “Contemporary Ukrainian writers as an ‘avant-garde’ of exile”. Both the journal article, published in Oxford German Studies, and this chapter are outcomes of a paper I presented at the Turku conference Out of the USSR: Travelling Women, Travelling Memories in February 2023. While the article discusses in how far Petrowskaja and Mishchenko could be regarded as refugees and a “vanguard” in Hannah Arendt’s sense, this essay focuses on the role of various media for them and other authors, both as a mode of expression and platform to reach a wider audience.

              
              3
                Ortner (2017), 43. Ortner’s perspective thus overlaps to some extent with Snyder’s in Bloodlands. On the other hand, Jenny Watson has pointed to the risk inherent in the “metaphorical transference of violent intent, danger and contamination onto the landscape” through Snyder’s book title, which “also appeals to historical preconceptions of the region rooted in a colonial sensibility and has the potential to allow the act of killing to recede from the reaches of imagination” (Watson 2023, 626).

              
              4
                The book was translated into English under the title Maybe Esther in 2018. Translations of lines from Celan’s poem “Todesfuge” cited by Mishchenko are taken from Weimar (1974). All other translations in this chapter are my own.

              
              5
                The theoretical fuzziness that Rothberg’s approach has been accused of due to its conflation of the Holocaust and colonialism is not relevant to the key concepts applied in my analysis. On the debate about Rothberg’s book in German-language media after the publication of the German translation in 2021, see Tania Martini’s (2021) article in taz and Thomas Schmid’s (2021) review in Die Welt, as well as Rothberg’s (2022) own contribution to this debate in Frankfurter Rundschau. In it, the author points to the different reception of his book in German- and English-language research and attributes this to the singularity thesis that from his perspective still dominates German memory and academic discourses.

              
              6
                In 2010 Petrowskaja received a Robert Bosch fellowship to undertake research on Vielleicht Esther. In addition to the Ingeborg Bachmann Prize for excerpts of chapter 5, she has received further literary awards in the following years, including the Aspekte-Literature Prize (2014), the Ernst Toller Prize, the Schubart Literature Award, the Premio Strega Europeo (2015) and the Gustav Regler Prize in 2023. These include awards that highlight political engagement, such as the Human Rights Award of the Gerhart and Renate Baum Foundation (2022).

              
              7
                The anthology also contains short essays by international historians and journalists like Martin Pollack and Timothy Snyder. Among the pieces by Ukrainian writers is “Mein Kiew” by Katja Petrowskaja.

              
              8
                In his book Clark interprets pre-war structures and alliances. European powers are portrayed “sleepwalkers, watchful but unseeing, haunted by dreams, yet blind to the reality of the horror they were about to bring into the world” (Clark 2012, 562).

              
              9
                Darkness is also prominent in the everyday reality of socially disadvantaged and marginalised groups portrayed in Kateryna Mishchenko and Miron Zownir’s book Ukrainische Nacht (2015). According to the blurb it exposes “fault lines in Ukrainian society, in which the harbingers of revolution can already be felt”.

              
              10
                In Putin’s speeches and state-controlled media coverage, Russia tends to be presented as a blameless victim of foreign aggression throughout history, heroically repelling invaders and foreign attempts to destroy it, culminating in World War II. In line with this, Putin has justified his invasion of Ukraine as a “Special Military Operation” to “denazify” a state controlled by “Neo-nazis” (Troianovski 2022).

              
              11
                Karpovych currently lives in Canada but is closely linked to the exile community in Berlin. This also applies to Hrytsyna who studied in Berlin.

              
              12
                In a different chapter he describes a cat that is saved from a destroyed block of flats in Borodjanka (Beyer 2023, 52).

              
              13
                Kateryna Mishchenko was awarded a fellowship of the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin for 2022/23.

              
              14
                This would be the aim of a littérature engagée according to Sartre’s (1997) concept.

              
              15
                One may think of Saša Stanišić or Herta Müller. For examples of non-minority literature see Egger and Rompf 2020, 6–7.
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                1 Introduction
 
                Dina Rubina’s oeuvre presents an exemplary case of contemporary writing that bridges geographically diverse Russophone communities. Her work started achieving high popularity from the time of her immigration to Israel in 1990 where she continues to write till the present. Inspired and triggered by the trauma of emigration, her work of the late 1990s to 2000s addresses issues of the distress associated with departure from the native country and adjustment to the new one. In a recent interview she described this period of her life as a form of “a short death” (Rubina 2013), explaining that in those days Jewish people leaving the former Soviet Union left with the sense of no return. Her choice of describing the period of absorption into Israeli society as a period of temporary death or void implies that it was followed by a stage of revival. New experiences in Israel and international travel provided Rubina with new plots related to the lives of Jewish emigres from the Soviet Union and also stimulated her interest in the past experiences of Jewish people in places of her travel. Additionally, and I will argue, characteristically, the emigré experience found expression in recollections of the events from the familial past in her autobiographical fiction of the 1990s and 2000s.
 
                In terms of the thematic of return in memory-based émigré writing, Rubina’s case is of typological interest because the actual physical return to the homeland, in fact, could be easily realised as rapid political changes following the end of the Soviet Union in 1991 made travel and return to the country possible. Unlike the previous, the so-called Third wave emigration of the 1970s and 1980s, which could not return to the USSR, post-Soviet emigration fell into times of unrestricted international travel from and into the former Soviet Union. Rubina even had a job as head of the department of cultural relations at the Russian branch of The World Jewish Agency (Sohnut) and was stationed in Moscow between 2000 and 2003 (Shrayer 2018, 713–720). It is during this period starting from the late 1990s that she produced some of her stories of travel and experience in Israel that deal with the issue of memory and Jewish history, often focusing on its most tragic moments. Her autobiographical stories of this period often employ the mechanism of memory and remembrance in addressing the themes of family history, genealogical connections and ethnocultural history-grounded identification with various places.
 
                Rubina’s leaving Russia and immigrating to Israel facilitated memory narratives that thematise migration and international travel. Given strict travel constrains in the former Soviet Union the desire to leave the country was often inseparable from the desire to travel and discover new places. Rubina’s publishing in Russia attests to her works’ appeal as a source of knowledge gained through her geographical mobility. Through her popular fiction Russian readers inside Russia and the former Soviet Union gained knowledge of immigrant experience in Israel while her readers of the Russophone diaspora could use her work as a point of comparison to their own émigré experience in other countries, such as the United States, Germany and Australia. While her work is published in Russia, she is a member of this virtual community with shared collective memories.
 
                Recent discussions of memory and postmemory in contemporary Jewish writing raise the issue of the relevance of the notion of diaspora to these narratives (Ortner 2016). Russian Jewish writing in Israel in the strict sense does not fit a definition of diaspora because in the Judaic tradition Israel is a historical homeland of the Jewish people. Yet in relation to the wider Russian language literature, this kind of literature written in Russian outside Russia intersects with the notion of diasporic writing as it presupposes that Russia is the cultural and territorial homeland. This situation complicates the relationship between the centre and dispersal. It also importantly relates to the paradigm of the exilic return. Scholars such as Jonathan Boyarin and Daniel Boyarin (1993) stress that Jewish diasporic identity is not based on a territorial but rather on a genealogical belonging. Rubina’s autobiographical writing criss-crosses with this notion of genealogical commonality. Most of her stories related to the recollections of the past thematise familial genealogies that simultaneously are linked to cataclysmic historical events. Being away from the homeland activated her own interest in the destinies of relatives of previous generations. In her autobiographical stories in search of family roots and events linked to the collective destiny of the Jewry of the former Russian and Soviet Empires she uses memory in a specific mode that intersects with the notion of postmemory. This kind of memory in Marianne Hirsch’s theorising functions as a connection to the past that is “not actually mediated by recall but by imaginative investment, projection and creation” (Hirsch 2012, 5). In Hirsch’s model postmemory is a feature of reconstructive narratives related to the historical events of trauma and displacement such as the Holocaust. She makes a distinction between “familial” and “affiliative” postmemory, the first being an attribute of the post-war generation related to the actual victims of the Holocaust, the latter a result of learned knowledge received through discourse around the tragic history (Hirsch 2013, 214).
 
                Rubina’s memory is often stimulated by family mythologies and stories that she heard as a child but whose significance she did not grasp at the time. Scatterings of recollections are often triggered by her parents’ passing on this knowledge thus emphasising the importance of inter-generational embodied continuity in postmemory formations and transmissions. Rubina’s imagination often fills the missing gaps in familial narratives and reworks them into creative memory writing. For a part of her wider readers this postmemory in Jewish thematic is not familial but affiliative, to follow Hirsch’s definitions. Moreover, in addressing traumatic events in the history of European Jewry that go beyond the Holocaust, such as the Spanish Inquisition, she creatively uses memory that goes beyond the post-generational framework. In what follows I focus on three stories that present cases of Rubina thematising postmemory in relation to historical events of persecution. I examine the ways in which her texts reflect the memory/history dynamics and argue that Rubina employs various modes of memorial writing, including familial and affiliative postmemory as well as embodied performative memory, as means to transmit the traumatic past of not only Russian but also European Jewry across generations.
 
               
              
                2 Filling the Gaps in Familial Memory: “The Gypsy” (1999)
 
                In the concept of postmemory as defined by Hirsch, events related to the Holocaust and the trauma of exile and displacement play a foundational role. In this conceptualisation of familial postmemory children are the carriers of this kind of memory linked to the real events in the lives of their parents in which the children did not participate. In Rubina’s case her parents spent the Second World War in evacuation in Tashkent, a city in Uzbekistan in Central Asia that was a refuge for evacuees from western parts of the Soviet Union. Rubina’s aunts and uncles similarly spent the war years in Uzbekistan where they were evacuated from Ukraine. It is here where Rubina was born in 1953. Characteristically for postmemory, Rubina’s story “The Gypsy” (2008a [1999]), addressing the events of the Holocaust in Ukraine, was written during Rubina’s residing in Israel thus evidencing that the search for familial postmemory is linked to the state of displacement and separation from home. The story is dedicated to the destiny of her maternal great-grandmother but the discovery of her fate is programmatically connected with the photographic aesthetic – a paradigmatic case of the workings of the familial postmemory according to Hirsch’s theorising.
 
                Rubina’s discovery of the story of her Gypsy ancestor occurs around the events linked to her family’s embarking on leaving the Soviet Union and moving to Israel. It is when helping her parents to pack and sort out family photographs that Rubina discovers an old photograph from the beginning of the twentieth century of a woman who bears a striking resemblance to herself. The photograph’s inscription triggers Rubina’s curiosity, as the photograph is signed in Yiddish “The Gypsies” (“Di Tsygoines”). A subsequent meeting of extended family members in Israel facilitates a full restoration of this Gypsy familial connection that centres around the great-grandmother whose daughter was captured in the photograph.
 
                In Hirsch’s theorising of postmemory as different from history she stresses that photographic images mediate the presence of embodied experience in the process of transmission. When looking at the photograph memory signals an affective link to the past, a sense of an embodied connection. The link that joins the photograph to its subject photography can “solidify the tenuous bonds that are shaped by need, desire, and narrative projection” (Hirsch 2013, 211). Rubina’s description of the photograph of an unknown relative expresses a desire to learn about shared genealogies. Notably, Rubina praises the almost three-dimensional affect produced by the old photograph, which she calls “sculptural”. Sculptural in this case can be seen as a form of embodiment – a notion relevant for cross-generational postmemory:
 
                 
                  I came across this photograph, one of those brown, “pre-revolutionary” ones that impress us with the thoroughness in crafting those long-gone faces and with the skilful representation of highlights on cufflinks, pins, wooden chairs and pointed shoes that show from under the pleated skirt that has a tacit sculptural quality.
 
                
 
                 
                  It was me who was sitting in one of these chairs and wearing this skirt in the photograph. The difference is in the hairdo with her hair parted in the middle and gathered into a bun. (Rubina 2008a, 78)1
 
                
 
                Rubina notes that she remembered this photograph as a child but only now recognised herself in this middle-aged woman because she had reached the same age. In terms of temporality this fact of being of the same age bridges the generational gap between the two women. Closing the age gap helps to solidify the tenuous cross-generational bond and activates postmemory narrative. Although the photograph is not of the Gypsy great-grandmother but of her daughter who died in the 1930s, it opens a path to the knowledge of the ancestral story via familial remembering. The role of this familial photograph in Rubina’s story leads to a “narrative projection” (Hirsch 2013, 211) that goes in two directions. First her mother’s remembering generates her narrative and then Rubina completes the narrative in “The Gypsy” written some ten years later in Israel.
 
                The case of Rubina’s Gypsy great-grandmother’s subplot is of a typological importance in relation to memory studies as it presents a phenomenon of familial postmemory that involves more than two generations. In his book Cultural Memory and Early Civilization, Jan Assmann (2011)2 distinguishes between two kinds of collective remembrance, “communicative” memory and “cultural” memory – the one that later becomes institutionalised via archives. Of relevance to Rubina’s story is the notion of communicative memory. Communicative memory is biographical and embodied, and in the normal succession of generations this embodied form of memory is transmitted across three to four generations, which in real terms means across 80 to 100 years. In the case of Rubina’s persona an interrupted transmission of intergenerational memory occurred due to the events around World War Two and the Holocaust as her parents were evacuated to safety from Nazi-occupied Ukraine. She thus did not have contact with the part of the family that stayed behind and perished in the Holocaust. Yet the timeframe of the embodied transmission of memory between her generation and the generation of her great-grandmother fits Jan Assmann’s concept of communicative memory.
 
                During the first stage of the restoration of familial memory, while packing to leave for Israel, Rubina’s mother tells her about the Roma ancestry through the marriage of her grandfather to a Roma beauty in pre-Revolutionary Ukraine. The story is of romantic love between the Jewish man and this young Roma girl whom he brought home in spite of having an official Jewish bride. According to Rubina’s mother’s story the marriage was a happy one and introduced dark-haired and olive-skinned progeny into the family. The Roma bride learned to speak Yiddish and became completely assimilated to the Jewish shtetl life but was allowed to fulfil her wish to regularly visit her Roma tabor in spring to spend time with her former family. This particular quest to experience the freedom associated with the Roma lifestyle is noted by Rubina as a form of the Jewish family’s ethnocultural tolerance. At this point the photograph signed “Di Tsygoines” serves as a material artefact that testifies to the origins of family resemblance but does not yet trigger the narrative of trauma. The tragic story of the Roma woman’s perishing in the Holocaust becomes known only in Israel when other members of the extended family from Ukraine fill the gaps. It is noteworthy that Rubina’s family not returning to Ukraine after the war is the reason for the gaps in knowledge of the family’s history during the Nazi occupation. This nonreturn is a characteristic feature of postmemory scenarios that interrupt the flow of embodied transmission.
 
                The ancestral story becomes a story of justice and retribution. Rubina learns that her great-grandmother was killed by Nazi collaborators in a mass-shooting. Yet her alleged Roma clairvoyant curse resulted in the murderers’ being blown to pieces in an explosion. Notably, this explosion occurred shortly after the massacre of the Jews and was not a military act but rather an accident. The way in which the executioners were killed was predicted by the great-grandmother when she was led under their convoy to the place of the massacre of the innocents. This whole story has a witness – an old Ukrainian man who saw the events as a child and told Rubina’s Jewish relatives about it on their return from the evacuation. The verbal narrative of an eyewitness completes the tragic story.
 
                In this autobiographical story Rubina establishes an embodied connection with her Roma great-grandmother through the alleged psychic sense of being protected and avenged – something that happens periodically in Rubina’s life. This state of being avenged creates a parallel narrative between the fates of these two women: as her Roma great-grandmother was avenged through the punishment of her murderers, Rubina’s offenders also get punished. Rubina’s linkage to her great-grandmother is intentionally gendered as she starts her story from reminiscences of the two events in her adolescence and youth when she was offended by the unscrupulous men. She notes that in each case her offender was punished by accidents that followed their offensive behaviour (in the first instance a teenage boy who attacked an adolescent Rubina and painfully grabbed her developing breasts had a bicycle accident. Fittingly it was his hand that pinched the girl’s breast that was permanently incapacitated as a result of the accident. In the second case a sexually predatory boss who refused to pay her for her ghost-writing job and offered instead to share a holiday at a Black Sea resort drowned on the first day of his arrival at the resort). These characteristically anecdotal narratives serve as a retrospective explanation of the cross-generational workings of her ancestral Roma connections. The motif of being avenged by some mystical yet real ancestral powers intertwines with the triumph of justice. The fact that both of Rubina’s assaults were of a sexual nature further emphasizes a strong familial cross-generational bond between women albeit in quasi-magic realism mode. The latter can be seen as an act of “imaginative creation” being one of the mechanisms of postmemory – a feature singled out by Hirsch (2012, 5).
 
                Typologically, this story of migration and memory additionally thematises general travel in a specific familial and genealogical mode. The narrative of Rubina’s by now confirmed distant Roma ancestry triggers her evaluation of her periodic compulsive desire for travel. In a characteristic way she interprets her spontaneity by hereditary ethnic drives. In “The Gypsy” she explains her quest to travel by the Roma “blood” (Rubina, 2008a, 88) and, notably, turns to the geographical locale of her past homeland, the Soviet Union, as an unconsciously-desired destination:
 
                 
                  Otherwise this blood does not bother me. It is only […] in the early spring, at the end of February, when a languid smell of the white lands appears… It is then when while sleeping at the dawn I dream of the smell of rotting grass under the snow, or the odour of burning coal and cast iron in the urine-covered platform of the railway carriage on the train “Tashkent – Irkutsk”.
 
                
 
                 
                  Then my hand automatically reaches a computer keyboard to search for special offers on flights in April-May. (Rubina 2008a, 88–89)
 
                
 
                This intentionally ironical description of the nature of the emigre nostalgia incorporates Rubina’s personal “lived” memory with elements of postmemory. Memory here is activated by olfactory triggers, some of them remembered smells that are activated not only physically but also psychologically, such as the urine odours of the Soviet train with its notorious shortage of toilets. Earthy smells of “the white lands” denote an ambiguous geographical space as it requires readers to wonder whether the smell is of the white earth near Jerusalem – the white city built from the white lime stone – or/and the smell of those other, distant lands on route between Tashkent and Irkutsk. The reference to white lands is, I suggest, a specific geographical term related to Russia’s history when these white lands (“belye zemli”) were a territory of relative free movement. As such they go back to the past when all kinds of “gypsies” could travel freely throughout the vast territories geographically situated in the eastern parts of the emergent Empire. This fragment relates to the recollection of Rubina’s real past also alluding creatively to the ancestral links. The ever-present nostalgia for the real place from her personal past-experiences is expressed by the embodied sensations that do not require the help of postmemorial imagination. The olfactory sensations, I argue, present the cases of the involuntary “Proustian” smell-memory delineating the role of embodied aspects of memorial processes.3 Rubina’s depicted sensations are part of the individual unconscious that does not need mechanisms of postmemory. It is for this reason that the return journey to the places in the Soviet Union comes in the dream. In this situation not only physical olfactory but also psycho-somatic sensorial activation of memory lays bare the repressed desire to visit the actual former homeland.
 
                In reality, however, Rubina routinely returns from her travels to Israel and she ends her story with a declaration of belonging to the Jewish people. The story closes with her account of being on board of the El-Al flights or in international airports’ fenced spaces for the El-Al passengers coming back to Israel. In Rubina’s description these enclosed and protected spaces embody a specific ethnocultural atmosphere that expresses a typological yet heterogenous composition of the ethnic collective which she calls “my people” (“moi narod”) (Rubina 2008a, 90). These spaces, protected for security reasons, parallel Rubina’s notion of “her people” as people “protected” by the almighty (Rubina 2008a, 90).
 
                The notion of protected people serves as a link to the subplot of the clairvoyant Roma Gypsy ancestor whose abilities to cast a spell resonates in Rubina’s life in those instances when her offenders are punished for their evil deeds. Importantly, as a corroborated event the ancestral story becomes not only part of familial postmemory but also part of a wider cultural memory. Here cultural memorial structures of the Holocaust narratives – extermination of Jewish and Roma people – follow Hirsch’s model as they “are reinforced and reactivated by investing them with individual and familial forms of mediation and aesthetic expression” (Hirsch 2013, 210). Rubina’s ending the story by returning to the space of her new homeland, the homeland of “her people”, is a recognition of belonging to the generation with shared familial and collective post/memories.
 
               
              
                3 Performing Genealogical Memory, Reclaiming Family Roots in the Travel Notes “The Sunday Mass in Toledo”
 
                Rubina’s autobiographical travel story “The Sunday Mass in Toledo: Travel Notes” (2001 [1999]) presents yet another example of activated familial memory. However, in this story the case of remembering is complicated by the temporal distance that separates the event of recollection and events that are being recollected. In this story of Rubina’s travels to Spain the history of the Jewish people and alleged familial histories intertwine in a complicated collage that results, I argue, in performative memory underpinned by her interest in genealogy. The timespan that separates Rubina’s experience in today’s Spain and the flashback to the times of historical persecution of Jews by the Spanish Inquisition certainly goes over what Jan Assmann categorises as a communicative cross-generational framework for the passing of memories. Yet the actual core of the story’s subplot – an embodied sensation of being personally a victim of these persecutions – is part of family mythology. Moreover, the way in which the story of having Spanish Jewish origins was passed across generations in the Rubin family overlaps with the typological features of postmemory. This story of the father’s side of the family allegedly having come from Spain was transmitted in a form that Hirsch (2013, 208) describes in her theorizing of postmemory as “flashes of imagery” and “broken refrains”.
 
                Those “broken refrains” came during her parents’ humorous banter about their different familial origins: the mother’s ironic mistrust in Rubina’s father’s claims of being related to Baruch Spinoza have generated equally humorous references to Rubina’s mother’s ancestral Roma connections. In both cases these refrains triggered Rubina’s “flashes of imagery” to be actualised in the particular settings. As Hirsch (2012, 35) elucidates, “family life is intrenched in a collective imaginary shaped by public, generational structures of fantasy and projection”, and, I argue, Rubina’s story acknowledges albeit in an ironic way the “fantasy” element in her family’s genealogical memories.4 While Rubina expressed her intergenerational memory in relation to her Roma grandmother, she similarly responded in an embodied way to her genealogical links to Spanish Jewry in the streets of Toledo. While there is nothing historically new about the fact that many Ashkenazi Jews had past Sephardic genealogies going back centuries, the actual act of remembering this past in an embodied way creates an intersection between history and postmemory. In what follows I demonstrate how this overlap works in the structure of Rubina’s narrative. My premise here is that this story deals with the framework of the performative memory that intersects and overlaps with history, historical remembrance and postmemory.
 
                Rubina narrates the travel story as a travelogue underpinned by familial and genealogical relations to Spain that are inseparable from the history of European Jewry. In an informative way characteristic for travel notes she gives a concise history of the expulsion of the Jewish people from Spain and a history of the Marranos, Jewish converts to Christianity under the pressure of the Inquisition. She also notes that her decision to travel to Spain with her husband from Israel coincided with the end of the prohibition imposed by the Judaic rabbis for the Jewish people to go to Spain, a ban that lasted some 500 years, from 1492 to 1992. At the same time, she gives a personal account of her appearance and being often taken for a Spanish woman in her international travels in the Spanish speaking parts of the world. In addition to telling of her father’s conviction of being related to a branch of the Spinoza family, she makes a striking claim that the document supporting this genealogy was lost during the family’s displacement in World War II. Thus, she creates a narrative with a set of intricate motifs of lost documents, displacement, family mythology and passing of intergenerational knowledge/memories, all of which are intertwined with the well-known and registered historical facts, such as the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, their diasporic routes from western to eastern Europe and Russia and relocation and evacuation of Soviet Jews during the Holocaust. She creates a narrative where cultural/archival and collective memory is individualised via familial memory.
 
                In this travel narrative her tourist observations always return to the topic of exilic Jewish history as Rubina often recognises remarkable similarities between physical features of passers-by and her Jewish friends. This is in line with her characteristic conception of ethnicity as genetically manifested (Mondry 2009). Informing her readers about various historical crypto-Jewish personalities, including Christopher Columbus and El Greco, Rubina also humorously notes that her father asked her to be on the lookout for possible family members. I suggest that she uses this history and memory intertwining as a strategy that allows her to humorously deal with the family’s mythic genealogy while concurrently demonstrating the way in which this genealogy forms intergenerational knowledge. In the case of the Jewish family this knowledge/memory is intertwined with collective history of the European Jewry. This complex collage is illustrated in her description of a conversation with a Catholic Spanish woman who explains that she comes from a family of converted Jews. Significantly, she does not use the word marrano – a derogative Spanish word “pig” to denote Jewish converts – but rather uses the Hebrew word anusim, meaning “the violated” (Rubina, 2001, 335). In this woman’s story history, collective memory and intergenerational postmemory intertwine: “Good God, five centuries! For five centuries the family of this young Catholic woman with a golden cross on her chest has remembered deep-down this Jewish word, anusim, the word that denotes pogrom, that decries mourning … For five centuries children of this family tree remember what was done to them.” (Rubina 2001, 335)
 
                The second kind of knowledge/memory/history is activated in a personal embodied sensation. Rubina describes how she suddenly, having touched the pebbled pavement by her bare foot, experienced a physical sensation that evoked in her the reality of a recurring dream, a dream of running barefoot in a city with a pebbled pavement. The sensation triggers a surreal recollection of trauma:
 
                 
                  From the dark… of the Cathedral we came out into a warm street paved with dark pebbles, and sat on the bench.
 
                  
                    	 
                      The trip is over, I said… I took off the sandal from my right foot and with the sole of my foot I sensed the cool “right kind of ornament of the cobbled surface.” And I shuddered, waking up from my dream, which now reached me in reality.


                    	 
                      I was running here barefoot… Along this market place… in a different childhood… Maybe I was being chased to the bonfire… (Rubina 2001, 346)


                  
 
                
 
                In this theorizing of performative memory Jay Winter stresses that “Stories about the past that we remember are collages, complex and shifting mixtures of narratives, some of which arise from historical writing and history as visualized in a dizzying variety of films, plays, museums, and websites.” (Winter 2010, 12)
 
                Rubina’s experience of recollection in this scene is also underpinned by a dizzying variety of sources as she quotes passages from Simon Dubnov’s Short History of the Jews, Simon Wiesenthal’s Sails of Hope: The Secret Mission of Christopher Columbus and a few lines from her own childhood poem about Spain. Yet to become performative memory, this knowledge/memory/history had to be activated in an affective embodied way. According to Winter: “The performative act rehearses and recharges the emotion which gave the initial memory or story imbedded in it its sticking power, its resistance to erasure or oblivion. Hence affect is always inscribed in performative acts in general and in the performance of memory in particular.” (Winter 2010, 12)
 
                One of these “recharged” emotions is a recurring fragment from Rubina’s dreams activated by the atmosphere of Toledo. It is for this reason that she observes that in other European cities she could not find the right kind of pavement to match the one from her dream. In terms of affect, the scene suggests that in Toledo, in the proximity to the old ghetto, the paved pebbles under her feet conserve the touch of other human feet and serve as an organic mnemonic trigger that activates embodied memories. This sensation links Rubina’s body with the collective Jewish body.
 
                Characteristically, these travel notes end with the thematisation of a photograph – an exemplary component of memory narratives. The photograph, taken by Rubina’s husband, depicts her sitting in the spot where she has experienced an embodied “recollection” of her recurring dream, a kind of sensed recollection that is framed as a performative memory/history. Notably, the photograph captures Rubina against the backdrop of a street leading to the former Jewish ghetto in Toledo. In her own words, “It is difficult to imagine anything more sombre, more instructive, than this photograph” (Rubina 2001, 346). As Hirsch elucidates: “When we look at the photographic images from a lost past world, especially one that has been annihilated by force, we look not only for information or confirmation, but also for an intimate material and affective connection” (Hirsch 2013, 216).
 
                This photograph is a quintessential sum total of Rubina’s travel narrative working with history/knowledge/memory in an affective and embodied mode. It is for this reason that the photograph is positioned permanently on Rubina’s bookcase.
 
                Rubina’s travel story can be viewed as “postmemorial work” because it reactivates and re-embodies “distant political and cultural memorial structures by reinvesting them with resonant individual and familial forms of mediation” (Hirsch 2012, 33). It is a journey of self-discovery and confirmation of familial genealogies that pass from one generation to another as a memory narrative even when the documents confirming these genealogies have been burnt.
 
               
              
                4 “On the Way from Heidelberg”
 
                The search for the familial memory in Rubina’s case is always intertwined with the collective history of the Jewish people in Europe. The element of traces of familial connection is a characteristic feature of Rubina’s evocations of Jewish history intersecting with memory. To further demonstrate this particular mode of memory and recollections I turn to her travel narrative, “On the Way from Heidelberg” (“Po doroge iz Geidel’berga”, 2008b [2005]). In it Rubina’s visit to a small historical German town near Heidelberg does not produce a “normative” familial narrative of remembering and past memory. Here, there are two narratives of memory that relate to the history of the Jews and of a crypto-Jewess living in this town and they produce different kinds of reactions from Rubina. One story, that of the former local pre-war Jewish community, does not turn history into personalized memory. Another – that of mysterious origins of a countess from the local historically important castle triggers Rubina’s creative projection and produces a discourse of affiliative postmemory. The reason for the first historical fact not generating memory, I propose, relates to the fact that Germany (unlike Spain) does not feature in Rubina’s familial intergenerational history/memory. This can explain a detached and purely professional interest in the history of the former Jewish community of this place. I suggest additionally, because the story of the local Jewish community is an exception to the tragedy of the Holocaust the narrative does not relate to a collective trauma of the Jewish people and for this reason remains a part of history rather than memory.
 
                In this story describing her travelling with friends in the historically rich part of Germany, near Heidelberg, Rubina is taken to a small town that has one of the few surviving synagogues in Germany. Rubina’s description of the synagogue stresses its loneliness and being out of place among the buildings of local architectural style:
 
                 
                  We turned into a narrow street and at its end we immediately noticed a small elegant synagogue of the alien architecture. […] The cobblestoned square shone in the light of the streetlamp. Inexpressible loneliness and foreignness of this building in this place permeate the street with its thickset timber-framed houses. The building of the synagogue looked as an outcast in the company of respectable burghers. (Rubina 2008b, 233)
 
                
 
                However, unlike the old cobbled town square in Toledo, this street and the set-up does not bring any recollections or associations in Rubina. This is perhaps because she feels as foreign to this place as the synagogue itself, and for this reason through not belonging to the place via her familial genealogies she does not feel the effect of the street’s atmosphere. She soon learns that it is not only the synagogue that has survived the Holocaust but also allegedly a group of 40 local Jewish tradesmen. This additional information is supplied by a local Russian émigré woman who on hearing the Russian speech of Rubina’s group volunteers to show them around. Notably, not being Jewish explains why she could not answer Rubina’s question about the reasons for the local Jewish community of craftsmen escaping the fate of the rest of the German Jewry in the Holocaust. Rubina comments that while she was hoping to gather information for a potential “plot” (Rubina 2008b, 235) she encountered a dead end in the story conveyed by the Russian woman. Instead of the interesting plot, the process of remembering the common past between the ethnically Russian woman and Rubina is limited to their recollecting common places in the Soviet Union. Thus, the woman’s coming from Magnitogorsk makes Rubina recollect people she knew at the Magnitogorsk theatre. Even the Russian woman’s remark about her living in Tashkent in the 1970s does not solicit enthusiastic recollection from Rubina, who simply admits that she was born and educated in Tashkent. The enthusiasm of the Russian woman in having a chance to chat to a person of shared geographical past is in sharp contrast with Rubina’s detached reaction. The reason for this, I suggest, can be surmised in a coded message in the Russian woman’s discourse: when approvingly talking of the German town’s mayor who visits the synagogue on Jewish holidays she declares her dislike of any form of nationalism. Notably, at this structural juncture she mentions her living in Tashkent at the time of “the friendship of peoples” movement (“druzhba narodov”, Rubina 2008b, 234) that resulted in the reconstruction of the city after the 1966 earthquake – the theme that Rubina in different contexts during her interviews often talks about.5 Yet this communication from the Russian woman does not solicit any reaction from Rubina. It appears that Rubina in spite of their shared Soviet past with its ideologically constructed notion of the “druzhba narodov” is unwilling to go down the memory lane. This silence has a meaning, I suggest, and it relates to Rubina’s personal experience as a member of the discriminated ethnic minority specifically during the 1970s, the time of the rise of antisemitism in the USSR masquerading as an Anti-Zionist campaign. This void in the conversation implies that there can be no common memories between a Russian woman and a Jewish woman despite them having shared common places in the past. It is perhaps for this reason that the woman remains nameless in the story.
 
                Notably, Rubina’s search for a potentially interesting plot is galvanised when the Russian woman tells her about the inhabitants of an ancient castle on the top of the hill overlooking the town. At this juncture Rubina’s expressed interest is in sharp contrast with her reaction to the stories of the local Jewish community and ethnoculturally unshared Soviet past. The story of the castle’s inhabitants strikes a chord with Rubina at the Russian woman’s mentioning that the castle’s countess is of Portuguese origins, dubbed by Rubina as “a turn in the plot” (Rubina 2008b, 235). The countess’ story unexpectedly becomes a story that has cryptic gaps and overtones that are linked to the narrative of escape, travel and survival. It so happens that the Portuguese countess, the wife of the old count, is of humble origins. The count while in self-imposed exile during the Nazi regime met the young girl at a monastery in Portugal, fell in love and married her. As a diplomat he allegedly used to arrange false identity documents for refugees and also arranged false documents for the young dark-eyed beauty that was hiding in the Portuguese monastery.
 
                This story makes Rubina ask her Russian self-styled guide who the refugees were, but since no information is forthcoming the readers are expected to fill the gaps. To aid the reader Rubina invents this helpful tip for the readers encoded in the last dialogue between Rubina and the Russian woman: “You must come again, I will introduce you to the countess, she is easy-going, vivacious, and resembles you, even in appearance… Portugal, you know, and Spain are not far apart … These are, you know, places of dark-eyed people … I know – I said.” (Rubina 2008b, 239)
 
                Suddenly, I propose, through the associative embodied connection between Rubina and the countess, the travel story’s Jewish subplot creates a link between history and memory. The story of the 40 Jewish craftsmen who were spared in the Holocaust is a narrative of survival that, while unexplained in the story, nevertheless is perceived as a historical fact. The story of the survival of the Portuguese countess has an element of mystery that stimulates the readers’ creative projection. Emphasising the physical and character likeness between Rubina and the dark-eyed countess of unknown origin, Rubina makes possible a supposition of the countess’ crypto-Jewish origins. Like the 40 German craftsmen she too could be a Holocaust survivor. Moreover, in relation to Rubina’s other stories of familial genealogies, memory and history – “The Gypsy” and “The Sunday Mass in Toledo” – the young woman who was hidden in the monastery could be either Jewish or a Roma. The geographical location of the events makes this scenario plausible. Notably it is a kind of scenario that we as readers familiar with European history and with Rubina’s writing are invited to develop. The girl could have been from another European country with her family on route to escaping Nazi occupied Europe since Portugal, as is widely known, was the place from which many European Jews tried to escape by crossing the Atlantic.
 
                Notably, the actual location, a town in Germany with the synagogue and a pebbled square, did not have an affective impact on Rubina to produce performative memory. However, the open narrative around the Portuguese woman’s past of hiding, escape and travel generated a kind of identification that resulted in affiliative postmemory. The woman’s belonging to the generation of World War II typologically makes her personal narrative linkable to Rubina’s generation, the postgeneration that shares a legacy of trauma and wants to learn more to transmit this memory.
 
                This story’s dynamic between memory and history presents an interesting case study. As readers we are invited to fill the gaps in the countess’ personal history. Rubina as the persona present in the historical town with its castle that is protected by the UNESCO acts as a scribe who records items of material culture: historical buildings and pavements. Yet through the imagined connection with the Portuguese woman, she also transforms history into memory. In Winter’s (2010, 12) approach to history and memory he argues against the “bifurcation” of the two: “History is memory seen through and criticized with the aid of documents of many kinds – written, aural, visual. Memory is history seen through affect.” Rubina’s embodied identification with her imaginary ethnocultural counterpart – the Portuguese crypto-Jewish woman – creatively makes a connection between history and memory.
 
                The story ends with an image of a moving train with a woman who Rubina imagines as being the Portuguese countess. Rubina sees the woman’s reflection in the window of the moving train and this moving image evokes in her the imagery of the past old days when unfaithful wives or girls who lost their virginity were violently pulled by their hair tied to a horse-cart. In this image Rubina overtly steps outside the ethnocultural identification with the Portuguese woman’s history and embarks onto a gendered affiliation with the persecuted. The train as a chronotopic device additionally serves as a mnemonic trigger evoking historical victimization of women as a marginalized and persecuted group. Historical knowledge is a component of the collage of memory that works in an embodied way. Rubina relies on her readers’ individual knowledge and remembering. It is for this reason that she leaves the last sentence of the story unfinished, with three dots, inviting us to continue the endless list of violence, victimhood and martyrdom – the list of individual and collective trauma that our always history-informed memory has to deal with.
 
               
              
                5 Conclusion
 
                Traveling serves not only as a metaphor for memory and remembrance, it also embodies the quest to re/discover tangible fragments of the collective or/and familial past (Erll 2011; Sorvari 2022). While autobiographical travel stories often presuppose freedom of movement, at the start of Rubina’s international travels was the experience of a one-way journey, the emigration. Emigration of Soviet Jewry albeit to the historical homeland of the Jewish people is paradoxically not only a journey of genealogical return but also of displacement and acculturation. Displacement activated Rubina’s interest in memorial transmission that she distilled into memory narratives. These narratives typologically address persecution-related exilic episodes in the history of Russian and European Jewry in various geographical locales: Uzbekistan, Ukraine in the USSR, Spain, Germany and Portugal. Leaving the Soviet Union allowed Rubina to become a global traveller, in search of information related to the ethnocultural issues that are always shaped by familial stories, memories and historical events registered in archives and corroborated by artefacts. Embodied transgenerational postmemories once documented and processed become part of collective memories. Rubina’s residence in Israel made her join a collective with shared histories and transgenerational memories. The fact that the history of the Jewish people and their victimhood in the Holocaust on Soviet land was a censored domain inevitably contributed to her interest in memorial structures. In the case of Jewish history and memory, both are intertwined in the temporal/spatial past that includes various diasporic locations. It is for this reason that the Boyarins insist that Jewish diaspora is a community with shared memories and genealogies rather than territorial commonalities. Travel allowed Rubina to compress, diminish and overcome not only spatial but temporal distance. Aided by familial aspects of postmemory her affective performative memory allowed her to creatively fill the void and produce narratives that bridge personal and collective frameworks. Typologically, her memory stories thematise collective trauma of the past through structures of transmission mediated by imaginative investment. It is for this reason that her imaginative projection is gendered. Additionally, her authorial subjectivity is expressed in her exploring the role of mnemonic triggers in the process of recollection. The stories of emigration and travel reflect Rubina’s chronotopic journey of self-discovery, re-embodiment and individualisation of familial and cultural memory.
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              Notes

              1
                All translations into English are by me.

              
              2
                Of note is that Hirsch uses Assmann’s structure in application to postmemory. See Hirsch 2013, 209.

              
              3
                This smell-induced process is scientifically proven to stimulate autobiographical episodic memory (Daniels and Vermetten 2016). On the use of smell-memory in Russian-Jewish writing see Mondry (2021), Ch. 11.

              
              4
                On Rubina’s fantasy of Spanish and Gypsy embodiments in the context of ethnicity see Mondry (2009) and (2021, Ch. 8).

              
              5
                Dina Rubina, interview “V gostiakh u Gordona”, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F_AfABjZBUw, 10 April 2023.
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                1 Introduction
 
                The novels investigated in this chapter tell stories of how the memories of traumatic experiences of families belonging to ethnic minorities in the Soviet Union travel across geographical and cultural borders. A central concern for both novels is the need to repair the gap between (female) generations formed by cumulative experiences of displacement, migration and lack of knowledge about the family past. Both novels employ narrative voices focusing on representation through everyday, embodied, subjective perspectives of how women protagonists have experienced forced and voluntary migration. In addition, the novels address the memory of mobility transmitted between generations and its significance for second-generation migrants. The authors, Katharina Martin-Virolainen (b. 1986) and Anna Soudakova (b. 1983), were born in the northeast of Russia, from where they moved with their families as children in the 1990s, Soudakova to Finland and Martin-Virolainen to Germany. They can be aligned with writers who have moved from the former Soviet Union and started writing in the language of the new country of residence, publishing works discussing topics related to migration, cultural encounters and historical experiences (Hansen 2024, 64–82; Wanner 2011).
 
                Katharina Martin-Virolainen was 11 years old when she moved to Germany with her family as return migrants in 1997. She has German, Russian and Finnish roots, and is a new name among authors who have addressed the history and lives of Russlanddeutsche in their works such as Eleonora Hummel and Waldemar Weber (see Blum-Barth 2014, n.p.). Her debut publication Im letzten Atemzug (In the Last Breath, 2019) comprises short stories depicting the writer’s traumatic family history in the 1930s when her grandparents fell victim to Stalinist repression, as well as her childhood in Petrozavodsk and immigration to Germany. For her debut publication Martin-Virolainen was awarded the Russian-German Culture Prize of the State of Baden-Württemberg in the literature category (2020). Her second publication and debut novel Die Stille bei Neu-Landau (The Silence Near Neu-Landau, 2021) is framed by an autobiographical account, a fictionalised story of the author’s Russlanddeutsche ancestors who settled in the Black Sea area in Ukraine and were deported to Kazakhstan after the Second World War.1 The novel follows the journey of a female family from the shores of the Black Sea as they are evacuated to Germany as repatriates in 1943 and deported back to the USSR, to Kazakhstan, after the war.
 
                Anna Soudakova moved to Finland in 1991 with her family as repatriates, as her grandmother has Finnish roots. Her debut novel Mitä männyt näkevät (What the Pines See, 2020) is based on the life story of her grandfather, whose parents were arrested and killed as enemies of the people in 1936–1937. The novel, set between 1936 and 2018, describes the grandfather’s life in exile in Tashkent, his return to Leningrad in 1944, the rehabilitation of his parents in the 1950s and his emigration to Finland at the beginning of the 1990s. The novel was a nominee for the Helsingin Sanomat (the largest subscription newspaper in Finland) Literary Prize for a debut novel in Finnish language. While Soudakova’s second novel Varjele varjoani (Save my Shadow, 2022) does not employ an autobiographical approach, its topic is related to the real-life remigration of 30,000 Ingrian Finns from the former Soviet Union between 1990 and 2016 (Ingrians – The Forgotten Finns, 4).2 The novel tells the story of an Ingrian-Finnish family emigrating from Leningrad to Finland at the beginning of the 1990s after the turbulent years of Perestroika and how the traumatic experiences of the previous generation during the Soviet repression of Ingrian Finns in the 1940s shadow the life of the following generations.
 
                Soudakova’s and Martin-Virolainen’s debut publications – What the Pines See by Soudakova and In the Last Breath by Martin-Virolainen – have been aligned with the notion of the generation of “postmemory” (Hirsch 2012), as in their works they are coping with and seeking to make sense of the traumatic family past of previous generations (Sorvari 2023). Similar features can be found in their subsequent works, Soudakova’s Save My Shadow and Martin-Virolainen’s The Silence Near Neu-Landau, which will be investigated in this chapter. However, in addition to discussion of the traumatic past, the main focus in both novels is particularly on women’s life stories and representation of the everyday existence and realities of women on the move. In the following section, I will discuss how notions of gender and memory interact in these novels, representing stories of migration through the perspective of female characters of different generations.
 
               
              
                2 Intertwining Gender and Memory
 
                In post-Soviet literature of the Russian diaspora, especially in literature written by women, gender roles and their changes due to mobility and displacement are treated in various ways. According to Karen Ryan (2011, 64) “[s]everal writers of Russian hybrid literature consider the translation of gender roles (specifically female roles) into diasporic culture”, that is, how “gender roles are negotiated and reconfigured” in the new homeland and culture. Russian-American women writers who have been successful with works written in English and attained transnational status, such as Lara Vapnyar, Irina Reyn and Ania Ulinich, have “unsettled” the notion of identifying Russian nationhood as feminine and the figure of a woman as stable, motherly and domestic (Ryan 2011, 64; see also Sorvari 2020, 5). Writing outside the nation, then, offers different subject positions and creative opportunities for women writers who make use of their freedom from “patriarchal constructs of the homeland” (Ryan 2011, 64). It is noteworthy, as Yelena Furman points out, that a “significant number of Russian-American women writers […] have established a distinct female – and to a significant degree, feminist – presence in Russian-American fiction” (Furman 2018, 274). In a similar vein, Miriam Finkelstein (2022) observes that women writers have brought about “a change of paradigms” (Finkelstein 2022, 193) in the depiction of immigrant identities in Russian-German translingual literature. Russian-German women writers, including Lena Gorelik, Alina Bronsky, Olga Grjasnowa, Sascha Marianna Salzmann and many others, have foregrounded “specifically female subjectivities” and discussed immigrant experiences from “a decidedly female point of view” (Finkelstein 2022, 194; see also Hausbacher 2016). The novels discussed in this chapter share the emphasis on specifically female subjectivities and perspectives observed by Furman, Ryan and Finkelstein. The novels employ a critical and reflective perspective on the experiences of migration, highlighting differences between generations as well as making women’s bodily experiences of migration visible (see Hausbacher et al. 2012, 11). On one hand, the female perspective in these novels portrays women in accordance with conventional gender roles, such as taking care of the family. On the other hand, the novels depict how migration and displacement unsettle and change gender roles. In so doing, the novels illustrate the changing constructions of femininity and demonstrate how the characters are “doing” gender.
 
                The notion of memory of the Soviet past also becomes unsettled through transnational mobility. As pointed out by Astrid Erll (2011), stories and memories of the past travel across geographical, cultural and national borders with people, documents and cultural artefacts but also change and take on new shapes in the new environment that were previously not readily available. In her book Transcultural Memory and European Identity in Contemporary German-Jewish Migrant Literature, Jessica Ortner (2022, 11) suggests that “migrant literature makes […] memories travel […] and thus traverse the mnemonic borderline between Europe’s (formerly) socialist East and the capitalist West”. Memories are carried with migrating humans into “a new social framework”, facilitating the remembrance of what was forgotten in the country of origin, thus contributing to the construction of “a transcultural memory of Europe” (Ortner 2022, 8, 11). Migration literature by writers from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union brings the memory of victimhood and repression experienced in the country of origin into contact with Western memory culture (Ortner 2022, 8). Ortner aligns this interaction of Eastern and Western memory cultures in contemporary migration literature with the notion of the multidirectionality of memory, coined by Michael Rothberg (2009). Rothberg created the notion to designate the “interaction of different historical memories” and their “productive, intercultural dynamic” in the public sphere (2009, 3). According to Rothberg,
 
                 
                  pursuing memory’s multidirectionality encourages us to think of the public sphere as a malleable discursive space in which groups do not simply articulate established positions but actually come into being through their dialogical interactions with others; both the subjects and spaces of the public are open to continual reconstruction. (Rothberg 2009, 5)
 
                
 
                Martin-Virolainen and Soudakova both started to write stories about their troubled family past as adults in their new country of residence, as did many other writers with similar backgrounds (see Finkelstein 2022; Ortner 2022; Wanner 2011 and 2015). Both have expressed in interviews that the aim of their writing is to introduce the historical events behind these stories to the wider public (see Sorvari 2023, 156, 160). Their texts entail memories about home back in the region of origin, about the journey across geographical, cultural and linguistic borders, as well as living in and learning about a new cultural environment. The novels discussed in this chapter represent how the traumatic experiences and memories of the previous generations affect the following generations in the family. In Martin-Virolainen’s “The Silence Near Neu-Landau”, the second-generation migrant protagonist Julia experiences feelings of loss, displacement and sorrow which she cannot properly explain but which are clearly connected to her grandmother’s and great aunt’s silence and sad countenance: “This strange, foreign pain, comparable with the pain of a loss, which was not comprehensible for Julia” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 15).3 Soudakova’s protagonist Nina, also a second-generation migrant, suffers from “silent horror”, unexplained fear and anxiety, which she also observes as physical symptoms: “She examined spots on her skin, lumps and bumps. She followed them, photographed, measured, reaching in front of the mirror to see better” (Soudakova 2022, 265).4 The depiction of how the characters experience unexplained pain, fear and anxiety can be aligned with the notion identified by Marianne Hirsch (2012) as postmemory. This notion illuminates a phenomenon where the children of a generation that has gone through traumatic events continue to experience the effects of those events in their lives, and the trauma continues in different forms across different generations. Moreover, the narrative perspective in both novels is distinctively microhistorical, focusing on the subjective, corporeal and everyday experiences of the female protagonists’ journeys across geographical and cultural borders, as well as biographical turning points as they grow up.
 
               
              
                3 Anna Soudakova’s Save My Shadow
 
                Anna Soudakova’s novel written in Finnish, Save My Shadow, is a story about an Ingrian-Finnish family’s migration from Leningrad to Finland in the beginning of the 1990s. The time frame stretches from the early 1980s to the early 2020s, covering the pre- and post-migration periods, following the transformation of the family’s life from a Leningrad kommunalka to a small suburb in western Finland. Soudakova’s novel has been praised for how it opens for Finnish readers the processes Ingrian migrants have had to go through during their adaptation to Finnish society (e.g., Falck 2023, 64, 66). In my discussion of the novel, my aim is to show how it illustrates the processes of migration particularly from the female characters’ point of view.
 
                The novel approaches the theme of Ingrian-Finnish immigrants from the perspective of three generations of women: Vera, her daughter Nina, and Vera’s mother, who remains nameless in the novel.5 The narration is focalised through Vera’s and Nina’s perspectives but the figure of the grandmother and her traumatic past as an Ingrian-Finn underpins the contradictions in Vera’s and Nina’s belonging in-between Ingrian, Russian and Finnish cultures. For each generation of women, questions about memory and where to belong are problematic. The grandmother has painful memories and experiences of the persecution of Ingrian Finns in the 1940s “as seriously considered suspicious persons, Finns, that is, war enemies” (Soudakova 2022, 95),6 and carries the trauma and shame of being an Ingrian-Finn in the Soviet Union. Vera belongs to a generation that came of age during the late Soviet era and finds solace in her private life, relationships and community of like-minded people. She is curious about her family roots but experiences rejection from her mother who does not want to talk about the family past when Vera asks her about it. When Vera moves to Finland as a repatriate with her husband and young daughter Nina, she loses the solace created by the close circle of friends and the strong sense of community that was part of her life in Leningrad. The family’s life in Finland is characterised by the feeling of being an outsider. After a few years, Vera’s parents also move to Finland. The changes in post-Soviet society in the 1990s were too much for “a mind used to a concrete order” (Soudakova 2022, 160).7 So, it was necessary to get out from Russia, even if it meant “running away to the enemy” (Soudakova 2022, 160).8 This feeling appears later also in the daughter Nina’s life as an adult, as she is depressed and fears for herself and her loved ones, suspecting that she is seriously ill or that something bad will happen to her family. The title of the book, Save My Shadow, pays homage to Joseph Brodsky’s poem “Letters to the Wall”, dedicated to Leningrad. The poem frames the book’s structure, as each of the novel’s four parts cites verses from it. Paying homage to Brodsky’s poem dedicated to Leningrad, the novel emphasises the memory of a place that once was home, with what I interpret as a translocal, “in-between” perspective on the story of migration as a central theme (see Assmuth et al. 2018, 7).
 
                The first two parts of the novel are narrated through Vera’s perspective, while in Parts III and IV the narration is focalised through Nina’s perspective. The four parts proceed in chronological order but the events in the chapters of each part are narrated in a “back and forth” manner such that, e.g., one chapter is devoted to events happening in 1995 in Finland, the next chapter takes place in 1989–1990 in Leningrad and the next again in 1995 in Finland. In this way, the different periods of time, various events and places overlap with each other. Part I tells about the years in Leningrad kommunalka between 1981 and 1988 when Vera is a student of art history, while her husband Georgi, Gosha, travels to expeditions to the White Sea. Their daughter Nina is born in 1983. Part I creates the context of Vera’s life in Leningrad, her family and community in the kommunalka. Part II ranges between years 1989 and 1995, including the time of political change and shortage of food and livelihood in the Soviet Union, as well as the move out of the country and settling in Finland. Vera receives a letter from her aunt Helmi and discovers that she has Ingrian-Finnish roots. In the letter aunt Helmi invites Vera and her mother to visit her in a small village outside Leningrad. Vera’s mother declines to have anything to do with her Ingrian-Finnish family, including her sister, but Vera is eager to meet her aunt. After few visits in the village and a midsummer festival organised by the local union of Ingrian-Finns, Vera becomes interested in her own Ingrian roots. She starts learning Finnish and visiting the local Lutheran parish. Planning the move to Finland begins and, in the beginning of the 1990s, the family makes the move to Finland.
 
                The alternating narration of periods before and after migration from one chapter to another in Part II emphasises the huge cultural gap between life in Leningrad and life in Finland. Life in Finland is materially secure and prosperous compared to life in Leningrad. The chapter entitled “On the threshold”, dated 1993, tells about the first year after arriving in Finland and the first time they go grocery shopping and the shock caused by the abundance of food and all manner of things (“The bananas were within easy reach!”; Soudakova 2022, 1279) and how, after a year, it is still difficult to adapt to how everything is neat and organised and to know how to choose the right product and get used to foreign tastes and shapes. However, there are other sources of distress for Vera and Georgi: visits to the social services for subsistence income, loss of friends and everything familiar – a sense of loss of one’s place in the world. Feelings of shame, weakness and hollowness accompany Vera in her everyday life: shame of buying menstrual pads for the first time, the shame of visiting the social welfare office, the hollow feeling after friends visiting from St Petersburg have left. After visits to the social welfare office, the feeling of self-shame is at its highest, and at night Vera goes to the bathroom and turns on the tap to drown out her howl (Soudakova 2022, 135). Life in Finland is part play, masquerade, imagination, part emptiness and longing for the hometown of St Petersburg and Russia. This is reflected in the way the oak chairs from the kitchen of a Leningrad apartment are transported one by one across the border to Finland to bring a piece of home. Later, Vera’s and Nina’s trip to their hometown St Petersburg, where they “walked everywhere arm in arm”, is also a sign of longing: “[Walking arm in arm] was possible here, quite normal. Mother and daughter” (Soudakova 2022, 209).10 In St. Petersburg, Vera takes Nina to the places she loves, the Hermitage, Nevsky Prospekt, Admiralty, the canal bank, where she reads Brodsky’s verses to Nina, like her close female friend had done when she was a young woman.
 
                A turning point in Vera’s life is New Year’s Eve in 1995, which Vera and Georgi spend with other families who have moved to Finland from the former Soviet Union. Vera feels herself apart from the others, estranged from the drinking and celebrating, looking as if from the outside at the others: “Everyone was just like she expected. Lacquered curls, tinkling earrings, deep necklines, short skirts, shiny black tights, high heels” (Soudakova 2022, 98).11 The guests were brought together by the same language they speak: Russian. For Vera this is not enough to feel at home with them. Galina, the hostess of the celebration, advises Vera to be more supportive of her husband, and not to lift herself above him, as she has got a job in a museum whereas Georgi is unemployed:
 
                 
                  Behind every successful man stands a strong but silent woman. The wise and mighty Russian language knows this, telling a marrying woman to settle behind the man, zámuž. Something went wrong according to the others, as Georgi is unemployed and Vera works at the museum. Even if Vera reminds them that it’s just an internship, this does not change their distorted picture. Finally, Vera turns her back on Galina and says that she and Georgi will decide themselves where everyone’s place is in the family. “Dangerous talk, Vera”, says Galina. (Soudakova 2022, 122)12
 
                
 
                Socialising with other women and men who have migrated from the former Soviet Union reveals to Vera that speaking the same native language does not make them the same, and that she does not share their aspirations in life. Back at home in their apartment the night ends in tears, as both Vera and Georgi admit themselves that they are lost, without a clear direction in which to head with their lives in the new country and culture. The one thing that keeps them going is their daughter, Nina. Being “in-between” two worlds, Finnish and Russian, is most visible in Nina’s character.
 
                Parts III and IV concentrate on Nina’s life and perspective. The third part begins with a major event in her life, the high school senior dance, where she dresses beautifully, modelled on a portrait of Pushkin’s wife Natalia Goncharova, a memento of her mother’s art school days. Trying to make her a lookalike of the portrait Nina, with the help of her family, repeats this “culturally sanctioned” feminine appearance (Furman 2018, 273). Nina “tries to stretch her neck as long as Natalia’s” (Soudakova 2022, 153)13 and transforms from an ordinary high school girl into a beauty in a velvet dress “as if from the days of the Tsar” (Soudakova 2022, 157),14 as her grandmother exclaims. Russianness and femininity are draped over her through a ball gown, make-up, the pretence of being someone else: “Today they make the most of these masquerades” (Soudakova 2022, 169).15 After the senior dance she has two options: go to the evening party with her Finnish school mates or join the party of other Russian young adults who share a similar background, language and cultural tastes. This existence of being “in-between”, neither here nor there, turns into an existential crisis in Nina’s adult life when she starts a family of her own and has children. This crisis is partly a symptom of the traumatic past of her grandparents who were repressed as Ingrian Finns but never talked about it to their children or grandchildren, and partly of her parents’ “outsiderness” as migrants. The intergenerational trauma of repression, feeling of displacement and silence about the past is intertwined with Nina’s own experience of being “out of place” as an immigrant in Finland, and not finding her own place in Finnish, Ingrian or Russian society.
 
                This comes up when Nina meets the same wall of silence as her mother when she asks her grandmother for information for a school history homework assignment. She has chosen the Soviet Union as her subject and asks her grandparents what it was like to live in the Soviet Union:
 
                 
                  Was it really scary? Why didn’t people protest? What did you do? Tell us what happened. How was it all possible? […] – Babushka, what is it like to be an Ingrian? […] Grandma didn’t look up from her tea when she said she didn’t want to talk about it. Grandma’s words came from between pressed lips as if her talk was iron wire. And Nina decided she would never ask about it again. (Soudakova 2022, 173)16
 
                
 
                The “rupture” and “break” caused by trauma in the intergenerational memory (Hirsch 2012, 33) encountered by Vera, when she tries to ask her mother about the family past, continues with Nina. However, a little later Nina finds out from an overdue library bill that Grandma had borrowed the book Inkeriläiset, maaton kansa (Ingrians, the nation without a country). After moving to Finland, Grandma quietly takes an interest in her own roots. However, trauma related to being ethnically different reappears in the following generation when Nina’s son, Pietari, “refuses to be different and has begun to rebel against his difference by remaining silent in Russian” (Soudakova 2022, 224).17 His refusal to speak Russian with his family is related to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine: “The news of the last few weeks, the horrific images of houses bombed to rubble, people shot in the street, women sleeping in cellars, children fleeing with pets in their arms, all this has made Pietari ashamed of his mother’s language” (Soudakova 2022, 224).18 The shame Pietari feels towards the Russian language resembles Nina’s grandmother’s shame towards her own Ingrian family and background.
 
                The fourth and last part of the novel moves into the twenty-first century when Nina starts her own family and has children with her Finnish husband, Ossi. In Nina’s children, Finnish, Ingrian and Russian roots intersect. The daughter, Irma, is named after Nina’s Ingrian great-grandmother while the son is named after the mother’s hometown, Pietari, according to the Finnish name for St Petersburg. However, just as everything seems to be all right in Nina’s and her family’s life, something dark and frightening grows within Nina’s mind, overshadowing her life and her relationship with her family. The unexplained fear leads to depression and physical symptoms (headache, spots, lumps) and a dark sense of foreboding. Soudakova’s multilayered narrative perspective of mothers and daughters implicates that the “silent horror” that Nina suffers from emerges from the family’s traumatic past in the Soviet Union as well as from the experience of being “in-between” cultures. The narration of events taking place at different times and in different places in the overlapping chapters gives an aesthetic expression to the transgenerational inheritance of the characters’ tragic and traumatic experiences “here and there” (Hirsch 2012, 33). The family members carry with them the experiences and memories predating the migration but they also have to learn to adapt to the new realities of the new culture.
 
               
              
                4 Katharina Martin-Virolainen’s The Silence Near Neu-Landau
 
                The notion of postmemory, where the traumatic experiences of previous family generations affect the children’s and grandchildren’s lives, runs through Martin-Virolainen’s novel The Silence Near Neu-Landau. The lyrics of the German folksong “Schön ist die Jugend” are included at the beginning of the novel, creating a kind of preamble. The first lines of the lyrics (“Schön ist die Jugend bei frohen Zeiten, schön ist die Jugend, sie kommt nicht mehr”) recur throughout the novel here and there as a motif for remembering, of both happier times in childhood and youth and painful periods in the past, by the main protagonist, Margarethe. The novel includes five parts and an epilogue, the first part starting with the main protagonist’s sister’s grand-daughter Julia who is eager to learn more about the history of Russlanddeutsche and to write an article on the topic. In order to do this, she travels from Berlin to her parents in the countryside and begins to ask them about their childhood in Kazakhstan, and about her grandmother, Magdalena, who has already passed away. Julia’s eagerness to know more about the past stems from her feeling that there are secrets about the past and that she ‘know[s] next to nothing about grandma’ (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 21).19 The father then gives her a paper box with grandmother’s things which include the family bible with the names of the grandmother’s parents and her sisters’ birthdates and places. The birthplace, Neu-Landau,20 is unknown to Julia as she had thought that her grandmother was born in Kazakhstan. However, the box does not provide any further information, no notebook or diary, to enlighten her more about the past. She calls her great aunt, Margarethe, or Margo, who lives not far from Julia’s parents and who, according to Julia’s father, “knows everything exactly” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 21).21
 
                The novel focuses on the experiences of forced and voluntary mobility through the perception of female characters whose memories and experiences have remained invisible in Julia’s family. The female protagonists, Julia and Margo, can be seen to deviate from the Soviet Russian conception of women’s primary role as mothers (Furman 2018, 286). More specifically, Margo’s character represents an alternative conception of femininity in the way that her life is not dedicated to being “domesticated” as a wife or a mother. She takes care of her younger sisters but never has children of her own. Instead, her life is non-stationary, constantly on the move, firstly because of the extreme circumstances of war and deportation, which force her and her family to leave their home, but then also because of her own will to realise herself and to seek a better life outside the Soviet Union. The question of motherhood also emerges in Julia’s life when she turns 30 and her mother laments that Julia has no family of her own. Julia’s mother thinks that “the most important task and the greatest achievement in a woman’s life is marriage with a man, giving birth and raising children, and everything related to these” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 9).22 Julia feels distressed by her mother’s “laments” and experiences an internal conflict in her own life (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 10) related to external expectations but also to her family past. To resolve this conflict she travels to her parents to find out what had happened to her grandmother and great aunt.
 
                From Aunt Margo, Julia finds out that Neu-Landau is in Ukraine, the Black Sea region. During pauses in Margo’s oral account to Julie, the narration describes Julia’s perception of the story and her discussions with Margo. In addition, the text includes documentary material and commentaries separated from the main narrative about the historical events. The first chapter of Margo’s reminiscences entitled “On the Bank of the River Ingul” describes the young Margo’s lifeworld before relocation to Germany and violent repatriation to Kazakhstan after the war. Margo’s story begins with a description of a happy family living a peaceful life in a village called Neu-Landau. The word “Stille” in German is repeated several times, as the first sentences of the chapter shows: “This silence. This wonderful, magical silence that only we have here in Neu-Landau” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 30).23 The notion of “Stille” has many meanings in the novel. It indicates the tranquil, quiet life of the family in Neu-Landau where the family lived before the Second World War. Further, one of the characters in the novel, Christian Stille, is the object of Margo’s secret desire and romantic love. Secret, because at the time she is only 13–14 years old and did not have the courage to reveal her feelings to him. Being a close friend of Margo’s family, Christian often visited them, and the two families were eventually united through marriage between Christian and Margo’s elder sister, Magdalena, Julia’s grandmother. Finally, Stille, “silence”, “stillness” and “quiet”, symbolically implies the wall of silence between generations, silence concerning the traumatic past of Russlanddeutsche, referred to in the back cover text of the novel: “The elderly don’t speak, the young don’t listen.”24 The novel can be seen as an attempt to break this wall of silence by describing this traumatic past through the story of one family, shaped “by a desire to repair” the loss and the silence (Hirsch 2012, 34).
 
                Margo tells Julie about her life in Neu-Landau, about the family’s relocation as “Volksdeutsche” to Germany during World War II and their “repatriation” to Kazakhstan by the Soviet regime after the war to a forced labour camp. The relocation of the female family, i.e., Margo, her four sisters and her mother, from Neu-Landau to Germany happens via crowded wagons and transition camps, without access to proper hygiene. Margo’s elder sister Magdalena, who is in the final stages of pregnancy, gives birth in the carrier wagon, without the help of a doctor. The women in the wagon took the role of “Spectators, hand-holders, who became midwives out of necessity” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 97).25 Magdalena gives birth to a daughter, Lilia, which further emphasises the female lineage of the novel. In the circumstances of war, Lilia becomes a daughter for all the female family who nurture her collectively. In Germany the female family is received by an elderly farmer who is in need of workers for his farm. The relatively peaceful period in Germany remains short as the war ends and Soviet troops arrive to repatriate Soviet citizens back to the USSR. Rosalia, one of Margo’s sisters, however, remains in Germany due to the negligence of the staff organising the return. Margo and her family are not allowed to return to their home village in Neu-Landau but are instead deported to Kazakhstan where they end up in a forced settlement for enemies of the nation (“Sondersiedlung”) in Kamyschinka. They are treated as traitors, “fascists” and enemies and are denied their birth names, which sound too foreign for the settlement officials. Margarethe becomes Margarita, Magdalena becomes Marina, Helga becomes Olga and Amalia – Anna. “Now all your daughters have proper Soviet names […] Forget your fascist names as soon as possible. Be grateful that we accept you and want to turn you into good people” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 147),26 the settlement official says.
 
                The family’s life in the forced settlement is physically and emotionally intolerable. Margo’s relationship with her mother is especially difficult. After losing her husband in the war, Margo’s mother becomes withdrawn and depressed, no longer able to care for her daughters: “I missed my mother. […] She didn’t give me any love, so I couldn’t give her anything back” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 125).27 Margo’s loss of emotional connection with her mother parallels the loss of connection with home, which the new residence in Kazakhstan could not replace. The mother dies suddenly in 1953: “One day she simply didn’t wake up any more. Like a wax doll she lay in her bed, face upwards, hands folded on her belly, as if she had waited for death” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 131).28 The description of the mother’s body as a “wax doll” and her death in 1953 parallels Stalin’s death, signalling a change not only in Margo’s life but in the life of the Russlanddeutsche, as after 1953 new opportunities emerge in Margo’s life. With the arrival of a former prisoner, Alma, from a special prison for women who have betrayed the fatherland, Margo can discuss with her friend everything that has happened and that is happening in their lives. In 1956 Alma moves to Novosibirsk, and soon also invites Margo there, who starts studying evening courses and becomes a teacher. Margo returns to Kamyschinka and takes a position as a teacher in the local school. Soon thereafter she receives a letter from her sister Rosalia, who had stayed behind in Germany, inviting her to emigrate. In 1975, 30 years after being repatriated from Germany to Kazakhstan, Margo is allowed to emigrate from the Soviet Union, and almost twenty years later her older sister Magdalena also returns to Germany. For Margo and Magdalena, the return to Germany is fraught with complex questions of origin, identity and background addressed to them by the authorities but also with feelings of shame, unbelonging and loss, intertwined with nationality, gender and class, as in the following quotation describing the meeting with German migration officials:
 
                 
                  The officials looked at us and saw no Germans. They saw Russians. […] My sister didn’t exactly look like a German. She had her ‘best’ dress on; this patterned, in my eyes totally unsuitable, hideous something. She had tied her hair into a knot and carefully hidden it under a simple headscarf, which she had tied neatly at the neck, just like a milker. ‘A typical Russian babushka’, it suddenly flashed through my mind, and I felt ashamed of my thoughts. There must have been dozens of such women sitting in the corridor every day, who looked like Russian babushkas. (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 158)29
 
                
 
                Margo is ashamed of her sister and her resemblance of a “typical Russian babushka” and “female milker”, but at the same time she is ashamed to think like this because she knows the circumstances of how her sister, and many others, had the stigma of an outsider, a foreigner: “Having arrived in the long awaited homeland, I felt myself again like foreigner. Because of my language, because of my looks, because of this stamp that seemed to shine clearly on my forehead: a German from the Soviet Union” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 180).30
 
                This feeling of being an outsider and a foreigner is further amplified when Margo and Magda find out that Christian, Magda’s first husband, is alive and lives in Germany. In a telephone conversation with Magdalena, Christian insists they do not seek contact with him, because his German wife did not want their sons to have anything to do with their father’s “Russian wife” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 170, orig. italics). The incident with Christian – finding out that he is after all alive, and that he does not want to make any further contact with his first wife and sister-in-law – creates a final solution to the loss of their home in Neu-Landau, and at the same time with their childhood and youth spent there, an understanding of that loss and a reconciliation with it. The finale of Margo’s story to Julia includes a recap of the history of Russlanddeutsche in the form of a talk by Christian Stille, with Margo listening in the audience. Their story gets a “happy ending” after all, as after his talk Christian approaches her and recognises “little Margo” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 190). In this instance Margo realises that her longing and love for Christian and for her native land in Neu-Landau have turned into an illusion she has upheld during the different journeys of her life, and that home was always with her, wherever she travelled: “Yes, the homeland was always there, I just didn’t let it in my heart” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 193).31 Upholding the idea of a romantic, “eternal” love parallels with the idea of a romantic notion of the native land as real “home” – in the end both ideas turn out to be illusions, as Margo admits to Julia: “An illusion of love. For a whole life time …” (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 193).32 The epilogue of the novel includes Julia’s article about her grandmother’s life story, the relocation to Germany during the war, repatriation to Kazakhstan after the war, emigration to Germany in the early 1990s and, finally, the grandmother’s journey back home to Neu-Landau, Ukraine, where she dies soon after. After learning from aunt Margo’s oral account of what had happened to her grandparents and other family members, Julie is able to “empathize with what [her] Grandmother could have seen and heard in the last moments of her life” through writing her story (Martin-Virolainen 2021, 201).33
 
               
              
                5 Conclusion
 
                In this chapter I have discussed two novels concentrating on the representations of female perspectives of experiences of displacement, migration, and how lack of knowledge of the family past in the Soviet Union affects the following generations. The novels by Katharina Martin-Virolainen and Anna Soudakova focus on the relationship between daughters and (grand)mothers, characterised by a knowledge gap in relation to family history and past events. Through the narration of the characters’ coming to terms with this knowledge gap, the novels tell stories of how an “inherited” trauma, not one’s own, becomes passed on through silence, behaviour, speech, songs, poems, letters and other acts and artefacts mediating the loss of family, home, and sense of belonging (Hirsch 2012, 34). Soudakova’s “Save My Shadow” tells the story of an Ingrian-Finnish family from the perspective of three generations of women: Vera, her daughter Nina, and Vera’s mother. The multilayered narrative perspective of mothers and daughters, where the events taking place at different times and in different places overlap in a “back and forth” manner, brings forth the characters’ tragic and traumatic experiences “here and there”, before and after migration. In this way the novel articulates the transgenerational inheritance of the characters and how the traumatic past still shadows the lives of the younger generations. Martin-Virolainen’s novel begins with a description of how Russlanddeutsche second-generation migrant Julia seeks her place in society and her family, as she lacks knowledge about what had happened to her parents and grandparents in the Soviet Union. Through the oral history told to her by her great aunt, she learns about the entangled, winding and difficult journeys her grandmother’s family experienced in the Soviet Union. Both novels describe the second and third generation migrant characters’ feelings of anxiety, shame and sense of being out of place as they are caught between cultures. Writing about the memories of traumatic experiences of families belonging to ethnic minorities in the Soviet Union can have a healing effect, as in the case of Martin-Virolainen’s Julia who, finally, after her great aunt’s oral history, can understand herself and empathise with her grandmother’s life story. The authors focus on the emotional and everyday experiences of female protagonists, depicted as being caught between differing expectations and gender roles: the culturally sanctioned domestic role of wife and mother promoted in Soviet and Russian culture and the idea of women “on the move”, crossing borders and (re)writing histories. In so doing, Martin-Virolainen’s and Soudakova’s novels contribute in significant ways to conceptualisations of how transgenerational inheritance of traumatic events in the past affect generations of women, and how gender roles become unsettled due to migration and mobility.
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              Notes

              1
                The term Russlanddeutsche refers to ethnic Germans who have had a historical presence in Russia and the Soviet Union since the eighteenth century. In 1937 the “German operation” began, which resulted in the extermination of about 52,000 people and the deportation of around 900,000 people to Siberia and Central Asia, e.g. Kazakhstan. Russlanddeutsche were not allowed to leave their designated settlements until the late 1950s but even then it was very difficult for them to emigrate to Germany. Since Mikhail Gorbachev’s glasnost policies in the late 1980s and the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991, approximately 2.3 million people have returned to their historical homeland (Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung 2018; Kourilo 2006).

              
              2
                Ingrians or Ingrian Finns is the name for the Finns and Karelians and their descendants who moved to Ingria, located by the southern shore of the Gulf of Finland, from the seventeenth century onwards. They suffered from Soviet terror – mass deportations, executions and forced labour camps – especially from the 1920s to the 1950s, as well as from the prohibition of their native Finnish language and their Lutheran religion (Ingrians – The Forgotten Finns, 4; Savolainen 2021, 913–914)

              
              3
                “Dieser seltsame, fremde Schmerz, vergleichbar mit dem Schmerz eines Verlustes, der für Julia nicht greifbar war.” Translations from German and Finnish are mine.

              
              4
                “Hän tutki läiskiä ihollaan, kyhmyjä, patteja. Hän seurasi niitä, kuvasi, mittaili, kurotti peilin edessä nähdäkseen paremmin.”

              
              5
                We only learn her father’s name, “Einovna”, in the novel (Soudakova 2022, 90).

              
              6
                “vakavasti pidettyinä epäilyksen kohteina, suomalaisina eli sotavihollisina.”

              
              7
                “ei enää sopinut betoninvarmaan järjestykseen tottuneeseen mieleen.”

              
              8
                “vaikka se tarkoitti vihollisen puolelle karkaamista.”

              
              9
                “Banaanit olivat olleet ihan käden ulottuvilla!”

              
              10
                “[Käsikynkkää käveleminen] oli täällä mahdollista, tavallista. Äiti ja tytär.”

              
              11
                “Kaikki ovat juuri niin kuin hän odotti. Lakalla kovetettuja kiharoita, heliseviä korvakoruja, syviä kaula-aukkoja, lyhyitä helmoja, kiiltäviä mustia sukkahousuja, korkeita korkoja.”

              
              12
                “Jokaisen menestyvän miehen takana seisoo vahva mutta vaitonainen nainen. Sen tietää viisas ja väkevä venäjän kielikin, joka käskee naista naimisiin mennessään asettumaan miehen taakse, zámuž. Jokin on mennyt muiden mielestä pieleen, kun Georgi on työtön ja Vera töissä museolla. Ja vaikka Vera muistuttaa, että hän on vain työharjoittelussa, se ei muuta vääristynyttä asetelmaa. Lopulta Vera kääntää Galinalle selkänsä ja sanoo, että he osaavat Georgin kanssa varmasti itse päättää, missä on kunkin paikka heidän perheessään. – Vaarallisia puheita, Vera, Galina sanoo.”

              
              13
                “koettaa venyttää kaulaansa yhtä pitkäksi kuin Natalialla.”

              
              14
                “kuin tsaarin ajoilta.”

              
              15
                “Tänään he ottavat kaiken irti näistä naamiaisista.”

              
              16
                “Oliko se oikeasti pelottavaa? Miksi ihmiset eivät protestoineet? Mitä te teitte? Kertokaa, mitä tapahtui. Miten se kaikki oli mahdollista? […] Babuška, millaista on olla inkeriläinen, hän kysyi. […] Mummo ei nostanut katsetta teestään sanoessaan, ettei halunnut puhua siitä. Mummon sanat tulivat puristettujen huulten välistä kuin hänen puheensa olisi ollut rautalankaa. Ja Nina päätti, ettei kysyisi asiasta enää ikinä.”

              
              17
                “Pietari taas kieltäytyy erottumasta ja on alkanut kapinoida erilaisuuttaan vastaan vaikenemalla venäjäksi […].”

              
              18
                “Viimeisten viikkojen uutisvirrat, näytölle putkahtavat hirvittävät kuvat riekaleille pommitetuista taloista, kadulle ammutuista ihmisistä, kellareissa yöpyvistä naisista, lemmikkieläimet sylissään pakenevista lapsista, se kaikki on saanut Pietarin häpeämään äitinsä kieltä.”

              
              19
                “Ich weiß so gut wie nichts über Oma.”

              
              20
                The village in the novel, Neu-Landau, is based on the former German colony Neu-Karlsruhe northeast of Odessa. Today, the village is called Shliakhove (Peter 2021).

              
              21
                “weiß alles ganz genau.”

              
              22
                “die wichtigste Aufgabe und die größte Errungenschaft im Leben einer Frau die Heirat mit einem Mann, das Gebären und Großziehen von Kindern und alles, was damit zusammenhing, wären.”

              
              23
                “Diese Stille. Diese herrliche, magische Stille, die es nur bei uns in Neu-Landau gibt.”

              
              24
                “Die Alten reden nicht, die Jungen hören nicht zu.”

              
              25
                “Zuschauer, Händehalter, die notgedrungen zu Hebammen geworden waren.”

              
              26
                “Jetzt heißen alle deine Töchter wie richtige sowjetische Mädchen! […] Vergesst eure Faschistennamen lieber ganz schnell. Seid dankbar, dass wir euch annehmen und zu guten Menschen machen wollen.”

              
              27
                “Ich vermisste meine Mutter. […] Sie gab mir keine Liebe, also konnte auch ich ihr nichts zurückgeben.”

              
              28
                “Sie ist eines Tages einfach nicht mehr aufgewacht. Wie eine Wachspuppe lag sie in ihrem Bett, das Gesicht nach oben, die Hände auf dem Bauch gefaltet. Als hätte sie auf den Tod gewartet.”

              
              29
                “Die Beamten schauten uns an und sahen doch keine Deutschen. Sie sahen Russen. […] Wie eine Deutsche sah meine Schwester nicht gerade aus. Sie hatte ihr “bestes” Kleid angezogen. Dieses gemusterte, in meinen Augen total unpassende und scheußliche Etwas. Ihre Haare hatte sie zu einem Knoten zusammengebunden und sorgfältig unter einem schlichten Kopftuch versteckt, das sie ordentlich ganz nach Melkerinnen-Art, im Nacken zugebunden hat. “Eine typisch russische Babuschka”, schoss es mir plötzlich durch den Kopf, und ich schämte mich für meine Gedanken. Im Flur saßen bestimmt täglich Dutzende solcher Frauen, die wie russische Babuschkas aussahen.”

              
              30
                “In der langersehnten ‘Heimat’ angekommen, fühlte ich mich erneut wie ein Fremdkörper. Wegen meiner Sprache, wegen meines Aussehens, wegen dieses Stempels, der unübersehbar auf meiner Stirn zu leuchten schien: eine Deutsche aus der Sowjetunion.”

              
              31
                “Ja, die Heimat war immer da, nur wollte ich sie nicht in mein Herz lassen.”

              
              32
                “Eine Illusion der Liebe. Ein ganzes Leben lang …”

              
              33
                “nachzuempfinden, was meine Großmutter in den letzten Augenblicken ihres Lebens gesehen und gehört haben könnte.”

              
            
           
           
             
              Sofi Oksanen – Contested Memories in Bloodlands Fiction
 
            

             
              Viola Parente-Čapková 
              
 
              Riitta Jytilä 
              
 
            
 
             
              In our chapter, we study contested memories in the work of the Finnish-Estonian writer Sofi Oksanen. Contested memories is one of the central themes in Oksanen’s work: it includes how memories and history are contended, challenged, disputed, questioned or even manipulated; whether and how they can be “given back” to both individual people and peoples in the sense of communities. At the same time, by contested memories, we also mean some aspects of the reception of Oksanen’s work: reviews and debates surrounding her writing have repeatedly raised the issue of the “right to memory” and right to (historical) truth.
 
              Oksanen is one of the contemporary Finnish authors that literary scholars have analysed and interpreted most; her work has been commented on by writers on fiction but also other cultural and public figures including politicians,1 both in Finland and abroad.2 Her work has been widely translated (into more than 40 languages) and she has won a large number of literary awards both in Finland and internationally. In this chapter, we discuss Oksanen as a versatile literary author who is also a visible and, for some, controversial public figure, which is obvious from the reception of her writings and her persona. Oksanen has been engaging in public debates about domestic violence, racism and women’s rights, and, most consistently, about the history and current political situation of Eastern and North-Eastern Europe.
 
              In her fictional and non-fictional production, Oksanen has been focusing on Finland, Russia and Ukraine, but most of all on Estonia, being herself half Estonian. She was born and grew up in Jyväskylä, central Finland in 1977, where she also studied literature at the university, before she moved to Helsinki in order to study more literature and drama. Oksanen’s Estonian mother was an engineer who grew up under the Soviet occupation in Estonia and moved to Finland after marrying a Finnish electrician. Oksanen speaks Estonian but she has always written exclusively in Finnish. Although she grew up as a Finnish speaker in Finland, she has always strongly identified with her Estonian family and heritage and has been interested in Estonian society. In her novels, Oksanen highlights experiences from the Estonian past which have remained outside the official historiography and national (Estonian) memory culture. Strong interest in the Soviet and post-Soviet past, with a particular emphasis on memory, both oral and written, has been a recurrent theme in her work. Writing in Finnish, her primary audience is in Finland, but by means of translations her work has addressed readers in Estonia, elsewhere in Europe, and outside Europe.
 
              The field of memory studies has undergone many transformations, and nowadays memory is seen as dynamic, transcultural and multidirectional. Astrid Erll (2011b) created the concept of travelling memory: memories travel across borders and bring about new social constellations and political contexts. The transmission of memories from one cultural context to another has become a central ethical concern: who has the right to tell untold memories? How do changing contexts change the meanings of memories? The fact that memories can be contested shows that memories always work in the present and can be used as a powerful tool for interpreting, shaping and framing the past. Although remembering is directed to the past, it always takes place in the present. In the process of communication, circulation and exchange of memories cultural artefacts can play an important role; some of them are given more attention than others and can help get themes into the sphere of public memory (e.g. Rigney 2005, 20; Rothberg 2009).
 
              Oksanen’s novels highlight trauma histories of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. The milieus of her novels vary; some are set in part or entirely in Finland, most in Estonia and the last one in Ukraine. Hence Oksanen’s production can be, at least partly, read within the genre that the critic Marek Oziewicz (2016) has called “bloodlands fiction”. The term has been derived from Timothy Snyder’s book Bloodlands: Europe between Hitler and Stalin (2010) referring to the Baltic countries, Poland, Belorussia and Ukraine, which most brutally experienced both the Soviet and the Nazi terror. The concept of bloodlands helps us to grasp the extent and duration of the traumatic history of Eastern Europe and to realise how the histories of violence did not occur only in conditions of war. According to Snyder (2010), not all violence was related to the Second World War and not all victims were active combatants, but most were children, women and older people. Although the Holocaust is often taken to represent all the evil of the twentieth century, the Soviet Union is also responsible for at least a third of killings of the bloodlands (Snyder 2010, 10–12). This is precisely what Oksanen tries to make her reading audience aware of in various countries and contexts. Women’s memory has a special place in Oksanen’s oeuvre and she does not hesitate to proclaim herself a feminist. As the Swedish feminist scholar Ebba Witt-Brattström (2014) puts it, Oksanen’s “literary technique interweaves two systems of oppression: sexism and Soviet imperialism”, including its colonial aspects.
 
              The postcolonial or, indeed, decolonial perspective is something we would like to highlight in our research on the contested memories in the bloodlands fiction by Sofi Oksanen.3 Cultural memory and trauma studies are currently beginning to acknowledge the need to think together post-Holocaust and postcolonial legacies and to study post-Soviet memorial forms (Rothberg 2009), but as David C. Moore (2001, 112) has observed, there is still much work to do in bringing together “too narrow postcolonial” and “too parochial post-Soviet studies”. Efforts to break the silence of postcolonial studies on the subject of the former Soviet sphere (Moore 2001, 116) have already yielded various studies (e.g. Pucherová and Gáfrik 2015), and could be developed with careful contextualisation, avoiding the traps of imposing ready-made postcolonial concepts on the “second world” experience, and with a consistent emphasis on gender and intersectionality.
 
              In this chapter, we look at Sofi Oksanen’s way of dealing with memory and history on the thematic plane, i.e. with issues like passing on memories or manipulating memory on both the micro- and macro-historical levels. We also tackle the questions of how memories of the Soviet terror travel and have been contested in different cultural contexts and how the genre of fiction complicates the reactions to, reception and evaluation of written memories. Our methodology is to bring literary studies into dialogue with cultural memory studies and trauma studies, resulting in a close analysis of two novels by Oksanen, Purge and When the Doves Disappeared. As Astrid Erll (2008, 4) has stressed, in literature, it is possible to consider the specific medium or material through which memories are produced. Literary memories should not be considered as mere thoughts shuffling back and forth in an individual mind; rather, they are constituted in the processes of writing and reading (Erll 2008, 4; Jytilä 2018, 164).
 
              
                1 Fictionalised Postmemories
 
                Oksanen can be seen as a versatile cultural agent who has mediated the memory of the twentieth-century Soviet terror to the Finnish and international public in many roles – as a writer, editor, publisher and public intellectual who is very active on social media. She debuted with the novel Stalinin lehmät (Stalin’s Cows, 2003) with an autofictional twist, exploring the main character’s search for identity between Finland and Estonia, the mother–daughter relationship and, on a different time plane, the tragic events of twentieth-century Estonian history. Her second novel Baby Jane (2005) is set in Helsinki and deals with power dynamics in a lesbian relationship. Her first play Puhdistus (Purge), was staged first in 2007; in 2008, Oksanen published a novel with the same name (Lola Roger’s English translation Purge, 2010). Purge follows stories of several Estonian women along time lines in the 1940s and the 1990s.4 In Purge, Oksanen wrote a “hybrid novel – a mixture of historical and postcolonial novel, a historiographic metafiction with elements of documented witness literature” (Witt-Brattström 2014). Her third novel, Kun kyyhkyset katosivat (2012, Lola Rogers’ English translation When the Doves Disappeared, 2015), concluded her “Estonian trilogy”. When the Doves Disappeared is a telling example of bloodlands fiction, describing Estonian occupation by the Soviet Union and the Nazi Germany respectively. It also belongs (together with Purge) to those of Oksanen’s novels in which the author makes use of elements known from thrillers and other genres based on suspense (Witt-Brattström 2014). In 2009, Oksanen co-edited a collection of essays on Estonian history, Kaiken takana oli pelko (Fear Was Behind It All), and she re-published the Finnish translation of Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago in her Silberfeldt publishing house (2012). She has also been a prolific essayist. The most recent result of her essayist writing is her last book, Samaan virtaan – Putinin sota naisia vastaan (2023, Owen F. Witesman’s English translation Same River, Twice: Putin’s War on Women, 2025).
 
                The memories of occupation within the Soviet Union have been used for different purposes and in Oksanen’s case questions of historical accuracy and the authenticity of memories have been discussed. We work with Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmemory: according to Hirsch, postmemory is “shaped by the attempt to represent the long-term effects of living in close proximity to the pain, depression, and dissociation of persons who have witnessed and survived massive historical trauma” (Hirsch 2008, 112). In our view, Oksanen’s writings represent fictionalised postmemory which has travelled across various borders and is narrated in a different linguistic context from the one in which the memories originate. This fictionalised postmemory draws on both political and aesthetic aspects of memorial structures.
 
                The literary genre, here, prose fiction (and in Purge, also drama) guides readers’ expectations as well as how they interpret and experience the topic discussed. That is why we will briefly look at the reception of Oksanen’s novel Purge to illustrate the issue of contested memories within the debates surrounding Oksanen’s work. Disputes over the ownership and interpretations of memory were fierce, especially in the Estonian reception of Purge: Oksanen was accused of cultural appropriation of others’ (Estonians’) memories. Who has the right to look back and define the past? In spite of her multiple (Finnish and Estonian) identities, Oksanen was not considered Estonian enough, neither was the novel understood as a realistic representation of the history of Estonia. Before discussing the novels and their reception, we outline some background for this discussion, looking at Oksanen’s production as a part of the construction of the memory culture of post-Soviet Europe and in Finland.
 
                Since the beginning of her career, Oksanen has been very critical of how Nazi atrocities have dominated both historical, non-fictional and fictional reflection on the twentieth-century traumas while Soviet and Communist terror, Soviet colonialism and imperialism have been underplayed and the memories of these atrocities silenced in the Western perception, including that of Finland after the Second World War. Oksanen (2009b) quotes Jehanne M. Gheith who has studied oral histories of Gulag survivors. According to Gheith, the Holocaust has become the main discourse against which all other traumas are interpreted, although in general Western interpretations of trauma do not fit the experiences of Gulag veterans. This incompatibility of some experiences is partly why the Gulag has been left out of discussion about the great disasters of the twentieth century. Oksanen has proposed reasons for silencing these memories, from Finlandisation (i.e. not opposing USSR politics to maintain Finland’s sovereignty) and (self)censorship to ignorance, highlighting the way the misled public becomes “useful idiots” in propaganda wars (Oksanen 2016). Indeed, for the Estonian protagonist of the novel When the Doves Disappeared, it is hard to believe that “the peace movement in the West seemed to be a constant source of new and productive informants, without any of the problems they had here. The enthusiasm of those informants was dumbfounding. You didn’t even have to pay them” (Oksanen 2012b, 246).5
 
                When the Doves Disappeared falls, even more strongly than Purge, into the genre of bloodlands fiction. The genre is, according to Oziewicz (2016), a part of the process of reclaiming the history of countries and people who suffered wars, starvation and annexations, and whose stories and memories have remained untold. That is why bloodlands fiction is to be considered an important genre of trauma fiction. Genre definitions aim to frame reader expectations and to establish the phenomenon and its significance in culture (Oziewicz 2016). The works on remembering the Soviet terror have been called Gulag literature. Oksanen has claimed this concept for her literary production applying not in the strict sense of lagernaja literatura, i.e. literature that deals directly with the Gulag prison camps (see e.g. Gullotta 2011), but more broadly. Most Gulag literature comes from Russia and the former Soviet Union and has been written mostly by former Gulag prisoners or by writers who have been affected (directly or indirectly) by Soviet repressions.6
 
                Western memory of the Holocaust and Central and Eastern European memory of Communist dictatorship are still often considered as separate, but this binary collapsed along with the Soviet Union as the transnational forms of memory developed (Erll 2011a, 4–5). Only recently, more studies have juxtaposed the literatures of the Gulag and of Nazi concentration camps (Toker 2019). After the fall of the Communist regime, it became possible to speak openly about Soviet colonisation and bring up the memories which had been silenced by official history within the “second world” (Kōresaar, Kuutma and Lauk 2009, 329; Annus 2018). Memory cultures, theories and conceptualisations of them are always historically shaped, and as Blacker and Etkind (2013) remind us, when these cultures and theories travel in Eastern Europe the concepts of memory studies change. In Eastern Europe, memory remains distorted since a clear account with the past was never made, unlike as Germany did with the Holocaust and Second World War. The trauma paradigm and the idea that some things are too terrible to remember is central to Holocaust research, whereas in Eastern Europe the past has been remembered privately but experiences could not be shared publicly (Blacker and Etkind 2013, 5). The Soviet Union was cut off from this memory culture in the West, but with the help of many of its supporters abroad it managed to control its image to some extent. In the absence of evidence many failed to condemn Stalin (Snyder 2010, 89) and the crimes committed by the Communist totalitarian regimes.
 
                Oksanen (2009a) has stressed, in the same spirit as Oziewicz, the importance of telling untold stories that cannot be compared to the “canonised” Holocaust stories and Western memory of the Second World War. According to Oksanen (2009a, 16), the Estonian experience is so different from Western Holocaust memories that for Estonians it has been impossible to recognise their own experience in public discourses and narratives. Oksanen’s comment should be interpreted not as a promotion of competitive suffering but in the light of the postcolonial current within trauma theory. The postcolonial approach has been introduced into memory theory by Michael Rothberg (2009). Rothberg specialised in Holocaust memory, and he has criticized the very notion of competitive memory, in which remembering certain parts of the past would exclude or rule out other memories. Instead of competition, Rothberg argues, memories work multidirectionally, bringing various histories into relation without erasing their historical uniqueness and differences. With the concept of multidirectional memory, Rothberg has highlighted the need to rethink the intersecting histories of violence and memory cultures and enable a new kind of social, political and cultural imagination. (Rothberg 2009, 3–4.)7 Oksanen herself says that she has been motivated to raise the Gulag out of the shadow of the Holocaust without diminishing the horrors of the latter. In her production, particularly in her “Estonian trilogy” (2003–2012), Oksanen deals with the impact of gendered and other violence on the memory of individuals and communities.
 
                In this respect, it is viable to frame Oksanen as one woman prose writer from Central and Eastern Europe (see Parente-Čapková 2013, 2023),8 including the bloodlands that experienced Soviet occupation. Many works on history from a women’s perspective originate from these countries. Women have been publishing often semiautobiographical memories or (fictional) postmemories of Soviet terror including the deportations from the Baltic countries and other parts of the Soviet Union, like in Ar balles kurpēm Sibīrijas sniegos (2001, Margita Gailitis’ English translation With Dance Shoes in Siberian Snows) by the Latvian activist and politician Sandra Kalniete. Similarly to Oksanen, Kalniete has argued that “behind the Iron Curtain the Soviet regime continued to commit genocide against the peoples of Eastern Europe and, indeed, against its own people […] the two totalitarian regimes – Nazism and Communism – were equally criminal” (Kalniete 2004).9 The Czech writer Kateřina Tučková, who has openly appreciated Sofi Oksanen’s oeuvre, has also written about women’s – mostly traumatic – experiences under both Nazi and Communist dictatorship in the former Czechoslovakia, which did not belong to Snyder’s bloodlands but also experienced the double occupation. In her – also widely translated – novels, Tučková would take up various controversial subjects like expulsion of the Sudeten Germans from Czechoslovakia after the Second World War, Vyhnání Gerty Schnirch (2009, The Expulsion of Gerta Schnirch, Véronique Firkusny’s English translation Gerta, 2021), always from women’s point of view. Tučková has also used the technique of attaching more or less factual or fictitious archival documents to her novels, including those of the secret police in Žítkovské bohyně (2012, Andrew Oakland’s English translation The Last Goddess, 2022). Similar trends in women’s writing can be found in Poland, Ukraine, Baltic states and other countries.
 
                These historical novels by women, some of which fall into the category of bloodlands fiction and use techniques known from microhistory, reflect on relationships between women, be it matrilineage or sisterhood, literal or metaphorical. That is also the case of Nora Ikstena’s novel on twentieth-century Latvian history, Mātes piens (2016), meaning literally “mother’s milk” but translated into English in 2018 by Margita Gailitis as Soviet Milk. Such a need for exoticisation shows that even during the last decade, a historical novel conveying women’s experience from Latvia can hardly have a “universal” title. The “general” map of cultural memory (cf. Meusburger et al. 2011) has not included the countries placed for decades under the Communist rule, still subjected to the practices of Euro-Orientalism (e.g. Kuldkepp 2023). The situation has changed after the war in Ukraine began in 2022, but only slightly.
 
               
              
                2 Transgenerational Memory and Women’s Trauma in Purge
 
                Next, we will consider how travelling memories become contested in Oksanen’s most famous novel Purge (Oksanen 2008a; Oksanen 2008b), which focuses on the recent history of Estonia and the burden of intentional and unintentional forgetting handed down to generations. In Purge, the persecution of women seem to form a continuum: while in the 1940s, the anti-heroine named Aliide had to suffer sexual torture by the Russian occupants of Estonia and their local helpers, in the 1990s she is being reminded of her traumatic past by her great niece Zara, who became a victim of sex trafficking and, all of a sudden, turns up at Aliide’s country home. Regardless of geographical location or historical period, both women have to survive in violent circumstances and both end up committing crimes themselves. In the novel, Oksanen thematises gender-based and sexual violence with their aftermath – distressing memories, gnawing uncertainty and guilt. In the world created by Oksanen in Purge, one can never know what to say aloud, as stated in the motto by the Estonian poet and politician Paul-Erik Rummo with which the novel begins: “The walls have ears, and the ears have beautiful earrings”.10
 
                The novel is set on several different time levels, including the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union when the archives opened. Its narration moves back and forth through time, and its literary structure is fragmented. It includes fictional documents and official Soviet intelligence archives. The depiction of the milieu and main characters, Aliide and Zara, is still very realistic and the narration emphasises the sense of authenticity, inviting the reader to imagine “what it feels like”. At times, the narration is almost naturalistic in the sense of highlighting the raw and “ugly” aspects of perceiving reality, such as a disgusting blowfly buzzing in the ceiling (Oksanen 2008b, 5) and raspberry jam spread over a pancake that looks like it is clotted with blood (183).11 During the war, everyday chores set the rhythm of the day and time passes in the uncertainty of the future; the characters ponder the German occupation and whether it will remain a permanent state or whether Aliide’s parents will return home. At the end of the war, Soviet deportations of Estonians to Siberia accelerated and when “the last of the farms was roped into the kolkhozy, plain talk vanished between the lines” (Oksanen 2008b, 208).12 The remembrance of “free Estonia” lives among the people but is being erased from their memory and continues to live only in certain details as women’s food or healing recipes passed on to the following generations. The male characters in the novel either comply with the occupants’ regime or choose the resistance, as does Aliide’s brother-in-law Hans Pekk, the husband of Aliide’s sister Ingel. He joins the “Forest Brethren”, i.e. the Estonian resistance who were hiding in Estonian woods for decades after the Soviet occupation of the 1940s. Hans deserted from the German army to fight for free Estonia and is chased by the Soviet occupants. The sisters hide him in their family house, in a “secret chamber” not visible from outside. The reader of Purge can follow Hans’ thoughts and hopes for free Estonia by means of his diary entries throughout the book. Oksanen has included Hans’ diary entries as well as excerpts from (fictional) secret intelligence documents. By using seemingly documentary material, Oksanen takes a stance on how history is written and whose perspectives and discourse remain in the history books.
 
                The novel focuses on two female characters, Aliide and Zara, and their mutual relationship. When Aliide and Zara meet, Aliide is an elderly woman who has lived through the Soviet occupation of Estonia. She lives in the Estonian countryside, finds Zara in her yard and offers her shelter. Zara’s arrival in Aliide’s home is not a coincidence since Zara is Aliide’s great niece (being the daughter of Linda, who is herself the daughter of Aliide’s sister Ingel). Zara, who is now a victim of sex trafficking, was told about her great aunt living in the Estonian countryside, and she uses Aliide’s home as a refuge while running away from her captors. Both women have been sexually violated and this brings their lives together. When Zara arrives at Aliide’s house she has a photo of Aliide and Aliide’s sister Ingel and she wants to find “a story that she hadn’t been told” (Oksanen 2008b, 81)13 as a child. Zara’s mother Linda was exposed to sexual violence and torture by the Soviet interrogators and their Estonian helpers, along with Aliide and Ingel, while being interrogated about Hans’ whereabouts, which they never revealed. They never talked about the sexual assaults they had endured. In the novel, the (silenced) motif of sexual violence and the memory of it unites three generations of women.
 
                Seeing Zara triggers bodily memories in Aliide. From Zara’s gestures, Aliide recognises that she has also experienced violence: “But the girl was so clearly terrified that Aliide was, too. Good God, how her body remembered that feeling, remembered it so well that she caught the feeling as soon as she saw it in a stranger’s eyes” (Oksanen 2008b, 79).14 However, Aliide’s memory of her own traumas is still too painful and Aliide has been used to erasing it from her mind for decades. By turning in her sister Ingel, who was, as a consequence, deported to Siberia, Aliide tries to forget and “cancel” the violence experienced and shared by women in her family (and, indeed, to have her sister’s husband Hans, with whom she is madly, secretly in love, for herself). In blanking out the memories of sexual torture, Aliide could become a respectable woman and “that was important, no one would ever know” (Oksanen 2008b, 168).15 When victims and perpetrators cannot be simply separated, it becomes difficult to talk about the suffering and remember it.
 
                As David Clarke (2015, 227) points out, the way Oksanen deals with victimhood is most complex; she “actually focuses chiefly on Estonian nationals and explores their complex experience of suffering and complicity in the perpetration of suffering, which cannot be reduced to any schematization”. Moreover, it is suggested that Aliide herself was forced to participate in sexual torture of her seven-year-old niece Linda. Even if she tries to forget, Aliide has to face the memory of extreme violence numerous times, for example when visiting a dentist in 1952: “It was the same man. In that room. The same hairy hands. There in the basement of the town hall, where Aliide had vanished, where she just wanted to get out alive. But the only thing left alive was the shame” (Oksanen 2008b, 254).16 The deictic expression “in that room” emphasises the experiential nature of the scene. In the Gulag context, the effects of colonisation were primarily psychological: internalisation of Soviet ideology sneakily crept into all thinking (Kelertas 2006, 6). Postcolonial theory makes visible the suffering associated with power and injustice (Kelertas 2006, 8), and Purge brings out these ambiguous processes, such as internalisation of self-hatred visible in both Aliide’s and Zara’s characters. Oksanen herself emphasises the closeness of her production to postcolonial perspectives and post-Gulag literature. The novel is about the experiences that official history would not recognise and acknowledge, thus affecting the individual’s ability to remember and build a future.
 
                Constant suspicion of and by other people creates an atmosphere of uncertainty and fear. In the novel, the fly that dominates the opening scene becomes a multifaceted symbol of all the paranoia, uncertainty and violence caused by Soviet terror. Aliide’s story begins: “Aliide Truu stared at the fly, and the fly stared back” (Oksanen 2008b, 4).17 The fly is associated with Aliide’s disgust towards her own body and with the shared shame of sexual violence (see Lappalainen 2011). It can be seen more broadly as part of the literary memory culture of the Gulag, where animal characters were used to imagine human suffering (cf. Etkind 2009, 658). On the one hand, Aliide is a/the fly, the shameful object of violence. As we learn at the strongly ironic end of the novel, she was herself a part of the Soviet intelligence under the code name “Fly”, or “Kärbes” in Estonian.
 
                One chapter in Purge is named “Kärsimykset pesivät muistissa” or literally “Suffering Nests in One’s Memory” (Oksanen 2008b, 249).18 In the novel, after all, the possibility of remembering depends on the connection between women, although they are unable to tell each other about their experiences and their communication works largely by interpreting non-verbal signs. Aliide’s encounter with Zara forces her to confront the burden of the past. Aliide recognises Zara’s experiences; memories are embodied and silent, but shared. The title of the novel can be easily read as referring to Stalinist purges, but it is equivocal and can be interpreted in many ways. The associations with dirt and filth are repeated in the novel referring to gendered experience of the Communist purges, giving the word “purge”, associated with purification, a bitterly ironic meaning. At the very end of the novel, it is suggested that Aliide might kill Zara’s victimizers, the ex-KGB agents, who became sex traffickers under the new political order of the early 1990s. Hence Aliide – and with her, the reader – might experience a kind of purifying katharsis when burning the villains’ bodies together with her house and the memories attached to it. These last passages of Aliide’s and Zara’s story are, however, written in the conditional: “If the girl made it home, she would tell Ingel that the land she lost long ago was wait[ing] for her” (Oksanen 2008b, 355).19 The major theme of Purge remains the depiction of the difficult and impossible choices, as well as complexities of intimate family history and transgenerational traumatic memory in the face of atrocities in the bloodlands.
 
               
              
                3 Contested Authority of Experience: Transnational Memories and the Multifaceted Transnational Reception of Purge
 
                Sofi Oksanen’s own experiences in Estonia have created the impression of autobiographical memory and intimate, authentic experiences that seemed to offer credibility and competence to tell the stories of the Soviet terror. Sanna Lehtonen (2017) argues that autobiographical memory plays a central role in Oksanen’s production, which has caused disputes over the ownership of memories. As a public figure, Oksanen’s ethnic credibility in the media is built on authenticity. Her own childhood memories of Estonia and stories she heard about the Soviet occupation have been creating a public image according to which Oksanen has the right and competence to talk about Estonian history (Lehtonen 2017, 265–266). Oksanen’s own life and image is thus closely intertwined with the controversies around her works. In the following paragraphs, we look at the ways Oksanen’s competence has been discussed mainly in Finland and in Estonia after the publication of Purge, tackling also the Russian reception (see Lappalainen 2013; Jytilä 2022a; Parente-Čapková 2022 and forthcoming). The reception of the novel in other countries is no less interesting, from Germany and France to Italy and the English-speaking world (see esp. Lappalainen 2013).
 
                Reception of Purge in Finland has been very complimentary. After the literary prizes awarded to Puhdistus, critics would analyse Oksanen’s background and characterise her e.g. as a “bilingual” and “bicultural” writer, calling for “recognising” and “acknowledging” her multilingual and multicultural background (Grönstrand 2010). In Finland, Purge has been studied in the light of narrative theory, moral philosophy, ethical issues, affects such as shame and trauma. The ethical value of the novel has been seen in its narrative ambivalence and its versatile expression which utilises myth, from the Bible to Greek tragedy (Nystrand 2012; Lehtimäki 2022). Jytilä (2022a, 2022b) has placed the novel within the framework of trauma studies and in relation to historical fiction in Finland. Purge has been compared to literary classics in English by authors such as Toni Morrison (Lehtimäki 2010, 41–42). Päivi Lappalainen (2011) offered one of the first feminist readings of the novel, concentrating on shame. All in all, literary critics in Finland would not question Oksanen’s competence, authenticity of the memories and experiences she draws on, or accuracy and “correctness” of the historical events she refers to in her work.
 
                The reception of Purge in Estonia has been contradictory. The immediate reactions were most positive: Oksanen was named the “Estonian Person of the Year” in 2009 and received prizes and other awards. However, the tone changed during the following years, as noted by Eneken Laanes (2012) and Päivi Lappalainen (2013), who have studied the reception of Purge in Estonia. The criticism concentrated on the lack of authenticity and the act of appropriation, if not theft, of Estonian memories and experiences. For the Estonian poet and politician Jan Kaplinski (2010), the novel “pretends to be a realistic story about life in Soviet Estonia in the second half of the twentieth century, and seems to have been accepted as such by the public in Europe and America”. Kaplinski (2010) himself took a very critical stance towards Purge, openly contesting Oksanen’s fictionalized postmemory:
 
                 
                  She is selling something that pretends to be our life, but isn’t. Our life in the Soviet Union was not a horror story! Of course, there were many horrific episodes, years of terror and counter-terror, but as a whole, we lived a life that was often quite interesting and funny. I cannot approve the idea that my life, the life of my parents, my friends, my colleagues was not a life worth living, that we felt we were prisoners in a large prison camp. The USSR after the death of Stalin was not a prison camp. It was a lousy country, but there were and there are many much more lousy countries in the world.
 
                
 
                Kaplinski’s criticism is telling: he constructs Purge as a novel aiming at constructing a testimony of collective memory, and exempts himself from that very “collective”. In Estonia, debates on the value of Oksanen’s novel also touched on the commercial potential of travelling trauma and the problem when remembering becomes consumption. Oksanen was accused of deploying and capitalising on other people’s suffering and other people’s memories. At the same time, as Laanes (2012) has pointed out, Purge confirms that literature as a medium of collective remembrance is a phenomenon of reception and that popular success is a prerequisite for attracting transnational attention to issues of historical injustice, especially in marginal historical contexts.
 
                The (Estonian) national perspective on Purge reinforces the understanding that in the process of creating fictional postmemories, historical specificity may be compromised. How we deal with specificity in remembering historical injustice and suffering in the public arena and in literature is a question still open for discussion. Kaljundi, Laanes, and Pikkanen (2015) have stated that one of the most important tasks of the independent Estonian memory policy has been to maintain continuity with the interwar republic and promote the Estonian perspective on the Second World War and the Soviet era. This rewriting of history has not been easy and the success of Oksanen’s work indicates the potential of fiction in dealing with the difficult past (Kaljundi, Laanes, and Pikkanen 2015, 53–54.) Nevertheless, Oksanen’s right to discuss history and memory as well as the “correctness” with which she constructed them have been questioned.
 
                The aforementioned Estonian literary critic Eneken Laanes has been coming back to Oksanen and Purge during the last decade and a half, concentrating, lately, on the issue of memory. In her article “Born translated memories: Transcultural memorial forms, domestication and foreignisation”, Laanes (2021, 41) “draws on translation studies, world literature studies and receptions studies to describe the domesticating and foreignising effects of memories that are ‘born translated’ and the ways they are received”. She focuses on the immensely important issue of translation, both linguistic and cultural, discussing Purge as “a translation of memories of Soviet state terror through the transcultural memorial form of war rape and its foreignising effects in the local context of remembering of these events” (2021, 41). This article is more nuanced than the earlier Estonian reception (including Laanes’ own) but remains very critical: though Laanes (2021, 51) admits that Oksanen’s Purge “opened up an important debate about the experiences of women under Soviet state terror in the largely male-dominated memory cultures of WWII and the Stalinist period in Eastern Europe”, she blames Oksanen for representing “sexual violence against women in post-WWII Estonia by subsuming it under the transcultural memorial form of war rape and thereby dehistorising it” (Laanes 2021, 52). Moreover, Laanes indicates that Oksanen’s “born translated memories” can lead to “simplification of local history and the implantation of certain homogenising memorial forms” (Laanes 2021, 52).
 
                Ways of questioning the author’s authority, the authenticity of the memories she works with and the accuracy of the historical events depicted in her novel(s) have also appeared in Oksanen’s Russian reception, though rather differently and, obviously, for different purposes. Oksanen has been presented as a writer drawing on “second” or “third hand” experience she heard from her Estonian grandmother. Reviewers point out the “historical errors” in Oksanen’s novels; some even question the fact that Estonia was occupied by Russia/the Soviet Union (montrealex 2011; Žemoitelite 2015; lustdevildoll 2017; see Parente-Čapková forthcoming). In Russia, Oksanen’s works have received a most varied reception, from competent analyses of her works carried out in a positive tone to fierce attacks, ultimately labelling her as “mad” and “pathologically” Russophobic, attacking her personality (“lesbian”, “raging feminist”) and ridiculing her looks (e.g. Anonymous 2024; see Parente-Čapková forthcoming).
 
               
              
                4 When the Doves Disappeared: Twisted Memories in the Bloodlands
 
                In the essays on Estonian history that Oksanen edited, the Estonian journalist I. A. Masso (2009, 215) reminds readers (including those of Oksanen’s novels) that Estonia gained its independence at a time when it was fashionable to celebrate the deconstruction of all stories, proclaim the death of grand narratives and see all truths as relative. This trend has been rather problematic for those Estonians (and, of course, others) who, after half a century of Sovietisation, were able to search for truth about their twentieth-century history, to formulate new narratives and revisit counter-narratives. Moreover, history is still a highly contested field in Estonia and, as there are groups claiming the nonexistence of the Holocaust, certain groups in the former Soviet Union have kept claiming that the Baltic states were never occupied, as is obvious in Oksanen’s Russian reception. In Putin’s Russia, this version of history has gradually become the official truth.
 
                Falsification of memory and history is the central theme of the novel When the Doves Disappeared (2012b; see also Oksanen 2009b), which refers to both Holocaust and Gulag. The depiction of the Nazi occupation of the Baltic states includes the horrors at Klooga, a subcamp of the Vaivara concentration camp complex in the Harju county, Estonia. Subsequently, the novel deals with the Soviet occupation after the war which makes it an example of bloodlands fiction par excellence. According to Snyder (2010), the double occupation was a difficult and complicated situation in which many people were operating on opposite sides at different stages and compromises had to be made. Again, When the Doves Disappeared is a historical novel which has been read against the “real” historical events. After the colourful reception of Purge, the Estonian translator of the novel Jan Kaus expressed his wish that the readers of the Doves would not concentrate on whether the historical events, times and places in the novel were “correct” but rather on the basic motifs behind people’s behaviour, namely man’s relationship to power, described by Oksanen in her work (Suomi ulkomailla-sivusto 2012). This caution sounds interesting especially vis à vis the main character of the novel, Edgar Parts, whose job becomes precisely the falsification of history. He is an aspiring writer, though he appears more as a mockery of a creative writer. As Markku Lehtimäki (2022, 224) has pointed out, from the narratological point of view, the novel is partly composed as a collage, which is suggested also by the cover picture of the Finnish original where a man’s (presumably Parts’) face is being composed by cutting and pasting, showing various instruments to help the process: scissors, tweezers and glue. Moreover, the collage of the man’s face seems to be placed on his head as a mask.20 The symbolic meaning of the picture points to Parts’ technique of composing his works and of constructing his identity; hence history, memory and the author’s self are created by “cutting and pasting” various sources.
 
                The novel is rather exacting for the reader, since this Oksanen’s work is based on hints, allusions and gaps that have to be filled, but it centres on two men and two women. This is a different setup than in Oksanen’s previous novels, which we have seen were dominated by literal or metaphorical matrilineage and sisterhood. Nevertheless, as in the two preceding novels in the Estonian trilogy, this one juxtaposes timelines (here mainly 1941–1944 and 1963–1966). Similarly to Purge, we have a melodramatic contrast between the patriotic resistance hero with a symbolic name, Roland Simson (again, one of the “Forest Brethren”), and his cousin and evil opposite, Edgar Parts. Edgar loyally serves the Estonian patriots, the Germans and the Soviets in succession, pursuing his career at any cost. Like the devoted Estonian patriot Hans Pekk in Purge, Roland also keeps a kind of a diary, which Edgar finds in the 1960s, after having been assigned to write a propagandistic work about Nazi crimes. He becomes an established apparatchik and embraces the task to create history about the evils of the “Hitlerian occupation”.
 
                Ironically enough, in his notes, Roland wanted to keep records of Soviet/Russian crimes for possible trials in the utopian free future. For Edgar, Roland’s belief is a mere illusion, indeed, a delusion. Another contrast between Roland and Edgar is that while Roland is “straight” in various senses of the word, Edgar is a gay man who never comes out of the closet. Eventually, he marries Roland’s beloved Juudit, only to hide his homosexuality. At the end of the novel, we learn that Edgar behaved brutally and mercilessly not only in the war and during the post-war totalitarian regime but that he also murdered Roland’s fiancé Rosalie to prevent her from revealing his homosexuality. The reader does not get much information about Rosalie. Juudit, pursuant to her biblical name, is a controversial character. The true heroine of the novel becomes Roland’s daughter Evelin, who resumes her father’s resilience when taking part in a student demonstration forbidden by the Soviet regime in the 1960s. When she learns that she is in danger and the secret police are after her, she avoids going home so as not to jeopardise her parents.
 
                Parts, who, again rather ironically, functions as the unreliable narrator in the novel, gets the job of “correcting history” and inventing memory because there is “no greater magician with words” than him (Oksanen 2012b, 75).21 The discriminate nature of the Soviet terror, missing lists of victims or executioners and lack of adequate memorials enable manipulations of memory. These manipulations have brought about perverted forms of remembrance, such as “magical historicism” (Etkind 2009, 632; Oziewicz 2016) that works in a situation when large-scale ignorance disabled the truth and instigated paranoia. The ways of falsification and manipulation become so monstrous and absurd that the most viable trope to deal with them is irony. In the novel, irony functions on various levels:
 
                 
                  Parts remembered well how when the hammer and sickle was hoisted up the flagpole at Pikk Hermann on September 22, 1944, the flag that was taken down wasn’t Hitler’s – it was Estonia’s own flag. Five days of independence. Five days of freedom. Parts had seen the flag himself, although in his manuscript he naturally didn’t mention it, because the Soviet Union had liberated Estonia from the Hitlerists. (Oksanen 2012b, 258)22
 
                
 
                The theme of falsification of memory and history is intertwined with the background outlined on the former web pages of Like, the Finnish publisher of Oksanen’s novel. After the book came out, Like provided information about historical characters and events that had inspired Oksanen. The material included an interview with Maarja Talgre, daughter of a member of the Estonian resistance, Leo Talgre (1919–1944), who died during his fight for freedom. The father sent his wife to safety in Sweden, where the daughter was born and where she became a journalist. She wrote a reportage novel, Leo – Ett estniskt öde (Leo – An Estonian Destiny, 1990), about her late father’s life. In the Like interview, she remembers the Cold War, when she read an article in the newspaper Kodumaa (patria, native country), sent to émigrés by the KGB.23 The same newspaper is mentioned in Oksanen’s novel. The official Soviet Estonian propaganda very convincingly depicted Leo Talgre as a sadistic war criminal and a fascist, in the spirit of the old Soviet habit to label all opponents of Soviet totalitarianism as “fascists” without the slightest idea of the historical meaning of the word. Though she did not believe a word of what she read, Maarja Talgre felt pain and agony. Many years later, when she met the author of the article and asked him why he could ever write those aggressive and hateful lies about her father, she experienced the Arendtian “banality of evil”. The author said: ‘“That’s how people had to write back then. It was part and parcel of writing’” (Talgre 2014, 109; see also Parente-Čapková 2013).24 This banality and complete lack of self-reflection evokes Rothberg’s (2000, 12) concept of traumatic, which is prosaic, quotidian and extreme. In the novel, this is indicated by various details such as Edgar’s memories of prisoners being tortured by burning iron: “Parts didn’t like irons […] For years afterward the glow of the iron still carried the reek of burning flesh […] He was a sensible man – there was no need to threaten him. Let them use the iron on unimportant people” (Oksanen 2012b, 241).25
 
                When the Doves Disappeared analyses the psychological mechanisms that produce writing like the texts by Parts. There is both the “obligatory” element (“it was part and parcel of writing”) and a deeply subjective one. In passages describing Edgar’s “creative process” while he is writing the book depicting the “horrifying crimes”, “fascist conspiracies and chilling acts of murder” and “bestial forms of torture” committed by the “Estonian evildoers” (Oksanen 2012b, 74)26 we witness authorial ecstasy that comrade Parts, as the narrator calls him in the second half of the novel, experiences when he gets carried away by the rhetoric of the hateful propaganda. This ecstatic gratification is boosted by the pleasure of fabulation felt by Parts when he is creating the myth about himself and re-creates his memories and his whole life story which, as he hopes, will end up in school textbooks. Parts reaches the climax when he chooses his cousin Roland (whose diary entries he appropriates for his own purposes) as the main target of lies and half-truths. He gets excited by affective engagement in the hateful propaganda as well as by his controversial emotions, fears, megalomania and personal interests. His fanatical hatred for Roland is motivated, apart from jealousy, by Roland’s extreme passion for truth, perceived as a major threat by Edgar who had internalised the mode of living a lie. In order to persuade his reader, and perhaps also himself, he uses – mostly very clumsy – rhetorical devices as e. g. certain expressions as degeneration (Oksanen 2012b, 102, 113)27 and rhetorical questions, combined with shocking images: “Who would have believed that a man pretending to be an exemplary father had just a short time before mercilessly shot infants before their mothers’ eyes?” (Oksanen 2012b, 287).28
 
                Again, most ironically, while Parts portrays Roland as a monster, he appropriates some of Roland’s deeds, making use of the diary Roland was writing with the hope that the truth could be known one day. Parts is the embodiment of Václav Havel’s (1978, 9) tenet that in a “post-totalitarian state” the “individuals confirm the system, fulfill the system, make the system, are the system”. They are “objects in a system of control, but at the same time they are its subjects as well. They are both victims of the system and its instruments”, whose “position in the power hierarchy determines the degree of responsibility and guilt” (Havel 1978, 16). In When the Doves Disappeared, evil and lies are rewarded and, unlike in Purge, waiting for catharsis feels rather pointless. With bitter irony, the reader is left to contemplate the quote from Parts’ opus: “Soon there will be no eyewitnesses left, only books witnessing that sadism.”29
 
               
              
                5 Conclusions
 
                The Gulag themes in Oksanen’s works – in some of them juxtaposed with the Nazi crimes – are explored within transnational processes of remembering, which cannot be restricted to only one framework of a specific national identity. Purge and When the Doves Disappeared deal with Soviet Estonia but have contributed to Finnish, and, at least to some extent, more broadly transnational memory culture. These fictionalised travelling (post)memories contribute to debates on decolonisation and to enabling “a new kind of social, political and cultural imagination” (Rothberg 2009, 3–4). “Gulag is a tragic story that unites many peoples: apart from the Balts also the Finns, the Germans, those of Eastern Europe and so on” (Oksanen 2009b),30 i.e. both the bloodlands and other countries, including, of course, the Russians, whom Oksanen does not mention. As has happened in Finland (and in many other countries), literature takes part in the process of creating a memory culture, sometimes after comparative historical research is popularised, at other times by highlighting themes even earlier than the history writing.
 
                Recognition of bloodlands fiction as a genre might raise awareness of memories and concepts of history that have still not been recognised in mainstream memory studies or popular perception. Many literary pieces have had a new life as TV or film adaptations, and as Jerome de Groot (2009) has noted, not only historians but also writers and artists more widely study how history is experienced and circulates in culture. Once again, the concept of unified history is being challenged by non-academic, or public history, the popularity of which is based on the storytelling and freedom of expression inherent in fiction (Groot 2009, 4–6).
 
                In Oksanen’s fiction, gender plays a key role. The antiheroes of the novels analysed in this chapter, Aliide and Edgar, are of different genders, which determines their approach to memory. In Aliide’s case in Purge, the past is mostly remembered in the private and intimate sphere. It is the painful past wrought into women’s bodies that creates transgenerational trauma, staged against the background of bloodlands history. The trauma is transferred matrilineally.31 There is, of course, the matrilineage formed by Ingel, Linda, and Zara, all victims of sexual torture and exploitation under different political regimes. However, matrilineage is not the only transgenerational link between the female characters in the novel. Indeed, the two protagonists, Alide and Zara, are not mother and daughter, but more distant relatives, so the female genealogy is extended to a more general level. In When the Doves Disappeared, the intimate sphere plays an equally important role: the protagonist Edgar is forced to hide his sexual identity. It is obvious that Edgar’s evil deeds are not connected directly to his homosexuality, but the necessity to live a lie, hide, and fear exposure play a most important part in his actions (see Lehtimäki 2022, 246). Edgar embraces the grandiose undertaking of inventing, falsifying and manipulating the history of the whole nation, though many of his constructions relate to his own, most intimate memories. Through her characters, Oksanen fictionalises postmemory, reactivating and re-embodying “more distant political and cultural memorial structures” (Hirsch 2008, 33). The reception of her works has raised fundamental questions about the concepts of collective or group versus individual memory, as well as about “translated memories”. Many memory scholars have conceptualised and debated these issues but the fictional discourse enables us to ask again and again, “Whose memories, really, are we talking about? How are they known, how do they come to us? In other words, to what extent are collective memories memories at all, rather than received ideas or historical fables?” (Hoffman 2000, 2).
 
                As we have shown, texts travelling across borders raise many ethical issues on various levels. Analysis of the scholarly and broader reception of her novels enables us to look at Oksanen’s ways of engaging in the debates concerning memory in a more complex and versatile way. This raises “questions of engaged scholarship and research positionality”: not only historians, writers and artists but also literary historians and scholars, though indirectly, participate in debates about “which memory is historically sound, and which is not” (Subotić 2020, 7). These debates require continuous scholarly engagement, especially vis à vis the recent trends of deconstructing the foundations of research into memory studies (e.g. Gensburger and Lefranc 2020).
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              Notes

              1
                Before the last (2024) presidential election in Finland, the major Finnish newspaper, the daily Helsingin Sanomat, asked presidential candidates to write an essay to about their favorite work of literature. Alexander Stubb, the elected Finnish president, chose Sofi Oksanen’s Purge. He wrote: “Purge is a story about state oppression. It is a story that concerned all former Soviet republics and those who were always oppressed by Russia throughout history. It could have been also Finland’s own story” (“Puhdistus on valtiollisen sorron tarina. Se on tarina, joka koski kaikkia entisiä neuvostotasavaltoja ja niitä, joita Venäjä on historiansa aikana sortanut. Se olisi voinut olla myös Suomen tarina”). Stubb continued: “Sofi Oksanen has helped me to see. I mean to understand the deepest essence of the Soviet Union and Russia by means of a story” (“Sofi Oksanen on auttanut minua näkemään. Siis ymmärtämään Neuvostoliiton ja Venäjän syvintä olemusta tarinan kautta”) (Stubb 2024).

              
              2
                Oksanen has won the two major awards for prose works in Finland (the Finlandia Prize and the Runeberg Prize), the Nordic Council Literature Prize, The Prix Femina Ètranger and The Prix du Roman FNAC in France, the European Book Prize as well as other awards in France, Estonia, Hungary, Sweden and Italy. She has been also nominated for many prizes, including the Irish Dublin International Literary Award and the Swedish New Academy Prize in Literature.

              
              3
                Oksanen has discussed decolonisation in her essays, see e.g. Oksanen (2009c).

              
              4
                So far, Purge has been Oksanen’s biggest success: both the play and the novel have been widely translated, the play has been produced in 15 countries, and the Finnish director Antti Jokinen made a film based on the novel in 2012.

              
              5
                “Toisaalta lännen rauhanliikkeestä tuntui löytyvän koko ajan uusia hyödyllisiä informantteja eikä heillä ollut samanlaisia ongelmia kuin täällä. Heidän innokkuutensa oli mykistävää, heille ei edes maksettu” (Oksanen 2012a, 299).

              
              6
                Memory of national and ethnic groups from the territories dominated or occupied by Russia and the Soviet Union have been used in fiction and nonfiction, history or essayistic writing recently. Finland has focused on Karelians and Ingrians, peoples from the border areas between Finland and Russia. Another Finnish writer, Riikka Pelo (b. 1972), has also defined her Finlandia-prizewinning novel Jokapäiväinen elämämme (Our Daily Life, 2013) as “Gulag literature”. Pelo tells the story of Marina Tsvetajeva and her daughter Ariadna Efron during the 1920s and 1930s in her novel, which is close to Oksanen’s in the sense that it thematises gender aspects of the Stalinist repressions and focuses on the relationships between generations of women. These similarities and genre definitions highlight a traumatic memory culture that has been difficult and, for many, impossible to voice before the collapse of the Soviet Union. See also Marja Sorvari in this volume.

              
              7
                For more on trauma within the postcolonial framework, see for example Craps (2013).

              
              8
                Mostly male writers who had emigrated from the countries occupied or semi-occupied by the Soviet Union brought up these issues for many decades, including Milan Kundera (for the comparison between his and Oksanen’s works see Lehtimäki 2022). However, though Kniha smíchu a zapomnění (1979, Le Livre du rire et de l’oubli, the Book of Laughter and Forgetting) shows the perversities of totalitarianism, it can hardly be called Gulag literature or bloodlands fiction.

              
              9
                Sandra Kalniete’s (2004) speech “Old Europe, New Europe” is now available only in the Internet Archive. It has been quoted in research on cultural memory, see e.g. Leggewie (2011, 127), and Troebst (2011, 149).

              
              10
                “Seinillä on korvat ja korvissa kauniit korvarenkaat” (the translations into English from Purge are by Lola Rogers, see Oksanen 2008b).

              
              11
                “inhottava, likaojassa kasvanut raatokärpänen lentelee katon rajassa” (11) “tummat vadelmat hillopurkissa näyttävät hyytyneeltä vereltä” (Oksanen 2008a, 179).

              
              12
                “kun viimeisetkin talot hirtettiin kolhooseihin, suorat sanat katosivat rivien väleihin” (Oksanen 2008a, 203).

              
              13
                “tarinan, jota hänelle ei ollut kerrottu” (Oksanen 2008a, 83).

              
              14
                “Mutta tytön kauhu oli niin kirkasta, että Aliiide tunsi sen yhtäkkiä itsessään. Hyvä Jumala, miten hänen ruumiinsa muistikin sen tunteen, muisti niin hyvin, että oli altis sille heti, kun näki sen vieraan ihmisen silmissä” (Oksanen 2008a, 82).

              
              15
                “Ja se oli tärkeää. Että kukaan ei koskaan saisi tietää” (Oksanen 2008a, 165).

              
              16
                “Sama mies. Siinä huoneessa. Samat karvaiset kädet. Siinä kunnantalon kellarissa, jossa Aliide oli kadonnut ja josta hän halusi selvitä hengissä, vaikka ainoa mitä oli jäänyt henkiin, oli häpeä” (Oksanen 2008a, 250).

              
              17
                “Aliide Truu tuijotti kärpästä ja kärpänen tuijotti takaisin” (Oksanen 2008a, 10).

              
              18
                The title’s literal translation would be “Suffering Nests in One’s Memory” but it was translated as “Suffering Washes Memory Clean”. In Finnish, the verbs pesiä (nest) and pestä (wash) are very close to each other and may have get mixed up in the process of translation. The English translation sounds very ironic, but the original phrase lacks irony altogether. 

              
              19
                “Jos tyttö selviäisi, hän kertoisi Ingelille, että täällä ne kauan sitten menetetyt maat odottavat” (Oksanen 2008a, 344).

              
              20
                The cover of the Estonian translation (Kui tuvid kadusid, translated by Jan Kaus; Tallinn: Varrak, 2012) is identical with the original (Finnish), while the covers of the British and American editions of the English translation are different (When the Doves Disappeared, translated by Lola Rogers; London: Atlantic Books; New York: Knopf; Toronto: House of Anansi Press, 2015).

              
              21
                “häntä parempaa ‘sanamaagikkoa’ ei ole” (the translations from When the Doves Disappeared into English are by Lola Rogers; see Oksanen 2012a, 93).

              
              22
                “Parts muisti itse hyvin, että kun 22. syyskuuta 1944 sirppi ja vasara olivat nousseet Pitkän Hermannin salkoon, alas laskettava lippu ei ollut Hitlerin, vaan Viron oma. Viiden päivän itsenäisyys. Viiden päivän vapaus. Parts oli nähnyt lipun itse, vaikka käsikirjoituksessa hän ei sitä luonnollisestikaan voisi mainita, koska Neuvostoliitto oli vapauttanut Viron hitleristeistä.” (Oksanen 2012a, 314).

              
              23
                The material, including the interview with Maarja Talgre, is no longer available on the Like website. We would like to thank the publishing manager at Like, Jaakko Launimaa, for providing us with the valuable information.

              
              24
                Maarja Talgre has also written an essay about the issue (Talgre 2014). In it, she discloses the name of her father’s slanderer, Andrus Roolaht, and emphasizes that in his defamatory piece from 1965 (called “Leo Talgre’s ‘Meteoric Flight’”, “Leo Talgre ‘tähelend’” in the original Estonian), he mentions “Leo Talgre’s diary” (Talgre 2014, 108). Maarja Talgre had no knowledge of her father’s diaries, until they were found in Canada, by “a good person” who read her book (Talgre 2014, 110). Maarja Talgre was not certain that Roolaht had really read Leo’s diaries, but suspected that he might have: “The whole story ‘Leo Talgre’s ‘Meteoric Flight’’ is, of course, a falsification and loathsome propaganda to me. What makes it even more dreadful is that Roolaht is a skilled KGB propagandist. It looks like he has some genuine documents at his disposal, but he uses them like raisins in his propaganda cake. He distorts facts and fantasizes in between” (Talgre 2014, 110).

              
              25
                “Parts ei pitänyt silitysraudoista […] Silitysraudan hehku toi vuosienkin jälkeen nenään käryävän lihan hajun […] Hän oli järkevä mies, ei häntä olisi tarvinnut uhkailla, silitysraudoilla piinattiin vain mitättömyyksiä” (Oksanen 2012a, 293).

              
              26
                [kykenivätkään] “kammottaviin rikoksiin”, [paljastetaan] “fasistisia salajuonia ja karmivia murhatekoja”, [lukea todistuksia] “eläimellisistä kidutusmuodoista” (Oksanen 2012a, 92).

              
              27
                Oksanen (2012), 127, 140. As also Markku Lehtimäki (2022, 238) notes, expressions typical for the totalitarian vocabulary bring together both bloodlands oppressors, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.

              
              28
                “Kukapa uskoisi, että erinomaista isää näyttelevä mies oli vain vähän aikaa sitten ampunut armotta imeväisiä äitiensä silmien edessä?” (Oksanen 2012a, 349).

              
              29
                Oksanen’s original sentence (“Kohta silminnäkijöitä ei enää ole ja tuosta sadismista todistavat enää kirjat”, Oksanen 2012a, 278) was translated as “Soon there will be no eyewitnesses left, no more books witnessing that sadism” (2012a, 227, our italics), which lacks the irony of the original.

              
              30
                “Gulag on kuitenkin yhteinen surutarina monille kansoille: Baltian lisäksi suomalaisille, saksalaisille, koko Itä-Euroopan kansoille ja niin edelleen” (Oksanen 2009b).

              
              31
                For analysis of matrilineage in Sofi Oksanen’s Stalin’s Cows, see Parente-Čapková 2015 and Kačkutė 2024.
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              Memory has come to play a prominent role in modern literature, from Proust and Nabokov, who explored memory as a source of fictive narration, through to memory literature, as the semi-fictionalised personal narrative of past events. But the role of memory cannot only be considered to be a purely literary matter – the preoccupation with memory in its different forms in modern literature mirrors the development of modernity. Although literature and memory have been interlinked since the very beginning of literature, when Greek mythology made Mnemosyne, memory personified, the mother of the Muses, there is a notable shift in the roles that memory plays in Proust’s search for the lost time of the belle époque and in Nabokov’s articulation of the lost aristocratic childhood world of pre-revolutionary Russia. These depictions have a sense of loss in common, in the sense that memory relates to a historical phenomenon, a world lost to the past, that can only be retrieved and even resurrected in literature. If modernity is measured by the rhythm and achievements of progress, it is accompanied on its road by loss and destruction. From the times of Proust and Nabokov, the scale and tempo of this movement has but accelerated. Hannah Arendt clearly pointed out in Men in Dark Times that destruction has been a feature of modernity since the French Revolution and called upon her and our times to find ways to narrate the experience of an ever more inhuman history (Arendt 1955, 20–21). A distant echo of this can be found in the Nobel laureate Joseph Brodsky’s essay “The Condition We Call Exile” where he wrote that “misplacement and displacement is this century’s commonplace” (Brodsky 1995, 101). The destruction of worlds brings about displacements and, with time, we have seen how the destruction of the old world in the first half of the twentieth century gives way not only to the construction of new worlds but also to the continuous destruction of the new worlds built upon the old, resulting in ever newer movements through migration and exile and ever newer forms to articulate experiences of loss through memory. Elsewhere, Madeleine Hirsch’s theory of post-memory also brings our attention to how the traces of the traumas of previous generations are present in relation to both past and present in current generations (Hirsch 2012).
 
              While the transference of memories plays a crucial role in the preservation of or “guardianship” of the personal past, as Hirsch writes (Hirsch 2008, 104), its “passing into history”, in the experience of the Holocaust, also offers itself as a means of dealing with the past. Although memories of the Holocaust, as Hirsch writes, indeed are something separate, the very genre of memory writing raises general ethic and aesthetic questions (Hirsch 2008, 104). Memory in memory writing presents itself as a locus of a meeting between the personal and the collective and cultural, between private memories and history grasped both as facts and historiography. A central aesthetic issue in the genre of memory writing is the question of how narratives of and about the past interact with personal experience and its fictionalisation or telling forms in writing. The personal experience would seem to safeguard us from grand narratives but this appears not to be the case. As Simona Mitroiu argued in Life Writing and Politics of Memory in Eastern Europe with reference to works by Carmen Gonzalez-Enriquez and Maria Mälksöö, contemporary memory writing in Eastern Europe follows a rather homogeneous narrative structure, narrating the transition from “the communist period and Russian influence” to “becoming European” (Mitroiu 2015, 2), which indeed echoes the grand narrative of the transition period.
 
              Although the narrative identified by Mitroiu indeed is an expression of the personal experience of its writers, one can ask what role the formation of a narrative of memory that relates to the condition of living in the USSR and leaving the USSR plays in these personal articulations. As Brodsky writes in the essay on exile quoted above, the notion of exile writing for a long time came to be coloured by the experience of those who had fled from tyranny to democracy, especially from Eastern Europe to the West (Brodsky 1995, 101). Of course, exile can also be the result of many different more or less forced forms of migration. What Brodsky suggests is that the tradition of exile literature and the different forms in which memory is articulated in it have become a vehicle for a narrative of liberation from tyranny or poverty to democracy and freedom. This narrative form seems to prevail, although the conditions for exile have changed, and it testifies to a vision of the transcending role of literature in the république des lèttres over the passing of time and the loss of a home. It may appear that writing memory can offer a means for overcoming both the past and its destruction, as with Nabokov, Proust and in the narrative of memory writing. Writing, like memory, is the locus of preservation and tradition and together they stand against the course of time. This also applies to memory literature as a genre, which is a personal form of writing akin to the genre of life writing or auto-fiction. It is a good match for the general narrative of leaving the East because it tells a personal story of remembrance and offers a sort of rehabilitation, serving as a private witness of the ideological and political narratives that suppressed it during Communist times. This suggests that memory narratives are also a means for the writer to align their personal experience with the historical narrative and, perhaps, to somehow safeguard or even transcend their personal experience in literature against the destructive workings of time.
 
              Nevertheless, certain caveats can be raised against this narrative of leaving the USSR. Contemporary literature is moving further away from the notion of a writing that transcends time. We can also see how time is expressed in literature and each mnemonic work expresses a relationship with a world that is lost in time or space. If we consider the history of Communist Eastern Europe, the title of David Löwenthal’s seminal book on memory, The Past is a Foreign Country, acquires a double meaning, since the past has become a foreign country that no longer exists (Löwenthal 1985). Today, after the historical transition from Communism, the past has become a foreign country not only geographically but also temporally. Memory writing no longer concerns individuals fleeing a suppressive regime but the historiography of entire nations, and the question again is what kind of transcending reflection life writing as literature can offer. Therefore, today, when we return to the exile tradition of exploring memory in literature, we also need to take into account that it involves a wide range of experiences and expressions that also distinguish themselves from and critically reflect the historical narrative and the narrative of overcoming through the testimony.
 
              In this chapter I will probe lyrical poetry as an alternative form of memory writing. Poetry is particularly interesting for the relation between the experience that comes to words and the intimate tone in which it is conveyed. Lyrical poetry has played a prominent role in exile writing out of the USSR with writers such as, but not limited to, Joseph Brodsky and Czesław Miłosz. Here we find different expressions of the historical experience of leaving the USSR and influences passing from the exile writing of those leaving early Soviet Russia to the dissidents of the post-war Eastern European bloc. And we find a thematisation of the loss not only of belonging in space and time but also in the language of their poetic writing. As well as the works of Nabokov, the influences from the articulations of memory of the great modernist poets of the Silver Age, in particular Mandelstam, Tsvetayeva and Akhmatova, are particularly noteworthy in the poetic writings of Russian exile poets. For these poets, the sense of loss and memory became a powerful lyrical impulse and something more than just a means of reacting to the politics of their time. As Hélène Cixous writes in her Readings of Tsvetayeva’s prose memoires, the passion of poetic writing goes hand in hand with the tragedy of loss (Cixous 1991, 110). And this passion, which Cixous associates with the role of joy and pleasure in feminine writing, should not be conflated with the narrative of overcoming. First of all, tragedy cannot, by definition, be overcome and, secondly, the joy of writing lyrical poetry that Cixous reads not only in the poetry of Tsvetayeva, but also in that of Akhmatova, is the joy in the writing experience as the experience of the world through poetry.
 
              Katia Kapovich takes up the thread of exile memory writing from Akhmatova. Kapovich was born in Kishinev, Moldova in 1960, but she also lived in Leningrad before she emigrated through Israel to the United States in the early 1990s. Before leaving she had belonged to the dissident movement, but her first book of poetry was only released in Israel, in Russian. With time, Kapovich also began to write in English and, although she writes mainly in Russian, she has published several collections of poems in English (e.g. Gogol in Rome (2004) and Cossacks and Bandits (2007)). These poems were originally written in English. Her bilingual poetry takes us to the moment of remembering through poetic writing, while at the same time questioning the role of language in exilic remembrance. Kapovich’s poetry is full of remembrance of her past life in the Soviet Union and, in particular, her childhood in Soviet Moldova. These lyrical memories often take the form of intimate conversations with the self or others, drawing upon a tradition of female modernist poets. Through poetry, in a manner similar to Anna Akhmatova’s conversation with the poets of the Silver Age in the Poem without a Hero, Kapovich addresses people from the past, as though to bring them and the world they lived in closer. Language comes to play a crucial role in these conversations in both the form of address and the expectation of shared references and points of understanding. Her poetry also relates to the experience of closeness or proximity, which is not only mediated but indeed enacted through language. Voices and images from the past are characterised by proximity and foreignness, familiarity and estrangement. The language of the past seems to offer a greater sense of presence. Thus, through the perspective of nearness and estrangement, we can see also how the loss and gain of language is reflected in her poetry and how memory is recalled.1 We will see how, in the intimate tone of her lyrical poetry, belonging in language appears to be one of the most difficult losses to abridge.
 
              
                1 Memory and Poetry
 
                Memory and poetry have a long-standing relationship that differs from that between memory and narrative in narrative fiction. If memory narratives are generally seen as a document of personal experience, poetic memories, however prosaic they may be, involve imagination, which reflects how the memories are mediated through language. In “Mnemonic and Intertextual Aspects of Literature”, Renate Lachmann investigates the relationship between poetic imagination and mnemonic imagination. Lachmann focuses, in particular, on the interaction between mnemonic and literary imagery and asserts that “[It] is plausible to assume […] that the image bank of literature is the same as the image bank of memory” (Lachmann 2019, 302). In other words, Lachmann understands poetic imagination as a means to reach the store house of memory, as memory is understood in the Augustinian tradition.2 But how can we understand the imagination of memory or, rather, the imagination of imagination? In a pre-Augustinian tradition, Mnemosyne personified a relationship between the arts and time that involved both remembering and forgetting.3 In the dialogue Theaetetus, Plato likened framing memory to moulding clay. Although these examples deserve much deeper analysis, we can see here how the myth and Plato in their own ways treat memory not as something internal that is translated into words. Memory is part of the formation of poetry while the memory itself is being formed. This could also be understood as a meeting between the past and the present.
 
                In looking at the relationship between poetry and memory, we also need to ask the reverse question of how the arts, or in this case literature, form our imagination of the past, of memory through words and how it enacts a relationship between the present and the past as distance and proximity. This means that we must also ask how this literary expression not only gives words and expression to an image repeated from the past but how it forms memory in the act of writing. At this point, I would like to consider the example of Katia Kapovich’s poetry, as the different languages present interesting and distinct examples of the how of writing memories when writing and remembering is a simultaneous process. In other words, a comparative reading can bring us closer to understanding how language frames the writing of memories. Katia Kapovich addresses the past differently in different languages and in doing so makes the past present as poetic memories in different ways.
 
                One aspect that clearly distinguishes memory in poetry is the relationship to the reader, or the poetic interlocutor, as Mandelstam called it in his essay “About an interlocutor” (Mandelstam 11990 [1913], 145–150). A point of divergence between the languages is whether Kapovich expects the reader to be familiar with the world that she recalls in her poetic remembrance, that is, whether the world is shared with the reader or whether she addresses someone to whom this world can be explained.
 
                In other words, language not only cannot be separated from how memory is expressed but also from how memory is experienced and, ultimately, from the link between expression and experience in the moment of writing. Poetry, as Tsvetaeva states in Art in the Light of Conscience, is a form of invocation, a naming, in which the world may or may not answer and may or may not appear through the words that the poet utters.4 From a poetical point of view, remembering is not taking something from the store house of past experiences in the act of writing or speaking but rather is how the past comes to us, visits us and also, perhaps, haunts us. Memory writing or memory literature, especially poetry, can also be understood as a lingual invocation of the past and, thus, as a means for making the past present.
 
                As mentioned, Akhmatova set a powerful precedent for the invitation of friends from the past to a poetic presence in A Poem without a Hero, in which the Acmeist poet begins to summon or invoke the presence of the past through the memory of the dead. Kapovich follows this tradition of feminine lyrical poetry, which starts from Akhmatova, by witing poetry which becomes an intimate conversation. Here the past is invoked as a presence through words, which only strengthens the importance of language and accentuates the difference between the languages in how the past is summoned, in how the knowledge of the reader is implied and in the expression of the past formed through the act of writing. Poetry and memory concern the story of the past as much as the meeting of the past and the present in words. And memory, it seems, takes us closer to the mode, the tone and the atmosphere of the moment that is being remembered through writing. Leaving aside the notion that the two are inseparable, we can ask how memory images or memory narratives are rendered in poetry, not only as a question of formal features but in terms of what can be understood by phenomenological terms, such as the lifeworld (Lebenswelt), that are embedded in, related to or evoked in the different languages in the moments of the written remembrance. The expression of memory is also a linguistic experience of memory when remembered in and through the act of writing. This is, perhaps, most apparent in poetry where the poetic function or perhaps, rather, the mode and atmosphere and tone are part and parcel of the expression. And with poetry written by Kapovich in a different language this becomes apparent precisely in the contrast between how memories of her childhood in Moldova are conveyed in Russian and in English.
 
               
              
                2 Kapovich in English and Russian
 
                Katia Kapovich writes in a manner typical of late Soviet culture through a rather light and mildly sarcastic style. Although continuing the strong tradition of syllabo-tonic and rhymed verse in Russian, the subject matter of the poems is almost always contemporary and casual and relates to the memory of everyday experience of her youth in Soviet Kishinev or of life in the United States. In her essay “Three Samizdat Winters” (“Tri zimy pod kopirovku”), she recounts her experience of being an outsider in Soviet society in Kishinev and how she came in contact with dissident movements there and, later, in Leningrad (Kapovich 2006). A constant point of reference in these memories is Osip Mandelstam. The lesson she takes from him is that the “only road to freedom” and the “only personal belonging” that Mandelstam would acknowledge is earned through the verbs: “To love, to remember, to describe” (poliubit’, zapomnit’, opisat’). Yet, in her remembrances and descriptions, she does not so much follow Mandelstam’s intricate web of associations but rather the prosaic plainness of Akhmatova’s lyrical tone (Ginzburg 1974, 311–353). In a passage in the essay, she underlines the poet’s ability to bring out beauty from the base and the filthy:
 
                 
                  It is possible that, if there is a didactic principle in poetry at all, it would consist of the ability to talk about what is difficult and disgusting, so that it would shine with its reverse terrifying beauty. As a pure emerald ray can shine from hard broken asphalt – which you can see if you bend your head in the right direction – so can grace shine forth from the filth of life. Just let the reader of poetry be envious and say: ‘Living well is not against the law’ or ‘Look what a life he had!’ (my translation – T. L.)5
 
                
 
                In this credo we can, perhaps, find a distant echo without explicit mention of the famous quote from Akhmatova’s “Secrets of the craft”: “[…] if you only know what sort of garbage heap / wild verses have grown on […]”. Indeed, rather than comparing Kapovich’s poetry to the classical nature of Mandelstam’s verse, her poetry is, as mentioned, closer to Akhmatova’s poetry through its prosaic, or even dramatic, staging of a lyrical scene and the clarity of expression in intimate conversation that so often characterises her poetry. In the essay “Three Samizdat Winters” she describes herself as a feminine companion and onlooker, almost as a feminine Deadalus, watching the fate of her close friend, the poet Zhenya Khorvat. And an intimate tone of an onlooker of rather quotidian events can be found in both her English and her Russian language poems. Here is an example in English:
 
                 
                  My club soda went flat in the bottle. With a spit
 
                  Of rain, the wind blew in from the lake.
 
                  I raised my index finger and touched it,
 
                  Pleading, give me a break, give me a break.
 
                
 
                This is the concluding stanza of the poem “A Change of Wind” from Cossacks and Bandits (2007). The poetry is rhymed with masculine rhymes, with varying meter. The language is plain, and the scene and scenery ordinary to the point of commonplace. Nothing remarkable takes place, and in this moment the lyrical “I” stops her gaze to observe how the club soda goes flat and a spit of rain blows in. At this moment, the poet paradoxically pleads for a break. Thus, through an ordinary moment she depicts a state of mind in which even this quiet movement in the glass is too much.
 
                In The Bilingual Muse. Self-Translation among Russian Poets, Adrian Wanner showed that Kapovich tends to rewrite rather than translate her own poems into English (2020). He distinguishes an attempt to write her English-language poetry in an English tradition of writing. Her verse becomes freer and she shifts words and images to convey the particular meaning or mood that exists in the original. Kapovich has been asked about the experience of writing in different languages in several interviews and in an interview with Sergey Yelkin 2019 she answered:
 
                 
                  I do not write as often in English, as I do in Russian. How did I come upon the idea of writing in English? I cannot give an answer that would be adequate for every occasion. There are some themes, for which a plain expression in the language ‘of my mother and pals’, as Nabokov called his Russian, sounds sentimental, if not to say pretentious, whereas the foreign language lets me remain distanced. (my translation – T. L.)6
 
                
 
                Indeed, the English-language poems appear more distanced while her Russian poems display more pathos. Although they are characterised by the same everyday quality, the intonation and dynamic of the language is different and she also tends to conclude her Russian poems with a moral sense. As she suggests, the Russian poems strike a more intimate or personal note. One of the ways that this proximity is manifested is through the use of “we” in the address of the poem. Here is an example:
 
                 
                  Там жили бедно, весело и славно,
 
                  бюст Ленина торчал в саду, как кукиш,
 
                  и, наливая на скамье в стаканы,
 
                  ему мы говорили: “Третьим будешь?”
 
                
 
                 
                  We used to live there so poor, happy and great,
 
                  Lenin’s bust was standing in the square like a thumb
 
                  And, as we were filling our glasses on the bench,
 
                  We asked him: Will you join us as a third? (my translation – T. L.)
 
                
 
                This is the concluding stanza in the poem “Pripomnio dlinnyi den’ v razgare leta” (“I recall a long day in the dead of summer”) from the selection of poems from different years, Gorod neba (Kapovich 2021, 39). The difference in intonation is quite apparent. At the same time as the Russian poems seem more ambitious in their sense of pathos or pafosnyi, as Kapovich writes in Russian, they are also coarser and contain more jargon. This is not only characteristic of Kapovich but is also typical of the Russian post-war dissident revolt against society, as expressed in this poem. Wanner quotes the poet herself who states that she prefers Russian precisely because it can be coarser and allows her to show baser aspects of herself. And the sense of familiarity in Russian also comes from the intimate sphere of friends invoked though the first-person plural, the suppressed pronoun “we”. This “we” is invoked in an almost idyllic and sentimental sense of a shared happy past from an incident of rather innocent drunken revolt against Soviet society in the face of Lenin.7
 
                In comparing these two poems, we can see that there is a distinct difference in intonation between the poetic expression in the two languages that also tells of her experience of exile, and influences how we understand how memories travel or translate. The sense of exile plays out as much in the mode and tone in which the poems are written as in the subject matter. We find the distinction between, on the one hand, the lonely exiled poet roaming around in her English language poems in contemporary American society, where alienation is everywhere, and, on the other, the belonging in Russian to a home and a community, whether it is that of late Soviet society in Moldova and elsewhere, the Jewish community or the communality of dissidents. Thus, we can also see how familiarity with the Russian language is closely connected with, if not identical to, familiarity with the world of her (Russian-speaking) past in Moldova, in spite of poverty, filth and tragedy. Thus, we can also see how Kapovich not only renders images but also a whole lifeworld differently in each language.
 
               
              
                3 Memory in English and Russian
 
                The difference between the senses of distance that the poems express can also be seen in the English and Russian poems of memory or remembrance. The difference between the languages is also a factor when evoking the world of her childhood. For instance, in the title poem “Cossacks and Bandits” we can see how Kapovich remembers her past Moldova in English:
 
                 
                  Cossacks and Bandits
 
                  I grew up in a village built on coal and labor.
 
                  An outhouse on a dirt road by a water pump
 
                  glared at the whitewashed fences of uniformed yards
 
                  that gaped like broken teeth in the mouths of miners.
 
                
 
                 
                  All summer we played Cossacks and Bandits,
 
                  shot our symbolic rifles and revolvers
 
                  and when killed would crush a wild cherry
 
                  in the breast pocket, the spot where the heart stopped.
 
                
 
                 
                  Who started it? The red spreading over white satin
 
                  never to be washed away completely,
 
                  “I killed you! I killed you!” I screamed
 
                  as he fell down. Men found him three years later
 
                
 
                 
                  in the abandoned mine after an explosion,
 
                  his clothes covered with coal dust and blood.
 
                  Women howled like wolves. “It’s nothing,
 
                  he’ll get up,” I thought, “it’s just that stupid
 
                  wild cherry on his shirt.”
 
                
 
                This poem tells the memory of the story of a childhood game of Cossacks and bandits that comes back to her, possibly with some sense of guilt. It is set in a rural town, “a village of coal and miners” that sends us to a more or less unknown and unnamed place in her childhood. The title of the poem and the game with the word “Cossacks” refers to the poet’s childhood world. As is characteristic of Kapovich’s poems, the social context plays a prominent feature and we are set in a milieu of coal and labour. Initially there is no distinction between girls and boys playing – there is only an indistinct “we” talking to her from her Soviet childhood. Then suddenly, at one point, the feminine lyrical “I” shoots one of the boys playing and different sediments of time blend in her memory in a complex interplay between different memories and different perspectives. It is as though this shot had been fatal and predicted his future death and, thus, the red cherries they used to mark a hit in the game become a blood stain, terrifying other women at the moment of his death. But the lyrical “I” is frozen that represents the girl playing with the boys in the game is retained and she cannot reverse her indifferent statement: “It’s nothing,/ he’ll get up”, I thought, “it’s just that stupid/ wild cherry on his shirt”. There is very little sentimentality in this poem and, also, very little emphasis on the gender of the lyrical “I”.
 
                This English language poem also distinguishes itself from many Russian poems through the narrative and descriptive framing of the poem. The surroundings are presented as though to an interlocutor who is not familiar with her childhood experience. She aligns herself with this external perspective in the deictic mode of the first-person story-teller and gives indications of place and time in relation to her own experience: “I grew up” and “All summer we played”. The beautiful metonymic image of the spot from the wild cherry then plays out as something within the frame of experience of a foreigner, of something that happens in a distant externality. The memory is a memory of a past that speaks to her over the distance of an irretrievable past and nothing can be reversed in the childhood perspective.
 
                In Russian, by contrast, Kapovich invokes a world that is known to her interlocutor and, moreover, the interlocutor is someone with whom she shares the past that is evoked. This address not only brings the past closer but also gives it a different dynamic or presence. We can see in the poem “Cheers” (“Tost”) (Kapovich, 2002) how the past is brought to the present also through the memory of a game she used to play as a child:
 
                 
                  ТОСТ
 
                   … или, допустим, на задворках дома,
 
                  куда собаки ходят по-большому
 
                  и видно, как вдали с аэродрома
 
                  взлетает самолет,
 
                  с подругой Ленкой спрятали секрет мы –
 
                  стеклом в земле накрыли фант конфетный.
 
                  Проходит год,
 
                
 
                 
                  и нахожу его под слоем листьев,
 
                  уже гнилых, нетленным в том же месте,
 
                  а жаль, что я
 
                  поторопилась выкопать – он ждал бы,
 
                  подсвечивал бы сны. Так выпьем залпом
 
                  за тайну вклада в бездну бытия.
 
                
 
                 
                  Cheers,
 
                   … Or let us take, for example, the backyards,
 
                  Where dogs go to do their number two
 
                  And where you can see how from the aerodrome,
 
                  The flight takes off into the air,
 
                  How my friend Lena and I made a secret hiding place
 
                  We buried a candy paper under a piece of glass.
 
                  A year passes
 
                
 
                 
                  And I find it under a heap of leaves that have already decomposed,
 
                  Imperishable in the same place,
 
                  But it’s a pity that I
 
                  hurried to dig it out, – it would have stayed there,
 
                  nurturing dreams. So let us raise our glasses and drink in one gulp
 
                  to the secret of the hiding in the abyss of existence. (my translation – T. L.)
 
                
 
                The conversational tone of the poem is enhanced by its irregular form. With the ellipsis, we get the sense that we are in the midst of a conversation with someone, who shares not only the experience but also the world that the poem conjures. The suggestive “Or, take for example the backyard of the houses” (“Ili, dopustim, na zadvorkakh doma”) is but one example of the casual tone. The social situation is described as an appeal to people who are familiar with these worn-down backyards (as we know them) where dogs “do their number two” (khodiat po-bo’shomu). Here, in this backyard, she and her girlfriends play a game of writing down secrets and wrapping them in candy wrappers, a game also evoked by Oksana Zabuzhko in The Museum of Abandoned Secrets (2012).8 Thus, with Kapovich, as indicated in her poetic credo quoted above, the beauty of the emerald ray of the candy paper is located in the backyard where dogs defecate. Although there is also a narrative mode to this poem and she asserts that they dug up the secrets, the acts of hiding somehow still live on. And she concludes in the first-person plural as a round up to this intimate conversation: “So let us drink up in one gulp to the secret of hiding in the abyss of existence.” Whether or not these secret acts of hiding involve hiding what is shared in childhood memory, the image of them has the potential to continue to nurture dreams. As Kapovich’s poetry shows, the sharing of these acts of hiding memory is not neutral. They nurture dreams and the past can be sensed again and awoken in dreams. Thus, the past is invoked and comes into being again as something still living and still present in those hidden candy wrappers and can be invoked for the poet through language and its address of both the reader and the world.
 
               
              
                4 The Interlocutor and the Addressee of the World
 
                The difference between the forms and expressions for memory do not suggest a difference in the inherent qualities of the languages. Undoubtedly, there are different poetic traditions, which the poets encounter in their writing and which inform their writing. Yet what is more important for how language affects the lifeworld evoked in the poems through, in or as memory is how the world is addressed. An important feature of the Russian language poem quoted above is the establishment of a common “we”. This makes not only memory but also the poetic act of remembrance through writing into something shared. By addressing her friend, the world of the past is invoked as a world shared in and through memory.
 
                The relationship between the concrete addressee of a poem and its address of the world points to the importance of the poetic interlocutor that Mandelstam develops in his essay “About an interlocutor” (“O sobesednike”), which provides a conceptual framework for considering the tone and mood of the poet’s address to the world in her poetry. From Mandelstam’s perspective, we can understand that the lonely “I” and the communal “we” are much more than a poetic expression of a memory from the past that has been stored – it is a difference in how people and the world are addressed and, thus, in reverse, of how the people are addressed by it and them. Mandelstam insists that poetry, in spite of its soliloquy, always speaks to or with someone. There is no poetry without dialogue, as he states:
 
                 
                  Yes, when I speak to somebody, I do not know with whom I speak, and I do not wish, I cannot wish to know him. There is no lyric without dialogue. Yet the only thing that pushes us into the arms of the interlocutor is the desire to be surprised by our own words, to be captivated by their novelty and unexpectedness. The logic is ineluctable. If I know to whom I speak, I know ahead of time how he will regard what I say, whatever I might say, and consequently I shall manage not to be astonished by his astonishment, to be overjoyed by his joy, or to love through his love. The distance of separation wipes away the features of a beloved person. Only then does the desire arise in me to say to him that important thing I could not have said to him when I had his image before me in the fullness of its reality. (Mandelstam 2014, 62–63).
 
                
 
                According to Mandelstam, the poet should neither turn his back on the world nor address a fixed and concrete person, but the address should rather have the form of what he calls a letter to a providential interlocutor, someone to speak with across galaxies and over long-distance travels in time. It is to this providential interlocutor that he develops his dialogue, and it is from out of his apprehension of this interlocutor that he reaches for the galaxies. The address to the interlocutor is, therefore, also a question of distance. But if Mandelstam thinks this distance is one in time or across time towards the future, Kapovich’s interlocutor is, instead, separated over a distance in past times. We can rarely find this search for an ideal interlocutor in the poetry of Kapovich and, perhaps, not so much in the late poetry of Mandelstam either. Yet the essay shows how the answer to the question, “with whom does the poet speak?” frames how poets address the world in their poetry and, thus, their poetic expression. In the Russian-language poems that I have quoted, we have been able to see how she addresses the people of the past, making the interlocutor and the world that s/he inhabited appear much more familiar and closer in the Russian-language poetry. We have also been able to see how this lyrical dialogue not only gives the memories and the world remembered a different timbre but also appears as the inspiration and form of the memory itself.
 
               
              
                5 Exile in Words
 
                Apparently, the Russian-language poems in the poetry of Katia Kapovich are more easily able to awaken a sense of presence of the past in the moment of writing. It is the sentimental tongue of the mother and friends, not because of a property of the language but because it is the language in which the near and the dear can readily be evoked as poetic interlocutors across the abyss of existence. But although poetry admits the possibility to talk to the inhabitants of the past and, thus, bring them into a sort of poetic existence, this is far from always the case in her Russian-language poems. We can also read how she gives expression to the exilic experience of living without them, of living in-between two times, places and languages, in Russian. Thus, in the poem “Liudi, kotorykh ne vizhu godami” (“People, whom I have not seen for ages”) (Kapovich 2005), we can hear this experience speak:
 
                 
                  Люди, которых не вижу годами,
 
                  стали бессмысленными номерами,
 
                  и, если ночью разбудят меня,
 
                  эту цифирь расскажу без шпаргалки –
 
                  память давно вроде мусорной свалки
 
                  цифр за колючею проволокой сна.
 
                
 
                 
                  Страсть к переездам – дурная привычка,
 
                  будто на волю везет электричка
 
                  татуированных узников тьмы.
 
                  Синий с бельем узелок на колене,
 
                  англосаксонскому уху до фени
 
                  русише дактиль, аидише сны.
 
                
 
                 
                  People, whom I have not seen for ages,
 
                  Have become meaningless numbers,
 
                  And if they wake me up in the night,
 
                  I know these numerals by heart –
 
                  Memory has for a long time become a rubbish dump of
 
                  Numbers behind the wired fence of dreams in my sleep.
 
                
 
                 
                  The passion for moving, a stupid habit,
 
                  As though the suburban train would take
 
                  Tattooed interns to freedom.
 
                  A blue bag with underwear on your lap,
 
                  The anglophone ear – who cares?
 
                  Russische dactyls, but Yiddish dreams. (my translation – T. L.)
 
                
 
                The dactylic tetrameter of the poem enhances the despair that the poet senses. Indeed, the poem ends with the lines “The anglophone ear – who cares?/ Russishe dactyls, but yiddishe dreams” (“anglosaksonskomu ukhu do feni/ russishche daktyl, aidishche sny”). And one could say that what the poet invokes in this poem are precisely this – the yiddishe dreams in the Russian dactyls. But here the dactyls are but a language and a form and the dreams are nothing but dreams. The people inhabiting the past have descended into the Lethe and there is no way to call them forth again. Because of time, they have become meaningless numbers, possibly old (phone) numbers that she would know by heart – even in her dreams. But these numbers lead to nowhere, a rubbish dump, while there is no addressee, and memory cannot overcome the barbed wire of reality behind which the dreams of sleep hide:
 
                 
                  память давно вроде мусорной свалки
 
                  цифр за колючею проволокой сна.
 
                
 
                 
                  Memory has for a long time become a rubbish dump of
 
                  Numbers behind the wired fence of dreams in my sleep.
 
                
 
                Here, language cannot achieve the journey to the other side. It cannot bridge the distance, which is absolute. But this insight backfires on the very “passion for moving” and the futility of the ritual attempts to attain freedom: “As though the suburban train would take/ Tatooed interns to freedom.” The poet is homeless in this world of anglophone ears who do not care a bit about his Russian dactyls and Yiddish dreams. The cacophony of language even implodes with the play on the German word “Russische”, which has a derogatory sound to it, and the “aidishe” dreams. “Aidishe” probably plays on the popular American Yiddish song about the Jewish mother, aidishe mame, who creates a sense of home in a world of hostilities. Whatever the Russian dactyls were going to form, here they only increase the sense of division between the world of dreams and the world of awakening.
 
               
              
                6 Concluding Remarks
 
                Kapovich’s bilingual poetry illustrates how poetic and mnemonic imagination intertwine. Writing poetry is not only expressing, conveying or rendering memories but also experiencing these memories in the moment of writing and through the work of memory that is always at play when writing. In the tradition of intimate lyrical poetry that emanates from Akhmatova and that Kapovich draws upon, the difference between the English and Russian-language poems comes out all the more clearly, showing that there is a sense of distance and proximity embedded in the experience of writing in different languages. In similarity to Achmatova, the gender aspect plays out primarily through the thoroughly feminine perspective and voice of the writer. Kapovich’s poetry testifies to the experience of a girl having grown up in rather rough areas of the suburbs of Kishinev, and her poetry is set in a low-key sphere of intimate relations, of boys and girls playing war games and girls hiding candy wrappers in the ground. Here, the Russian language is the language of the times remembered and while, as she wrote with reference to Nabokov, the Russian language may seduce with its considerable proximity, even to the point of sentimentality, as the writer herself readily admits, the lure of the English language lies in its distance. Since proximity and distance are so formative for the experience of memory, which is understood here as bringing the past into being, the experience not only of the past but also of the moment of remembrance differs clearly in the two languages. The sense of proximity and distance is, of course, related to the fact that, while one language is her native language and the language in which the past spoke when she was a child and in which the past still seems to speak to her as an adult in a foreign country, the other is the language of her new acquired home. Yet, this proximity and distance is very much felt in her poetry through the invocation of the world and the address to the reader, or a lack of same, in her poems. In other words, as I wanted to show, the question is not so much one of how she expresses herself in the different languages as one of whom she addresses in them, because memory is not only a form of speaking the world but also a form in which the world speaks to you in exile. And although the Russian language sometimes offers a way to address the people of her youth and let memory bespeak the “cradle of existence” as Nabokov framed it in Speak, Memory. An Autobiography Revisited (Nabokov 1989), the abyss of destruction, indifference and a senseless language can also become all the more palpable in the “Russische dactyls, a yiddishe dreams”.
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              Notes

              1
                Adrian Wanner examined aspects of the challenge in between two languages in The Bilingual Muse: Self-Translation among Russian Poets (Wanner 2020) from the perspective of self-translation.

              
              2
                While emphasising the importance of imagination in memory with Giambattista Vico, Lachmann herself imagines memory in a tradition departing from Augustinus. In his Confessions Augustinus makes memory into a thing, a quid, as images of the past are stored on inner shelves and taken out to be considered by the person remembering them.

              
              3
                Greek mythology also made Mnemosyne the daughter of Uranius and Gaia and she was referred to by some authors as the goddess of time and the mother of the Muses, thus forming an image of memory as the source of all arts. The Greek poet Pausanias even argued that there were only three Muses, as personifications of the moments of writing: Melete (study), Mneme (memory) and Aoide (ode, song) (Chatzivasiliou, 2018).

              
              4
                For a discussion of the importance of invocation in Marina Tsvetaeva’s poetry, see amongst others my dissertation (Lane 2009).

              
              5
                The quote in the original is as following: “Не исключено, что если в поэзии и есть какой-то дидактический смысл, то он заключается именно в этом: в умении говорить о тяжелом и омерзительном так, чтобы оно просияло своей оборотной страшной красотой. Как из грубого, разбитого асфальта — при определенном наклоне головы это можно увидеть — бьет чистый изумрудный луч, так из мерзости жизни вдруг пробивается благодать. Пусть читающий стихи позавидует и скажет: ‘Красиво жить не запретишь’ или ´Во пожил мужик!’”

              
              6
                The quote in original is as following: “По-английски пишу реже, чем по-русски. Почему вообще вздумалось писать по-английски? Не знаю точного ответа, который подходил всем случаям. Есть ряд тем, где прямое высказывание на ’материнском, парном’, как называл свой русский Набоков, отдает сентиментальностью, а то и пафосом, в то время, как другой язык способствует дистанции.” (Yelkin 2019)

              
              7
                In the essay “Three Samizdat Winters” (Kapovich 2021; “Tri zimy pod kopirku”), Kapovich (2006) remembers how she participated in an anti-Soviet demonstration in front of a Lenin monument perhaps referenced in this poem: “Среди забав той ранней весны были ночные пьяные шатания по Парку Победы с выкрикиванием антисоветских лозунгов типа “Долой Советскую власть”, “Польска не згинела” и пр.; приношение мешка с заплесневелым хлебом к памятнику Ленину; кража трех пакетов субпродуктов в мясном отделе универмага “Прогресс”; многократное воровство вина и сигарет; дебош на дне рождения общего приятеля с разбрасыванием в направлении толпы на улице страниц из книги Бердяева “Смысл творчества Достоевского”. Пару раз дело чуть не кончилось приводом.”

              
              8
                See also the contribution by Withold Bonner to this volume about Zabuzhko.

              
            
           
           
             
              The Visual Architecture of an Evolving Diasporic Identity: Anya Ulinich’s Sasha Goldberg
 
            

             
              Ona Renner-Fahey 
              
 
            
 
             
              The author and artist Anya Ulinich has been described as belonging to a “group of Russian-Jewish-American writers […] who draw simultaneously on immigrant street cred and erudite literary tradition” (Gershenson 2014). Born in Moscow in 1973, she left the Soviet Union at the age of 17 with her family to settle in the United States. She published her first novel, Petropolis, in 2007 and her second, a graphic novel titled Lena Finkle’s Magic Barrel, in 2014. Having first received her bachelor’s degree from The Chicago Art Institute, one of the premier art schools in the United States, and then a Master’s in Fine Arts from the University of California-Davis, Ulinich was a vetted visual artist when she began writing her first novel. Her formal training as a visual artist, combined with her writing in a second language, is arguably what makes Petropolis highly distinctive. More specifically, her inclusion of several original illustrations, as well as her visual use of language and typography, create a multilayered reading experience that increases the reader’s overall engagement with the text and expands the many possible interpretations of the narrative. At first, it is easy to disregard the rich allusions to questions of identity that the novel’s use of illustrations and typographical layout offer the reader, however, it is precisely Petropolis’s visual architecture that provides Ulinich’s reader with a window into how her immigrant protagonist renegotiates an already complex identity, adapting to her new home through both preservation and rejection of various cultural and linguistic memories.
 
              Petropolis’s protagonist, Alexandra Goldberg (called Sasha), has a remarkably intricate and interstitial identity. She is a mixed-race Russian (her father is half African) with a Jewish surname inherited through her father’s adoption; she is at once a child and a (in her own words, “accidental”) mother. Although she grows up in a Siberian town called Asbestos 2 (formerly Stalinsk), originally part of the Gulag, she was raised by parents who were part of the Moscow and Leningrad intelligentsia. After the first third of the novel, Sasha leaves Russia on what will become an episodic quest to find her missing father, during which her identity becomes diasporic, as well.
 
              The scholar who has most significantly influenced the theoretical approach of this chapter is the artist Gali Weiss, whose research is situated in the emerging field known as diasporic visual culture. Weiss’s approach builds upon the work of such scholars as Marianne Hirsch and Stuart Hall. Weiss draws on Hirsch’s notion that postmemory relies on “relating to the past through imaginative investment and creation” and that inherited traumatic narratives often dominate people’s lives (Weiss 2016, 69). With a nod to Hall, Weiss incorporates the concept that “the future existence of the diaspora identity is in its continual re-creativity, re-being, that is, in its becoming” and that the diasporic identity is a “performative mode of agency” (Weiss 2016, 61). To combat the idea of a fixed image or identity, in her artistic practice Weiss creates hybrid portraits by layering imagery: a drawing of a model, which she refers to as a “sitter”, created directly on a photograph of the sitter’s parent or child. Weiss’s work has inspired me to view the totality of the visual elements in Petropolis as composites or “transient states of imagery” (Weiss 2016, 74).
 
              Although these visual elements of Petropolis ultimately build toward and culminate in an identity that has significantly adapted, matured and healed, each layer of the process is reflected both in the language(s) at the end of the novel and the concluding illustration. Petropolis engages in a very deliberate conversation with the notion that the body is an analog for the world. This notion is of particular interest when it comes to Russian women authors in the diaspora since they, as Karen Ryan has discussed at length, so strongly have been identified with the “domain of the domestic”, including the nation, the home and community (Ryan 2011, 65–66). This is, as might be expected, depicted by female hybrid authors as “confining and restrictive” (75). Ultimately, Ryan shows that such authors “enact failure by way of claiming independence in the new world of the diaspora” and, through this process, they find their voice (75). I argue that this is ultimately accomplished through a two-pronged approach. First, throughout the novel, Ulinich subtly layers visual references to Leonardo da Vinci’s world-famous image of the Vitruvian Man,1 whose meaning will prove key to understanding the protagonist’s “simultaneously rebuild[ing] and mourn[ing]” her hyphenated existence, typical of the immigrant experience (Hirsch 1996, 664). Second, Sasha’s process of rebuilding and mourning her identity can be further understood through Ulinich’s visual representation of language(s) on the page. After all, language “is a site of struggle where individuals negotiate identities” and identity “is co-constructed through interactions” (Noels 2020, 56). Although Petropolis was written in English, numerous Russian words (transliterated and italicised) appear throughout the novel. Additionally, Ulinich employs linguistic defamiliarisation and irony by rendering terms denoting aspects of consumerist American culture that she sees on signs in all capital letters. Ulinich’s emphasis on the visual reveals that, as the protagonist becomes increasingly acculturated, the categories and frequencies of the Russian words and consumerist references change and wane, while the deconstructed Vitruvian elements come together in a harmonious whole. Ultimately, this leads to Sasha finding equilibrium for herself as both an individual and as a mother.
 
              The following research questions will guide this chapter: How does Ulinich’s emphasis on the visual (typographical and illustrated) serve to depict the complexities of Sasha’s female diasporic identity? How does Gali Weiss’s concept of “transient states of images” inform the visual and narrative construction of identity in the novel? How does Ulinich both rely on and subvert the concept of the Vituvian wo/man to reflect the protagonist’s process of identity formation? How does the prominent use of culture-specific keywords in this novel reveal information about the protagonist’s immigrant experience? How do the novel’s themes of memory and trauma inform Sasha’s identity construction as a female immigrant?
 
              This chapter will be structured chronologically, as I move through the five sections of the novel. Since each section is prefaced by one of Ulinich’s illustrations, I will provide a textual description of each of them.2 I will then analyse each illustration, focusing on how it reflects a “transient state” in Sasha’s development (Weiss 2016, 74), how each builds on the former and how the final illustration ultimately represents Sasha’s more stable existence as an immigrant. Next, since language is a crucial element of identity, an analysis of the visual play with language in each part of the novel will follow each analysis of the illustration. Before delving into the analyses, some background on the Vitruvian Man is necessary.
 
              
                [image: It is a nude human male figure superimposed upon another similar version of the same man, both inside of a circle and square. The heads and torsos are situated in the same space, but the arms and legs extend at different angles, appearing as if it is one man with four arms and four legs. His navel is in the center of the circle and the groin the center of the square. His arms and legs are outstretched to the edges of the circle. The circle and square share the same bottom but the top of the circle extends beyond the top of the square.]
                  Fig. 1: “Vitruvian Man” (Leonardo da Vinci, c. 1487 AD).

               
              Although we most commonly associate the figure of the Vitruvian Man with Leonardo da Vinci’s drawing (c. 1487), it was the first-century BC Roman architect Marcus Vitruvius Pollio who first wrote about the concept some 1500 years earlier (with Caesar Augustus’s figure in mind). Vitruvius believed, in journalist Toby Lester’s words, that the architect’s job “was to survey the cosmic order of things, grasp its circular animating principles, and then bring them down to earth. And the way to do that […] was with the help of the set square” (Lester 2012, 29). Connected to this was Vitruvius’s belief that the proportions of the human body “conformed to the hidden geometry of the universe” (Lester 2012, xii). Vitruvius was not the first to view man as a minor mundus or microcosm, but he was the first to outline in detail the symmetry and proportions of the human figure for use in architecture. Leonardo’s innovation, then, was to imagine two decentred, superimposed figures within the circle and square, creating “a dynamic look at man […] [with] attention to the concrete, to the individual, moving, and living man” (Zwijnenberg 1999, 104).
 
              In the ensuing sections of this chapter, the Vitruvian Man’s essential geometric elements (circle, square, line and pentagram), as identified in Ulinich’s illustrations, will be analysed as metaphoric representations of Sasha’s evolving diasporic identity. It is important to note that the circle is a key shape in the geography of the universe: “The ideality of the circle, with its single center and circumference with neither beginning nor end, [has] a privileged position in the symbolic geometry of the religious imagination as the perfect representation of the divine” (Rosand 2012, 38).3 Conversely, the square and the scale line that is situated beneath the figure both represent the earthly realm. On the other hand, the pentagram and the number five (representing the head and the four extremities) have long symbolised man in many world cultures (Wayman 1982, 185, 187).
 
              It is important to note here that, throughout her young life, Sasha’s body and physical presence in the world are the object of negative attention, particularly from her overbearing mother. Thus, her “overweight and uncoordinated” female body was also pivotal to her identity (Ulinich 2007, 4). In their overview of feminist criticism concerning the “ideal [female] body type”, Catherine Riley and Lynn Pearce discuss how Naomi Wolf, in her 1990 book The Beauty Myth, suggests that the female’s ever thinning “ideal” weight at the end of the twentieth century (the temporal setting of Ulinich’s novel) was a response to women more commonly leaving the domestic sphere to enter the workforce and that “their bodies were made into the prisons their homes used to be” (Riley and Pearce 2018, 60). Riley and Pearce go on to explain that “consumer culture exerts unrelenting pressure on (especially) women to be thin” (Riley and Pearce 2018, 60). While it is her Soviet mother who harasses Sasha the most about her weight, the trauma follows Sasha to the United States and would likely be reinforced, in particular, by the American fascination with “waifs” in the 1990s.

              Of course, language is also a window into identity. Maria Rubins, for one, writes that “language itself transcends the role as a tool of communication and self-expression and becomes a crucial symbol of identity” (Rubins 2021, 3). The linguist Anna Wierzbicka has studied how specific keywords serve to reflect aspects of a particular cultural identity. She explains: “Culture-specific words are conceptual tools that reflect a society’s past experience of doing and thinking about things in certain ways”, adding that “a person’s conceptual perspective on life is clearly influenced by his or her native language” (Wierzbicka 1997, 5). Petropolis, an English-language novel, highlights certain transliterated Russian words as signifiers of cultural identity and memories of a previous life. While the role of language in identity construction is potentially crucial for any monolingual-translingual writer,4 Ulinich conspicuously employs specific words in both Russian and English as tools for constructing Sasha’s evolving identity. For example, she incorporates some of these words in such a way that they actively demand the reader’s attention, often disrupting the flow of the narrative. Ulinich has discussed her relationships with both English and Russian, saying: “Russian is my emotional language. Russian words have very deep flavors for me; they’re inseparable from the objects and actions they describe. […] English words are signifiers, which gives me a nice illusion of control when I write but sometimes I worry that I’m creating the literary equivalent of plastic fruit for people who are hungry for a real apple” (Johnson 2009, 15). She has also likened English words to Lego blocks, underscoring the idea of her writing as architecture (NPR 2008).
 
               
                Illustration 1: The image is a hand-drawn map with directions written in cursive Russian at the bottom of the page. At the top left of this map is a row of five numbered half circles (like the arch of a parabola) representing a row of half barrels, with an arrow pointing to barrel number number two. To their right is an irregularly shaped circle labeled “svalka” (junkyard). Below these, the center of the drawing features a row of three transmission towers – each composed of five points – connected by a thick line, representing a fence, and the top half of one of the towers falls inside the circular junkyard. Below this, in the center of the drawing, is a small square kiosk labeled “tabak” [tobacco]. At the very bottom of the map is a circular smiley face.
 
              
 
              Part I begins in Asbestos 2, a town built as part of the Gulag system, where Sasha has grown up. The illustration of a map that opens this first section of the novel portrays a moment that will be highly integral to the novel’s arc: Katia, a new friend of Sasha’s from her afterschool art program, hands Sasha this map in the form of directions to her home. Katia’s map shows a path that winds around a square kiosk, continues between two of three transmission towers, then alongside a circularly shaped junkyard, and, finally, toward a row of five half barrels. It includes a significant amount of Russian cursive text – Katia’s handwritten instructions. What is important to note is that this map will lead Sasha to her friend’s brother, the young man who will father Sasha’s “accidental” child.
 
              As indicated by the underlined terms in the illustration description above, all the main geometric elements that comprise Leonardo’s drawing are present here: the square, the circle, the line and the pentagon (represented by the transmission towers). In the text, Ulinich provides a subtle hint that the towers symbolise animate beings when she draws attention to their thick legs: “The towers that had looked so elegant from a distance turned out to have elephant legs of riveted steel” (Ulinich 2007, 44). Further on in Part I, Ulinich twice transposes a square inside a (half) circle when Sasha describes seeing and entering Katia’s home which is, in fact, one of the barrels. Sasha sees a door in one end of a barrel and, upon entering, wonders, “Did she expect the room to become square, to suddenly expand into another dimension? It must have been the furniture, the way it fits into the cylinder” (Ulinich 2007, 45). Throughout the entirety of the novel, Ulinich continues to incorporate these same geometric elements both in the text and the illustrations.
 
              Since Part I of Petropolis is set in 1992 post-Soviet Russia, this section of the novel is replete with transliterated and italicised Russian words, the most common one being detka (little one), which is what Sasha was called by her mother. Many of the other words similarly reflect the world of a child in her native childhood home, such as lapochka (sweetheart), Babushka (Grandma), Babulya (Granny) and Tetya (Aunt). Yet, other words reflect the difficulties and peculiarities of Soviet life, such as pokoinik (the deceased), idiotka (idiot), nomenklatura (nomenclature), subbotnik (Saturday worker in communist parlance), samizdat (a clandestine form of self-publishing) and voenkomat (military commissariat). Wierzbicka explains that keywords are “particularly important and revealing in a given culture” when they are “used in a particular semantic domain (emotions, moral judgments…)” and express “attitudes, values, and expectations” (Wierzbicka 1997, 15–17). While Ulinich often provides some of the context behind these Russian words, she rarely translates them directly; as a result, for readers unfamiliar with Russian – which would be the majority of Ulinich’s readers – the reading experience likely feels “foreign”.
 
               
                Illustration 2: Unlike the previous image, this one is not supposed to be hand-drawn. Centered in the upper half of the page is a square with rounded corners, inside of which is a human figure bent over in a seat (creating a circle with their body), their hands protecting their neck. An arrow points to the placement of the hands, which are the only part of the figure that is dark. Just below this square image are the words “Part Two” in typed English. Along the entire bottom of the page is the top of a drawing of the roofs of two houses, the tops of five palm trees, and four street lights. On the roof of the house on the left is a small square chimney; on the roof of the house on the right is a circular turbine exhaust vent. The streetlights are long, thin pole arms reaching upward at what could be a ~30-degree angle off the main pole. There are also two parallel, barely visible lines of cable connecting the streetlamps.
 
              
 
              Unlike the first illustration, a hand-dawn note with handwritten cursive Russian text, the second illustration is distinguished by, first, a style reminiscent of American pop art – an image from an airplane safety information card – and, next, what appears to be the top of a hyperrealist drawing. While the two parts of the illustration have entirely different styles, there is a recognisable continuation of the theme of the Vitruvian Man from the first to the second, where it appears in a slightly less deconstructed form than in the illustration from Part I. First, the square has merged with the circle with its rounded edges, and it contains the outline of a human figure preparing for a crash in a rounded fetal form. Two additional examples of a circle and square can be seen in the bottom drawing’s small square chimney and circular turbine vent on the house rooftops. The shape of the Vitruvian Man, with his outstretched arms, is echoed in the streetlamps and the Vitruvian scale line can be identified in the cables connecting them.
 
              At this point in the novel, Sasha has left Russia as a mail-order bride (a commodity, of sorts) to marry an American named Neil in Phoenix, leaving her baby behind with her mother. Having manipulated the situation to her own benefit, Sasha’s mother usurps the role of the baby’s mother and relegates Sasha’s relationship with the child to that of a distant aunt. This illustration depicts Sasha’s flight to Phoenix. With this stark contrast in design, Ulinich underscores the use of mass-produced media in America, compared with the lack thereof in Russia in the early 1990s. Notably, pop art “represented the modern consumer landscape” of mass-produced imagery, everyday objects, and recognizable elements” (“Pop Art” 2022). The specific images we see here also speak to Sasha’s trepidation regarding what life in America has in store for her. The passenger in the image is preparing for a crash landing, and the houses we see are incomplete. Clearly, the illustration is engaging with Sasha’s apprehensions about the unknown.
 
              In Part II, Ulinich continues to incorporate Russian words quite frequently. However, the terms that appear differ from those in Part I in that they are more conversational words and often slang or emotionally-laden terms, such as: privet (hey), negritianka (black woman), nado zhe (exclamation of surprise), psychushka (insane asylum), babskie shtuchki (literally “grandmotherly stuff”, here referring to art doodles), Gospodi (the exclamation “Dear Lord!”), zatknis’ (shut up), eto takoi surrealism (it’s so surreal), narkotiki (drugs) and nezashto (no worries).5 These keywords and phrases are used primarily by Sasha and two young Russian emigres she meets who introduce her to American culture – as well as to recreational marijuana. It is clear that, at this point of the novel, Sasha resorts to her Russian lexicon – a guide to “ways of living, thinking, and feeling” (Wierzbicka 1997, 10) – to express emotions as well as to experiment with a new kind of freedom. As Nancy Ries has proposed in her work on Perestroika-era Russian identities, this time period saw a “remodeling of ideological positions”: previously stable social identities adopted negative American “archetypal images” as emblems of freedom (Ries 1997, 175). Viewing Sasha through such a lens suggests that, in this early phase of adapting to American culture, she might be rejecting the deeply rooted Russian “female-owned discourses” of “decency, morality, and good behavior” (Ries 1997, 72).
 
              The starkest difference in the visual language in Part II, however, is not these new categories of transliterated italicized Russian words but the fact that the text is littered with references to primarily cheap and vulgar aspects of consumerist American culture. Already on this section’s opening page, the brand names Aqua Velva, Listerine and Tostitos appear, along with the titles of two TV shows –The A-Team and Sesame Street. On the following page, Sasha is surrounded by Rice Krispies, Walgreens and McDonalds. Several pages later, Sasha notices various signs for businesses and a church: TACO BELL, PARTY CITY, CAMELBACK CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP, WENDY’S, RALLY’S, TEXACO, JACK IN THE BOX, 7-ELEVEN, ALBERTSON’S, LOS ARCOS and SEARS. The use of the upper-case letters is very compelling, demanding that Anglophone readers – many of them probably Americans – engage in moments of defamiliarisation with their own ubiquitous cultural products. Throughout the rest of Part II, Ulinich continues to satirise American culture. To a certain extent, Ulinich presents Neil’s version of American culture, but more broadly speaking it might also represent a typical example of an American city in the early 1990s. Additional emblematic examples appearing throughout Part II include Red Lobster, Lazy-Boy, Slim Jims, Squirt and the Nearly Free Shoe Warehouse, the lattermost Ulinich’s witty invention mockingly exposing the absurdity of mass production and consumerism to which Sasha is still acculturating. Wading through this onslaught of American consumerist capitalist culture, the reader is brought to experience Sasha’s culture shock first-hand.
 
              Moreover, as a subjugated individual on numerous levels, Sasha appropriates English in ways that challenge the stereotypical American identity and opens new possible identities for herself (Pavlenko and Blackledge 2004, 13). In other words, “languages may not only be ‘markers of identity’ but also sites of resistance, empowerment, solidarity, or discrimination” (Pavlenko and Blackledge 2004, 4). Sasha’s reactions to her surroundings in Phoenix were likely strongly shaped by the views on materialism and commodity culture prevalent in the Soviet, Perestroika and post-Soviet years, views marked by a sense of spiritual loss and problematic social distinctions (Ries 1997, 131).
 
               
                Illustration 3: This illustration is entirely contained within one large circle centered on the page. A second circle forms an edge within the first circle, recalling a dinner plate. Between these two circles, in stylized capital Russian letters, are the words “KTO NE RABOTAET, TOT NE EST” (“He who doesn’t work, doesn’t eat”). In the center of the plate are three objects, each reaching beyond the confines of the inner circle: a spray bottle, a square passport, and a toilet cleaning brush. The slightly tilted vertical spray bottle has the words PART 3 written in English on its label. The bottle also partially covers the tilted square passport that reads “USSR” in Russian and has a five-pointed star. On top of both those items is the toilet brush, which is positioned horizontally at a slight angle. The head of the brush is circular and has three drops of liquid coming off it. It also has four lines next to it that suggest motion.
 
              
 
              The opening illustration of PART III refers to a specific moment in the text when Sasha is looking at vintage Soviet porcelain dinnerware displayed in her new home in Chicago. She sees on one of the plates the words “KTO NE RABOTAET, TOT NE EST” (“He who doesn’t work, doesn’t eat”). The choice of media and design in this illustration is again both relevant to Sasha’s situation and distinct from the previous illustrations. This image is stylised to evoke Soviet propaganda posters and is imbued with dark irony. The last thing Sasha expected in America was to be a housekeeper and a prisoner in a luxurious home in the Chicago suburbs. Mrs. Tarakan, the wealthy Jewish mother with whom Sasha has ended up living, is so anxious to keep the girl close that she hides her passport. However, Mrs. Tarakan tends to forget about the girl to such an extent that Sasha often goes without eating for long stretches of time. The protagonist has exchanged one form of commodification and imprisonment (a mail-order bride) for another (a human pet/servant).
 
              In this third illustration, we can again identify the main geometrical shapes of Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man. The circle and square are merged once more, although the square (in the form of the passport) has shrunk in size while the circle has doubled itself. The shape of the human figure – represented by the pentagon – has also now clearly moved inside the circle and is recognisable in, of all things, the cleaning bottle and toilet brush, hinting to what will become Sasha’s “pink-collar” profession. While things are not going smoothly for Sasha, they are at least progressing. She has survived the move to the United States, extracted herself from a difficult situation in Phoenix and is now learning a skill (housekeeping) that will help her become independent in the future. Although, as Judith Butler, has pointed out, “the overarching paradigm of consumerism” contributes to how identities are shaped, Sasha adapts quickly and is learning to cleverly navigate her diverse American environments (Butler 1990, 11). The final notable aspect of this illustration is that it includes both Russian and English words, which speaks to the progression of her formation of a hybrid identity.
 
              The first two-thirds of this section contain minimal Russian language as no one in the Chicago home speaks Russian and because Sasha is gradually adapting to life in America. Interestingly, the few instances of transliterated, italicised Russian words appear during moments when Sasha is talking to herself, such as zatknis’ (shut up), zdravstvuite (hello) and avos’ka (a just-in-case bag).
 
              In Part III, Ulinich incorporates the Russian language in another way by introducing a sudden switch in the narrator, dedicating an entire chapter to Sasha’s father who is brought in to tell his version of how and why he left the USSR. The flashback to his Russian past prompts the appearance of more Russian words related to Soviet oppression and bureaucracy, such as otkaznik (Refusenik), blat (corrupt dealings) and OVIR (the Office of Visa and Registration). He also calls his wife a ved’ma (witch), to which she retorts that he has no will of his own. When the reader returns to Sasha in Chicago, there is one four-page chapter left in Part III and it contains only two Russian words: Sasha cursing with the word chiort (Devil!) and later saying privet (hey) on a payphone to a Russian friend who will connect her with a Russian family in New York. This final chapter of Part III, aptly titled “An Element of the Landscape”, recounts a critical moment in Sasha’s development. Sasha now sees herself as just another “anonymous” element of the American landscape (Ulinich 2007, 230). She embraces anonymity as a form of freedom, having successfully escaped a third traumatic situation.
 
               
                Illustration 4: The illustration appears to be a pen and ink drawing of a tree, centered on the page and with the base of its trunk resting on a line of wavering width an inch from the bottom of the page. Under the line, on the left side, is written in cursive English, “part four.” The tree has no leaves, but many branches, and its crown is circular. One branch is longer than the rest: it juts out at what appears to be a ~30-degree angle, reaching toward the top left corner. At the top of this branch sits a seemingly indistinct, shapeless form. There is neither square nor pentagon in this illustration.
 
              
 
              In Part IV, Sasha escapes again and eventually tracks down her father in Brooklyn. This image, like the first and the third, refers to an identifiable moment in the text. Seeking to explain why he abandoned his wife and daughter in Russia, Sasha’s father sketches an image of a tree, observing: “Life is like climbing a tree … First, you have all the branches – all the choices. You climb. There are fewer branches and fewer choices. Then you’re crawling up a single twig. It breaks.” Responding to this cowardly justification, Sasha retorts: “You can always land on your feet, Papa. Or jump down” (Ulinich 2007, 249). At first glance, it might appear that with the fourth illustration, Ulinich has possibly abandoned the progression toward the symmetry and geometry of the Vitruvian Man; however; certain elements of it are still recognisable and I maintain there are reasons for the change in progression. First, the tree itself arguably simultaneously represents two central elements – it embodies the Vitruvian Man (with branches for outstretched arms) and the circle (the outline of the tree’s crown). For the first time, the scale line is positioned where it should be, along the bottom of the page. Most notably, however, it is this image, with its wild, organic and dynamic tree branches, that finally captures what one Leonardo scholar described as the “dynamic look” of the “moving” Vitruvian man (Zwijnenberg 1999, 104).
 
              Next, the square is conspicuously absent here, but it turns out that Sasha’s father, as the artist of this image, is intimately associated with squares and cubes, as seen in Sasha’s description of her father’s living quarters: “He has this weird two-room apartment. The rooms are perfect cubes, as tall as they are wide, and the windows are perfectly square. I think somebody built it as an experiment. Live in a cube! Equilibrium through space!” (Ulinich 2007, 308). Significantly, it is not her father who ultimately provides a home for her – quite the opposite, in fact: she will rent a place of her own. Her quest for him is now over and has ended in enormous disappointment but also in freedom.
 
              In this section of the novel, Sasha comes to view her father, whom she had idealised for so long, as an “amoeba” – an organism surviving without any agency (Ulinich 2007, 307). Unlike him, Sasha has resilience, gained in part, as it happens, through her own past experience as a tree. When she was little, she was instructed to play the role of a tree in the school pageant while all the other girls in her class would be Snowflake Fairies. When she asked why she couldn’t be a fairy like the other girls, her father, realising that she would “bear the weight of her difference” throughout her life, told her to look in the mirror (Ulinich 2007, 13–14). Ulinich’s illustration of the tree brilliantly encapsulates the novel’s denouement. Sasha has proven she is a survivor. She escapes three oppressive situations and finds her father against all odds, only to realise she does not need him.
 
              Most interestingly, this depiction of a tree enhances our reading of the text in another fruitful direction. The illustration brings to the fore an intertextual reference to the 1943 American feminist novel A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith, which places Sasha’s story within the much larger context of the experience of so many other immigrants in America. The core metaphor of this celebrated literary classic is the Tree of Heaven – a tree that somehow survives and continues to grow without any care in its destitute urban environment. This driving metaphor, combined with notable parallels between the protagonists, suggests that Smith’s great American novel serves as a powerful subtext for Petropolis. The female protagonists in both works have dysfunctional origin stories: much like Sasha, Francie negotiates “a hard-working and emotionally remote mother” (Therrien 1999, 98) and a father who is “lazy, intemperate, of weak character, a bad provider, and apparently unwilling to reform, despite his knowledge that he is harming his family” (Therrien 1999, 99–100). By employing this borrowed metaphor of female resilience from the American canon, Ulinich hints at the successful acculturation of her protagonist, inspired by the success of her American counterpart in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn.
 
              In this part of Ulinich’s novel, we find for the first time overt textual references to the Vitruvian Man, the central visual metaphor we have been exploring in Ulinich’s illustrations. In the chapter preceding the epilogue, we find Sasha perusing one of her stepmother’s books, Healing Techniques. On its cover, she sees “the ubiquitous Da Vinci man stretched in his circle, but this time it was a woman” (Ulinich 2007, 298). In a meditation class the stepmother teaches, she instructs the attendees: “Let’s mimic the landscape with our bodies” with “arms spread” (Ulinich 2007, 299). At this point in the narrative, Sasha is working with her stepmother, actively meditating, and becoming more rooted in the American landscape. We also witness here her thoughts of integration when she, in thinking about her boyfriend, wonders “whether love lift[s] the weight of your suffering, dissolve[s] the walls of your cube, release[s] you into the world …” (Ulinich 2007, 313). By this point in the novel, the reader might also notice that the novel’s episodic structure reinforces the idea that Sasha has been compartmentalised, living in separate cubes, and now she needs to break out of them.
 
              While we might expect to see Ulinich’s use of Russian diminished in this section of the novel, reflecting Sasha’s progressing acclimation, the opposite is the case, because Sasha is staying in Coney Island with an elderly (and racist) Russian couple. The types of words reproduced in the text reflect typical aspects of Russian culture and attitudes that are, significantly, already becoming somewhat defamiliarised for Sasha: schchi (traditional cabbage soup), soonduk (storage chest), tapochki (slippers), shubas (fur coats), intelligentsia (Russian intellectuals) and negritianka (black woman, used twice here). Significantly, Sasha has reached a point in her Americanisation where she can view these objects and concepts as Russian and Soviet stereotypes. The repeated use of the word negritianka (black woman) in reference to Sasha reinforces the reader’s perception of Sasha’s status as an “other”, even (or especially) among Russian emigrants. Then, unexpectedly, Sasha views a story about her hometown in Siberia on a Russian television channel and “remembered that this kind of stove was called a burzhuika” (Ulinich 2007, 237) and that “burzhuika – [was] a reliable indicator of hardship” (Ulinich 2007, 238). It is striking that Sasha is described here as remembering the Russian word, underscoring the increased distance she now feels from her native language and country. Following this scene is yet another key moment in her transition. In a letter to her daughter, she writes: “I hardly remember you but I know what you need. You will have food and clothes. You will also have light-up sneakers and cherry-flavored vitamins, cartoon bedsheets, and a dollhouse with tiny furniture. I will hold you from a distance with soft teddy bear arms, I will talk to you with singing greeting cards. I will become your means of survival” (Ulnich 2007, 239). It is at this moment that Sasha at last recognises that the American market economy with its many commodities offers her an opportunity to provide a higher quality of life for her daughter. Although she might not be able to mother her daughter, she has – for now – found a way toward becoming her provider.
 
              Following this realisation, very little Russian is incorporated into the novel. When it does appear, it is most often in the context of Sasha remembering things and phrases from her past life. For example, she recalls her mother’s phrase vozmi sebya v ruki (get a hold of yourself), or a khrushcheba (а derogatory spoken term for a type of apartment building popularised during the Khrushchev era),6 or a cleaning woman with black teeth at the Birthing House saying to Sasha, as she lay on the bathroom floor, “Vo dura, kuda zabralas’” (You fool, how’d you end up here?) (Ulinich 2007, 264). At this point, Russian is receding into Sasha’s past and, concurrently, English is becoming second nature, so much so that she even notices an error in English grammar – a sticker on a café door (in all capital letters) that reads “YOUR [sic] ONLY AN OBJECT.” She also recognises the iconic American speech “I Have a Dream” on National Public Radio. Even as her familiarity with the deeper meanings of American life grows, we continue to see her American life through capitalised names of commodities, such as JACK-O-LANTERN, CHEETOS, STARBUCKS, ELMO, BARBIE and HOT WHEELS.
 
              And then, just when Sasha seems quite deeply embedded in American life, she makes a return trip to Russia to see her mother and daughter. While there, she reflects on the Russian word ponayehali and how “That single word means ‘they arrived over a period of time, in large enough masses as to become an annoyance’” (Ulinich 2007, 281). Immediately after this, she makes a mental remark, tinged with irony: “Oh, the great and mighty Russian language!” (Ulinich 2007, 281). It is also at this juncture of the novel, while reflecting on the more direct way of social interaction common in America, that Sasha “finds herself missing Brooklyn” (Ulinich 2007, 281). Serendipitously, during this visit to Russia, a woman she has known for years calls her “the American” and Sasha feels proud of this designation (Ulinich 2007, 281). Never proceeding too long without humor, Ulinich then notes that Sasha is unable to remember the Russian term for something as prosaic and ubiquitous as bologna sausage. Four years later, on her next trip to Russia, English will spill over into the Russian culture she had left behind, transforming it and the language. Her family in Siberia will eat the SPAM and CRISCO she sends them, and her daughter will wear a tee shirt that says – in all capital English letters – “GIRLS RULE”. The few incorporated “Russian” words featured in the description of this visit serve to underscore how much the Russia she once knew has changed over these few years. These include, for example, dredy (dreadlocks) and heep hop (hip hop) – obvious imports from the West.
 
               
                Illustration 5: The final illustration is an overt reworking of Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man. The human figure is framed in a circle and square, with a line at the bottom of the illustration. The word “Petropolis” is written in English italics to the left of the center along the top of the square. Two superimposed versions of a woman are seen from behind (pentagon). She has outstretched arms – one set perfectly horizontal, the other at ~30-degree angles. The two sets of feet are distinctly placed, as well. The figure has dark pigtails, is dressed in a tee shirt and jeans, and has a bag slung over her left shoulder. Outside the circle, but inside the bottom left of the square, is a small music box, itself comprised of squares and a circular mirror.
 
              
 
              The most complex illustration in the novel appears in the epilogue. Just as the artist Gali Weiss seeks to depict layered and transient diasporic identities in her portraits, Ulinich encapsulates the tortuous progression of Sasha’s diasporic identity in this final illustration. Moreover, the image depicts her current state – the acceptance of her highly interstitial identity and the postmemory of collective trauma into which she was born – and even looks to the future beyond the end of the novel. It is the only obvious illustration of Sasha in the book, although she has her back to the reader. Instead of Leonardo’s front-facing, naked and ideally-proportioned Vitruvian man, on the page stands Sasha – back-facing, clothed and not ideally proportioned in the classical sense. The two superimposed representations of Sasha could be interpreted as visualisations of her Russian and American selves. She need not give up one for the sake of the other, for she has learned to embody both harmoniously. She now stands inside the circle and the square, with the Vitruvian scale line below her. She has accepted her father for who he is, she is in love (with an American), her mother has died and, perhaps most importantly, she has herself become a mother in practice, having brought her daughter to America.
 
              The music box in the bottom left corner of the square surely represents Sasha’s daughter, Nadia, who will also carry with her inherited memories and an interstitial identity that she will need to center and ground. Ulinich places the music box outside of Sasha’s circle but on the edge of her square, thereby showing their connection as mother and daughter while simultaneously preserving Nadia’s individual life path. Inside the music box is a ballerina creature, not yet in the center of its own circle and square (the music box lid and the circular mirror), with its arms reaching upward at a Vitruvian 30-degree angle – a possible nod to the hope Ulinich holds for Nadia’s life journey.
 
              The epilogue’s narrative begins with a phone call from Sasha’s “Aunt” Vera in Siberia, informing Sasha that her mother has disappeared. Sasha had known her mother was dying from cancer and now understands that she will have to return to her former home, bring her Russian daughter back to the United States and re-assume her role as the girl’s mother. When Vera calls, the English-language reader is immersed in a world foreign to them: “Allo? Allo? … Allo?” followed by “… Sasha doma?” (Is Sasha home?). Of course, the fact that one of the last Russian words in the book establishes that America has become Sasha’s home is not lost on the reader. Ulinich will again evoke this word – “home” (in English) – in the novel’s closing sentence.
 
              The last Russian word Sasha says in the novel is spoken as a mother to her daughter, on the plane from Russia to the United States, after both of them have lost the woman who was the only mother they ever knew:
 
               
                “Why don’t you talk to me?” Sasha asks.
 
                “You aren’t Mama.”
 
                “Neither are you,” Sasha says, “but I don’t make a morda at you, do I?” making a sour face, her first stab at parenting (Ulinich 2007, 319).
 
              
 
              Alongside the gradual disappearance of italicised Russian words in the epilogue, we see very few of the words denoting American consumerism. This aspect of American culture is no longer new to Sasha, and her daughter is also already carting around a hot-pink Dora the Explorer suitcase. The promise she made to her daughter earlier in the novel has thus been fulfilled. Here, as elsewhere in the novel, it is clear that Ulinich uses the visual aspect of words on the page to help illustrate the evolving identity of her protagonist. In fact, Ulinich all but instructed her readers to pursue this line of reading in Part III when Sasha, upon examining a note from a friend, thinks to herself: “Maybe it was in the spaces between the lines, in the width of the margins, the curves of the font” (Ulinich 2007, 228). Through her carefully curated visual use of words as bricks – or “Legos” – and her evolving dynamic illustrations that rely on the “the hidden geometry of the universe” (Lester 2012, xii), Ulinich takes us on a visual journey that significantly influences our perception of the narrative journey. Thus, linguistically, the narrative becomes more cohesive and balanced, with Sasha finally able to think “in an in-between language” (Ulinich 2007, 324).
 
              Ulinich, leaning on elements from her own émigré journey, guided her protagonist through the process of (re-) building a life from the scattered pieces of her memories of her Soviet homeland, her inherited traumas, and her new and evolving American identity.7 The novel’s epilogue shows that this (re-)building was accomplished through binary means. Just as the final illustration shows the various Vitruvian elements at long last neatly assembled, so the disparate components of Sasha’s identity have finally merged into a harmonious and interconnected whole. This synthesis follows Leonardo’s lead in terms of how text interacts with illustration: “The writing is adjusted to the circumference of the circle and fitted to the width of the square”, David Rosand points out with regard to the Vitruvian Man (Rosand 2012, 36). Cast now as a Vitruvian Woman, Sasha has learned to live in a harmonious way (within an earthly square, a cosmic circle and a scale line) and to understand her interstitial identity as unique and intrinsic to her.
 
              One theory as to the gender of the Vitruvian Man is that the male figure was chosen not out of “squeamishness at depicting the female body” but because “the posture of spreading out the legs and arms in the male figure symbolizes surrender of the microcosm to the macrocosm. A female body in such a posture would not serve since it could be construed as surrender to the male and not surrender to the macrocosm” (Wayman 1982, 185). Placing Sasha’s figure with her back to the viewer is a creative way of combating such an idea. Sasha is not performing for any audience; her internal life and identity are now centred. While Sasha, like most immigrants, grew up “dominated by [external] narratives that preceded [her] birth” (Hirsch 1996, 662), in response, she becomes the architect of her internal self, building a multilayered and balanced identity upon a former one “of ghosts and shadows” (Hirsch 1996, 683).
 
              The close of the novel ensures the reader understands this. At the start of the novel, Sasha is chastised by her mother for walking awkwardly and taking excessively wide steps. By the end of it, walking to her Brooklyn home, Sasha “takes wider and wider steps, waiting to trip”, but “makes it home without falling” (Ulinich 2007, 324). She has achieved equilibrium and learned to navigate the American landscape in her own unique way, without sacrificing who she is.
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              Notes

              1
                The discussion of the Vitruvian Man will be considered more in depth below. See below for the image.

              
              2
                Unfortunately, we were unable to obtain the necessary copyright permissions to reproduce the illustrations in Ulinich’s novel.

              
              3
                Of course, the circle and square can also, more prosaically, refer to the architect’s tools of compass and square.

              
              4
                In his book on Soviet-born authors who do not write in their native tongue, Adrian Wanner describes authors such as Ulinich: “In spite of their personal bilingualism, as authors they are, as Elizabeth Beaujour would put it, ‘monolingual writers in an adoptive tongue,’ or—if we want to borrow the terminology proposed by Steven Kellman—they belong to the category of ‘monolingual translinguals’ rather than ‘ambilinguals’” (4).

              
              5
                This last one is spelled as it sounds (as all one word) rather than correctly (three separate words). In Russian it can be used in response to “Thank you”. Ulinich is drawing attention to the auditory aspect of the phrase rather than its correct grammatical form, yet another form of defamiliarisation.

              
              6
                Ulinich uses the slang and ironic term for “khrushchevka” in the novel.

              
              7
                The etymology of the term “diaspora” derives from the word “scattering” in Greek. For an in-depth discussion of the term in relation to the Russian diaspora and how its traditional definition came to be associated with the Jewish diaspora, see Slobin (2013, 20–22).
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                1 Situating Olga Grushin in the Russian-American Cohort
 
                The present-day cohort of Russian-speaking North American writers, generally referred to simply but not fully accurately as “Russian-American writers”, consists of artists born in the Soviet Union from the early 1970s through the middle of the 1980s. Not all of them are from what is now the Russian Federation1 but they share Russian as a first or originary language (Ryan 2013, 27). All have immigrated to the U.S. or Canada and have become English-language writers. While many of them settled in New York City and many of their works take place there (Klots 2011), their geographic range, both lived and literary, remains broad:2 Bezmozgis lives in Toronto and his 2019 short story collection, Immigrant City, “is very much a Toronto book” (Ghert-Zand 2019); Moscow native Ellen Litman’s The Last Chicken in America (2007a) is very much a Pittsburgh book, revolving around Russian-speaking immigrants in the Pennsylvania city to which she arrived with her parents; Anya Ulinich, who is also from Moscow, first settled in Phoenix, Arizona, with her parents and brother (Ulinich 2007b) and includes scenes from Phoenix and Chicago, as well as New York City, in her novel Petropolis (2007a).
 
                These geographically anchored novels contrast with those written by Olga Grushin, whose work resists being located on a map. Grushin, a Russian-speaking American writer who is an age-group peer of the larger cohort, won critical acclaim with her first novel, The Dream Life of Sukhanov (2005), for which she received the 2007 New York Public Library Young Lions Award. Sukhanov and Grushin’s subsequent novels, The Line (2010), Forty Rooms (2016) and The Charmed Wife (2021), explore storytelling, communication, problems of speaking and listening and, centrally, the conflicts between a person’s artistic and everyday life. Grushin’s stylistic variations and reliance on literary and artistic history form a conscious program of exploring uncertainty, particularly the unsteadiness of identity. There is no “typical” Grushin character, setting, plot3 or style. Each novel suggests debts to earlier artists via direct citation (for example, Botticelli, Akhmatova, Annensky), intertextual allusion (Nabokov, Chagall, Poe, Gilman, Rhys) and blunt homage (Sorokin, Woolf, Perrault).
 
                Viewing Grushin as a novelist of uncertainty reveals a metanarrative that evokes the upheavals of Soviet collapse, immigration and the lived experience of travelling women. While collapse and immigration provide the focus of many works by other contemporary Russian-speaking North American writers, Grushin’s connection to these potential peers has been marginalised in the scholarship to date. When she appears at all in works that treat the group as a whole, it is usually as an exception or a footnote. Although Grushin shares many of the group’s characteristics, her differences, specifically with respect to immigration history and ethnicity, have complicated attempts to find common ground between her work and theirs.
 
                While the writers in the cohort share the Soviet Union as point of origin, Russian as originary language and English as language of composition, they also identify as Jewish, a characteristic that Grushin does not share (Wanner 2011, 18). For many of these writers, being Jewish motivated their departure from their country of origin.4 Post-migration, the level at which the writers have embraced Jewish religious practice varies. However, the shift in identity affected by the way their new societies perceive them features frequently in their fiction, memoirs and essays. From being labelled as Jewish in the Soviet world, these writers and their families find themselves suddenly, unexpectedly becoming Russian in the receiving country – opening a door to comparison to the instability of identity in Grushin’s works. As Adrian Wanner acknowledges, “[t]he relation between the Russian newcomers and the American-born Jews is in fact characterized by a fair amount of friction and misgivings” (2012, 159). Poignant and often funny scenes unfold in works by Litman, Gary Shteyngart, Lara Vapnyar, Ulinich, Yelena Akhtiorskaya, Irina Reyn and others in which characters navigate the cultural chasm between observant American Jews and their own highly secular families.
 
                Grushin took a different, unusual path to the United States. She left the USSR not as an immigrant or exile but, thanks to her father’s social capital, as a student: in 1989, she became the first Soviet citizen permitted to enroll for a bachelor’s degree in the U.S., at Emory University.5 While she was at Emory, the USSR ceased to exist, making her an accidental immigrant – a status that the protagonist of Forty Rooms seems to share (Grushin 2016, 110). Although Wanner observes that the other writers “tend to present themselves as partially alienated strangers engaged in diasporic networks” (2011, 10), Grushin shuns the diasporic network entirely, both in her public authorial persona and in her fiction. It is small wonder, then, that Grushin is marginalised in the incisive work done on this cohort by scholars such as Yelena Furman, Yasha Klots, Margarita Levantovskaya, Wanner6 and others. This article begins to redress that omission, presenting a reading of Grushin’s third novel, Forty Rooms (2016), that uncovers new points of contact with some of her Russian-American peers.
 
                In multiple works by authors in this group, the alienation caused by geographic and cultural displacement becomes visible via characters’ bodies. In some cases, such as Misha Vainberg’s disastrous circumcision in Shteyngart’s Absurdistan (2006), bodily changes are made deliberately, if not willingly, to enable the character to fit into their new environment. Other characters show displacement and identity transformation through more gradual changes, some on the surface and others integral: grandfathers Grigory Semyonovich in Vapnyar’s story “Mistress” (2003) and Robert in Akhtiorskaya’s Panic in a Suitcase (2014) each watch their pre-immigration status disappear after settling in the United States. Grigory’s “five good suits that he used to wear to work in Russia” now are only half used, “the trousers [worn] at home and the jackets hung in a closet with mothballs in their pockets” (Vapnyar 2003, 99). Robert’s diminishment shows in his body and in its changed relationship to his clothing: “The admirably, reassuringly plump Robert […] was no more. He was gaunt […]. He became wholly implausible as a physician. […] His clothes hadn’t changed, the same two charcoal suits that now looked like bunkers in which Robert was hiding” (Akhtiorskaya 2014, 39–40). Each man’s physical essence has faded or been compressed in emigration.
 
                I refer to this phenomenon as geocorporeality, a term that has only recently been used in literary criticism (Welsh 2023a, 2023b; Helm 2023).7 Geocorporeality includes a range of devices and phenomena: direct comparisons between body and place; direct bodily reflections, both superficial and inherent, of changes in role and identity wrought by migration, such as in the examples given above; and works in which characters’ bodies respond to post-migration identity transformation in more subtle ways. While the preceding examples demonstrate that geocorporeality may apply to male characters, I argue that female characters, particularly female protagonists in works by female-identifying authors, experience geocorporeality in ways that resonate with feminist theory. Forty Rooms, for example, features a number of firsts for Grushin that are important to my argument: the protagonist is female, and is an immigrant who leaves late-Soviet Russia for the United States. Grushin devotes sustained attention to the protagonist’s body, marking a turn toward exploring feminist questions. By the end of the novel, that body becomes, in the protagonist’s own words, “old [and] fat” (2016, 260). Works by Akhtiorsakaya (Panic in a Suitcase, 2014) and Ulinich (Petropolis, 2007a; Lena Finkle’s Magic Barrel, 2014)8 also feature female immigrant protagonists whose bodies are unvarnished and at times viewed as grotesque. These “unbeautiful” bodies are all examples of geocorporeality. They provide a new way to talk about Russian-speaking American writers, one that expands the conversation to include writers such as Grushin who differ in some signal way from the majority. The next portion of this article describes the origin of geocorporeality, after which I analyse geocorporeality in works by three travelling women: Akhtiorskaya, Ulinich and Grushin.
 
               
              
                2 Geocorporeality: Origin and Potential
 
                Geocorporeality first appears as a critical term in work by Paul Higate, a British sociologist and former non-commissioned officer in the Royal Air Force who studies private militarised and security contractors (PMSCs). In the world of PMSCs, male bodies take on “a unique exchange value”; they are weaponised, valued for their physical prowess and potential both to inflict and endure violence (Higate 2012, 357). The novels I am studying, on the other hand, tend to point to the limited exchange value of the immigrant body, especially the immigrant female body: that body is valuable to its new community as an often-exoticised sexual partner and as a potential mother, a producer of heirs.9
 
                In reframing geocorporeality as a way to discuss immigrant women’s writing and immigrant women’s bodies, I note two provocative points of contact between this new context and the highly masculinised and militarised context for which Higate developed the term. First, the sense of foreignness experienced by soldiers who return to civilian life echoes responses to immigration and exile, as in this quotation from a former soldier who asks: “When the army kicks you out at a youthful forty or so, what else do you do? […] All the experience you have, whilst transferable, is in a language and working environment that is totally alien to the majority” (2012, 362 [emphasis mine], citing Geraghty 2007, 15). This same speaker continues, in a passage not cited by Higate: “‘As someone who has sought work in the civilian sector I find it extremely hard to deal with recruiters. I speak a different language and have a career history that is meaningless to them’” (Geraghty 2007, 15 [emphasis mine]). This sense of alienation, of having a history and a language incomprehensible to those around them, strongly evokes the immigrant experience across gender identities.10
 
                Second, in his “broader aim […] to locate particular bodies trained in violence in their wider political context” (2012, 355), Higate asserts that he reads very much against the grain of contemporary scholarship in security studies. As he explains, “On the few occasions that bodies do appear in the PMSC literature, they are implicitly conceived of in regard to an unfettered agency through Cartesian, individualist, and liberal humanist terms – as objects of the mind, bereft of sentience[,] that contractors have and use freely” (2012, 357). The question of bodily agency and the relation between body and mind figures in each of the works discussed below. Starting with Akhtiorskaya’s Panic in a Suitcase and Ulinich’s Petropolis and Lena Finkle’s Magic Barrel before turning to Forty Rooms, I reveal points of contact as well as stark differences across the four female protagonists and help to refine the parameters of geocorporeality for literary analysis.
 
               
              
                3 Yelena Akhtiorskaya and Rebellious Unbeauty
 
                Panic in a Suitcase, Yelena Akhtiorskaya’s only novel to date, focuses the reader’s attention on bodies and geography from the very start. The novel’s first pages chronicle poet Pasha’s arrival in Brooklyn from Odesa to visit family who had emigrated two years earlier. These scenes feature a pileup of clichés about poets, including a paragraph that invokes poet-as-prophet, heart pain and Joseph Brodsky in one exuberant torrent (2014, 5–6). This passage also compares Pasha’s body to the dilapidated structures of early 1990s Odesa (“a pile of boards, bent, twisted, leaning; a heap, rubble, cats. Pasha’s skeletal structure was a bit like that”, 2014, 6), establishing an explicit link between body and place. By the time Akhtiorskaya reveals Pasha’s family name, Nasmertov, 25 pages later (2014, 31; Russian nasmert’ is “to [the] death”, “fatally”), the family’s aches and pains, illnesses real and imagined, and the solidity of their sticky, sunburned summer flesh have accumulated so thickly that the reader can only laugh. Pasha exemplifies the simplest iteration of geocorporeality, a direct parallel between body and place. Pasha is a determined non-immigrant, resisting his family’s pleas and schemes to join them permanently in the U.S. His bodily woes are of the classic variety, literarily speaking, echoing not only Brodsky’s real-life heart problems but, for example, the many creative characters in Nabokov’s works who also experience heart spasms.11
 
                Frida, Pasha’s niece, is the novel’s female protagonist. Unlike Pasha’s direct parallel, Akhtiorskaya plays with the interrelation between body and place in writing Frida. Frida’s “place” as the novel opens is within her family, crammed into a Brighton Beach apartment. Having left Odesa at age seven, Frida is attached to the notion of that city as “home” only through family lore and her Russian-speaking family’s cultural heritage. Age nine, Frida enters the novel in a markedly unbeautiful way, with her “[t]wo giant, grimy feet pok[ing] out from under a blanket” (2014, 8). Akhtiorskaya introduces Frida in four brief sentences, situating her as simply one more detail in the chaos that unfolds as the Nasmertov family prepares for a beach day: pack the lunch, find the beach umbrella, wake the sleeping child (2014, 3; 5–8; 11). This short description, however, proves extremely rich, pushing back against stereotypical ideals of feminine beauty common both to Russian and American culture: Frida’s feet are neither clean and well groomed, nor petite. In the context of cultural heritage and of feminist theory, Frida’s body signals from the moment of her entry into the novel that she will defy expectations.
 
                Frida’s initial appearance evokes the positioning of a breech baby, entering the world of the novel feet first. Thus, Frida begins the wrong way round and, throughout the novel, lives uncomfortably in her body. Above all, she resists or fails at practices designed to render the body feminine. Sandra Bartky explains that “We are born male or female, but not masculine or feminine. Femininity is an artifice, an achievement, ‘a mode of enacting and reenacting received gender norms which surface as so many styles of the flesh’” (1997, 132).12 Frida refuses to engage in or actively defies the practices Bartky identifies, those “by which the ideal body of femininity – and hence the feminine body-subject – is constructed” (1997, 139). According to Bartky, “three categories of [disciplinary] practices” lead to a body being read as feminine: “those that aim to produce a body of a certain size and general configuration; those that bring forth from this body a specific repertoire of gestures, postures, and movements; and those directed toward the display of this body as an ornamented surface” (1997, 132). Frida’s “giant, grimy feet” (2014, 8) provide a stark contrast to the “general size and configuration” (Bartky 1997, 132) established as desirable in Alexander Pushkin’s erotic verse celebrating women’s little feet.13 That this construct of femininity comes from the most important figure in Russian literature, one whose verse is so integral to the Nasmertov family that his poem “Winter Evening” is used to test Pasha’s well-being after a near-death experience (2014, 26), signals that Frida’s bodily appearance resists not only societal gender norms but the ideals of high culture.
 
                Frida “doesn’t deal well with constriction” (2014, 143) and rejects the idea that “a proper young lady must wear stockings” (2014, 143), a practice designed to feminise the surface appearance and, often, the shape of the wearer’s body. Frida mortifies her family by yanking off her stockings and tossing them across the table at their dinner guest, a professor from Harvard (2014, 143–145) who may or may not be planning to translate Uncle Pasha’s poetry into English. In this moment, she offends both the family and the academy. Frida’s “gestures, postures, and movements” (Bartky 1997, 132) also defy the stereotypes of femininity. While early passages establish that Pasha’s ugliness is linked to a frailty that is absolutely typical of a Russian poet (2014, 4), Frida is robustly unbeautiful: “She wasn’t an airy little girl. There was something sumoesque in her stance”, and she is often awkward or clumsy (2014, 11–12). Finally, Frida seems at a loss when confronted with practices that “display [the] body as an ornamented surface” (Bartky 1997, 132). Her mother, Marina, is expert at using makeup, nail varnish, and tweezers (2014, 165), evoking a “hypnotic purr” in her daughter as she watches this process of embellishment. Frida interacts with these tools as if they are newly unearthed, alien artifacts. As a young adult, Frida “rummaged in her mother’s makeup case as if in a decorative bowl of rocks. This failed – her bones didn’t tingle” (2014, 179).
 
                Like her protagonist, Akhtiorskaya bedevils and defies expectations. She takes a Puckish approach to the tropes of Russian-American and American-Jewish literature, using her often biting comic flair to engage everything from the sanctity of Alexander Pushkin (2014, 18, 195, 237) and the power of the Russian-speaking diasporic network of New York City (2014, 88–103) to the narrow range of acceptable professions for an immigrant child (2014, 161–163, 246).14 Coming to terms with literary history and expectations in an immigrant’s first novel is hardly unprecedented but Akhtiorskaya’s novel is distinguished by what Wanner views as resistance to some norms of the genre: first, to “cliché and sentimentality” because she “is cognizant of the fact that the Russian Jewish immigrant experience has become a well-trod territory in recent US fiction” (2019, 138) and, second, to the Odesa myth, calling Panic “a sort of ‘anti-Odessa novel’ rather than a paean to her native city” (2019, 138). Akhtiorskaya does not just resist these expectations but exorcises them through both of her protagonists. Her own uncle, Boris Khersonsky, is an important poet. As Wanner has established, Pasha resembles Khersonsky “in many biographical details” (2019, 135), but Pasha is emphatically not the person Akhtiorskaya has called “‘maybe one of the most brilliant people in the universe’” (Wanner 2019, 136, citing Hackel, 2014). In resisting cliché and sentimentality (Wanner 2019, 138) Akhtiorskaya turns Pasha into an absurd version of the sickly poet.
 
                If Pasha is cliché made ridiculous, then Frida is cliché’s antithesis: stocky where Pasha is lanky, unpoetic where he is artistic and, of course, female to his maleness. That said, the novel’s early passages establish a bodily parallelism between them; both have “jutting globular knees” (2014, 12) and they arrive together at the beach (“Pasha and Frida in the flesh”, 2014, 13). Moreover, both are rebellious or, as the character Renata Ostraya puts it when she meets the adult Frida, “incorrigible” (2014, 246): Pasha won’t move to the U.S., and he long ago converted from Judaism to Orthodox Christianity, to his family’s horror (2014, 8–11). Frida, too, fights back against her family: quitting medical school without telling them (2014, 246), defiantly wearing Pasha’s Orthodox cross (2014, 136–137). Frida’s family is “literary aristocracy” (2014, 244) but Frida is neither artist nor muse. As noted above, unlike the “bare little women’s feet” about which Pushkin wrote, Frida’s feet will not be celebrated for their beauty and delicacy. Nonetheless, her feet play an important role in the novel’s conclusion. In her mid-twenties, Frida returns to Odesa for a visit. Having left as a seven-year-old, she misremembers her birthplace and blunders about the city and her own past. Her foot, which causes a running, screaming child to trip (2014, 270), becomes the catalyst for Frida’s strange solo journey through Odesa, then out of the city to what had been the Nasmertov family dacha (2014, 272–281), until she “bump[s] into the Black Sea” (2014, 282).
 
                Akhtiorskaya emphasises Frida’s feet as she flees the squalid dacha. On this journey, Frida has “no choice but to trust her feet” (2014, 281) but, leaving the dacha in haste, she forgets her shoes. Her feet hurt “because those broad, veiny feet were bare” (2014, 281). The pain leads her into the sea (2014, 282). Her experience while swimming – getting caught in a storm, becoming disoriented, losing her clothing – creates a situation rhyme with Pasha’s near-death experience at Brighton Beach in the novel’s first chapter (2014, 25–26). Frida returns to Pasha’s apartment with her feet once again bare and dirty, humiliated and nearly naked, but apparently transformed (2014, 285). She decides to stay in Odesa and write her uncle’s literary biography (2014, 288–290).
 
                While the novel’s abrupt ending leaves the reader with many questions (about the true value of Pasha’s poetry, which Wanner calls “a gaping void” (2019, 137), and about whether Frida will write about her uncle – or ever read his poems in the first place), the final chapters assert the agency of Frida’s body. This agency resides in the same feet with which she entered the novel. Unlike Pasha’s mind and body, which function independently (“his brain and body had long ago, perhaps at birth, suffered a breach, leaving his body on autopilot”, 2014, 6), Frida’s feet take charge. They lead her on an odyssey through Odesa that constitutes a reverse migration, as well as a rebirth. At a point when Pasha, despite his physical resemblance to Odesa, realises that “he was more alienated and excluded in his native city than his family in their new land” (2014, 305), Frida may have found a home. While growing up in the U.S., Frida “usually guessed wrong as to what interested her” (2014, 180). The concluding chapters suggest the beginning of a greater certainty, brought about by the body’s shift to a new geographical space. Staying in Odesa is the first decision Frida makes that is fully conscious, and not simply “fate” or a reaction to familial pressure: “She wasn’t fated to forget about medical school, to stay in Odessa; to stay was her choice, and most probably a stupid one” (289). Despite the caveat about the decision’s stupidity, Frida claims agency and independence. Her feet, then, seem to have liberated her mind.
 
               
              
                4 Anya Ulinich: Geocorporeality Made Visible
 
                The heroine of Anya Ulinich’s novel Petropolis, Sasha Goldberg, also rebels against expectations.15 Similar to Frida, who finds herself surrounded in Odesa by “women […] composed of light particles that simply floated” (Akhtiorskaya 2014, 284), Sasha grows up with a mother, Lubov, who epitomises the stereotypical graceful blonde ideal of Slavic womanhood. Like Frida’s Uncle Pasha, Lubov provides a foil for the protagonist, embodying the things against which Sasha rebels. In their provincial hometown of Asbestos-2, Sasha is negatively marked by her height and weight (each greater than her mother would like) and her ethnicity and race: through her absent father she is both Jewish16 and Black. Sasha’s distinctive clumsiness, uneven gait and resistance to feminising practices express the mismatch between her body and what the people around her expect a feminine body to be. These expectations are culturally conditioned. Even when her body accomplishes a key marker of traditional Russian womanhood, giving birth, Sasha is marginalised: her mother takes the infant away to raise it herself. After a precarious journey through the U.S., Sasha ends up in Brooklyn, a location that gives her the stability to retrieve her daughter and to create a family on her own terms, one that reflects racial, ethnic, socio-economic and bodily diversity. The novel ends by celebrating this hard-won stability, allowing Sasha to walk home in the snow “without falling” (2007a, 324).
 
                Sasha Goldberg invents her own path, and Ulinich contrasts Sasha’s quiet triumph with Lubov Goldberg’s death. Terminally ill and living in an all-but-abandoned Siberian city, Lubov returns to her former workplace, the now-closed library whose books had been her passion. There, she is found dead, “an open book in front of her, and a half-full bottle of cognac, both frozen in mounds of ice” (2007a, 320). The frozen book contains poems by Osip Mandel’shtam, whose collection Tristia initiated Lubov’s connection to Victor Goldberg (2007a, 81) and thus also led to Sasha’s birth. Her mother’s death finalises Sasha’s break with Russia, and the inclusion of the Mandel’shtam poems, one of which provides the novel’s title and serves as a motif throughout, emphasises this scene as a turning point. Lubov, like Pasha Nasmertov, exemplifies geocorporeality as a parallel between place and body. In Lubov’s case, both place and body are doomed. The first passage linking Lubov and Tristia foreshadows her fate: “Her favorite poems in the cycle were about death: both physical, personal death and the death of culture, the collapse of civilization. In their mournful pitch Lubov found a soundtrack to her misery, her thwarted desires” (2007a, 81). For Lubov Goldberg, geocorporeality means stasis – masquerading as stability – and death. For her daughter, migration and displacement result, paradoxically, in the stability that, for Lubov, is only a façade. Sasha Goldberg’s body is “unbeautiful” only when viewed through the lens of stereotypical Russian ideals, and clumsy only when situated in environments that expect it to fulfil a feminine role that Sasha is either denied or resists: the snowflake fairy (2007a, 24–25), the always sexually available fiancée (2007a, 158).
 
                The graphic narrative Lena Finkle’s Magic Barrel (2014) intensifies Ulinich’s focus on the female body. In the strongly autobiographical Lena Finkle, Ulinich uses visual means to approach the tensions between artist and woman and between mind and body. She draws her eponymous protagonist in four distinct forms that I label pocket Lena (Lena’s super-ego, a miniature woman often shown peeking out of pockets or backpacks), memory Lena (further identifiable as “stylised Lena” and “child/adolescent/young-adult Lena”), duckling Lena (the bearer of adult Lena’s strongest emotions) and real-life Lena.17 The graphic narrative form allows Ulinich more fully to embody these tensions via her drawings. Hillary L. Chute remarks of graphic narratives that, “Unsettling fixed subjectivity, these texts present life narratives with doubled narration that visually and verbally represents the self, often in conflicting registers and different temporalities” (2010, 5). The idea of “doubled narration” evokes Virginia Woolf’s comments in A Room of One’s Own (1929) about the “sudden splitting off of consciousness” by which a woman “is often surprised” (1957, 101). Woolf notes that this process positions the woman “outside of [the civilisation in which she exists], alien and critical” in her perspective (1957, 101).
 
                Ulinich alludes to A Room of One’s Own and to Woolf herself at the start of Lena Finkle (2014, 6–7). Although these references appear to be wryly funny asides, Ulinich’s multiple Lenas point to direct engagement with Woolf’s idea. As Chute writes, “the embodiment inherent to comics in its processes of production – in which the hand-drawn mark indexes the body of the maker – helps to instantiate the form. […] How comics’ textuality takes the body seriously […] is one of the central reasons it can be linked so strongly to feminist inquiry and strategy” (2018, 157; emphasis original). The narration in Lena Finkle is not doubled, but quadrupled, embodying a refraction rather than a binary split. Refraction allows a layering of the woman’s “alien and critical” perspective. Memory Lena does not engage in this perspective but becomes its object, allowing real-life Lena to take a critical stance toward the social dominants of her Soviet childhood (for example, 2014, 18–30) and of her early days in the U.S. (2014, 50, 72–80) by supplying the captions for images that include her “memory” self. Duckling Lena supplies an alien and critical perspective simply by existing in the text. Her unfettered emotions unsettle those who witness them, above all, The Orphan, whose abrupt breakup with real-life Lena unleashes the duckling (2014, 278–281) and whose wealth and pedigree place him at the top of U.S. social dominance (2014, 229–230). Pocket Lena challenges real-life Lena, expressing scepticism in particular over Lena’s romantic and sexual relationships (2014, 41–42; 317) but also serving as cheerleader (2014, 350). Real-life Lena dominates the novel’s final pages, appearing to have vanquished her alter-egos. For Anna Katsnelson, real-life Lena represents the character’s assimilation into the U.S., a point at which “her ethnic identity becomes less important, as her physical features are no longer presented in caricature” (2016, 274). However, the other Lenas occasionally pop into the frame. I suggest, therefore, that Lena’s reintegration may be more of a détente, and her assimilation incomplete.
 
                The geocorporeality evident in Anya Ulinich’s fiction supplies more information about the flexibility of the concept. As seen in Akhtiorskaya’s Panic in a Suitcase, geocorporeality can represent direct parallels between place and body, here via the example of Lubov Goldberg. It can also signal transcendence. Sasha Goldberg’s path is the opposite of her mother’s. Sasha’s body indicates her precarious status in Asbestos-2 and, eventually, the surprise of the metaphorically solid ground she finds in Brooklyn. Finally, Lena Finkle’s Magic Barrel features geocorporeality in its form (the “hand-drawn mark [that] indexes the body of the maker”, Chute 2018, 157), in its narrative devices (the refracted Lena, present in four iterations) and in the visual transformation from memory Lena to real-life Lena.
 
               
              
                5 Olga Grushin: The Price of Womanhood and Migration
 
                In Forty Rooms, Grushin explores the tensions between artist and woman using a host of narrative techniques. Akhtiorskaya and Ulinich use other characters to provide foils for their protagonists: Uncle Pasha, Lubov Goldberg; even the three additional Lenas, who all represent the protagonist, are embodied iterations that stand apart from real-life Lena. Grushin, however, allows this exploration to play out internally, via the body and the consciousness of a single character. As noted above, Forty Rooms lacks the geographic specificity seen in other Russian-American fiction, including in the works by Akhtiorskaya and Ulinich previously discussed. The novel begins in Moscow and the protagonist spends time in New York City, but the geolocations are at best fuzzily outlined. What matters here are the small spaces, the rooms of the novel’s title. The work opens in a most prosaic space, the bathroom, which “emerge[s] from the haze of nonbeing” as the very young protagonist skitters across the cold tile floor and into a “hot and delightful” wintertime bath (2016, 3). In her newly conscious body, the protagonist, who at this point is also the first-person narrator, becomes aware of her mother’s, her father’s and her grandmother’s hands as each bathes her. At the same time, she becomes an audience for their performances: the mother’s songs, the father’s jokes and the grandmother’s stories (2016, 4). Thus, from the very beginning, this novel embodies both the act of narrating and the act of listening, marking a shift from Grushin’s previous novels where storyteller and listener are often distant from, and even invisible to, one another.18
 
                The embodied, integrated beginning19 to Forty Rooms carries over to the start of the protagonist’s life as a poet. Still in childhood, she encounters Anna Akhmatova’s Requiem, first while the poem is being read aloud from a samizdat copy (2016, 24–25) and then as she reads that same fragile document to herself (2016, 27–28). This scene, saturated with liminal spaces, marks a transition in the protagonist’s mode of interaction with narrative. Instead of listening to spoken narratives (the bathtime stories, or a poem read aloud), she encounters narratives as written text. Yet whether the words are written or spoken, the protagonist responds to the poem in a deeply physical, embodied way: listening, she realises that “her heart [is] beating wildly” (2016, 25). Reading those words on her own, “[m]y heart [is] painful in my chest, as if my rib cage has suddenly grown too tight for it” (2016, 27). Moments later, she is visited for the first time by her interlocutor, who eventually declares himself the god Apollo – summoned, perhaps, by the intensity of her response to Akhmatova’s words. She denies Apollo’s suggestion that she is “a poet [her]self” but admits that she “rhymes things once in a while” (2016, 28). The scene ends with a young girl having found her calling, inspired to seek literary immortality and aware that poetry is an embodied practice.
 
                The remainder of the novel centres the tension between artist and woman. Apollo reappears to warn the protagonist that female artists are, “in the eyes of the masses, nothing but a gathering of perversions and monstrosities, of recluses and harlots” (2016, 68) and that those who have children are “unnatural mothers [who] lived and died by other, higher standards, the divine standards of art” (2016, 69). Apollo presents Cartesian dualism as unassailable for the female artist, calling into question the link between body and narrative that brings the young protagonist into consciousness at the novel’s start.
 
                Crucially, there is a second understanding of dualism at work in this novel. Given the novel’s title and its female artist-protagonist, it is unsurprising that echoes of Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own abound. Grushin does not cite Woolf directly, but passages in the novel resonate with the essay, beginning – as in Lena Finkle’s Magic Barrel – with the “sudden splitting off of consciousness”. A best friend-nemesis-alter ego, “the unfailingly perfect Olga” (2016, 90; see also 33–40; 169; 230–231) appears, but by the end of the novel seems to have existed only in the protagonist’s mind; Grushin uses liminal states and spaces, particularly mirrors (2016, 5; 12–15; 185–189), to evoke the possibility of multiple states of being and multiple iterations of the protagonist. Most significantly, the narration of Forty Rooms changes from first-person to third (2016, 109). This shift occurs not when the protagonist arrives in the U.S. (2016, 57–59) but when her courtship with her future husband, Paul Caldwell, begins. The preceding pages detail the end of a serious relationship with a different man. The phone rings, and the protagonist thinks that her boyfriend, to whom she had been engaged (2016, 103, 105), has called to reconcile. Imagining the aftermath of the phone conversation, the protagonist “watched that other girl through the bathroom door […]. I watched her flying around the room, pulling on clothes, tossing clothes into her bag, throwing on her coat, running out the door […]. The girl looked frantic with the relief of happiness—happier, I knew, than I was ever likely to be now—but also somehow less real, diminished” (2016, 103 [emphasis mine]).
 
                As this chapter ends, the protagonist rededicates herself to art, writing a poem rather than chasing happiness with her ex (2016, 105–106). When the next chapter begins (2016, 109), the protagonist is having dinner at Paul Caldwell’s apartment. The narration is in the third person, and the protagonist’s “I” appears only in dialogue. Grushin maintains this change until the novel’s final pages, making exceptions only for interior monologue (e.g., 2016, 160–161) and additional dialogue (imagined, e.g., 2016, 283–292, or apparently real). The link between narrator and protagonist, the narrator’s “I”, has disappeared. The two women present on page 103 have switched roles by page 109. The protagonist-woman – the “other girl” of the previous chapter – moves into the primary role while the protagonist-poet steps back and observes.
 
                The device of shifting point-of-view provides the alien and critical perspective Woolf ascribes to the woman’s split consciousness, presenting a different understanding of Apollo’s Cartesian dualism. As Grushin’s protagonist-woman is drawn into the American bourgeoisie, she is subject to the feminising practices outlined by Bartky that Frida (Panic in a Suitcase) rejects. When the protagonist meets Paul’s family for the first time, Paul dresses her up in diamonds and comments on her beauty, noting that one of his uncles “said you look like a porcelain doll” (2016, 121). Here, the protagonist displays two of Bartky’s feminising practices: she has been ornamented (diamonds and, as the reader later learns, “a racy red bra, the tiniest of thongs, and stockings with a garter belt”, 2016, 124) and has shaped her body to conform to American ideals (Paul’s mother tells her, meaning it as praise and reassurance, that “you couldn’t be any skinnier, my dear”, 2016, 127). Grushin uses clothing to signal a mismatch between character and environment. Asked by Paul’s mother to try on an heirloom wedding gown, the protagonist struggles with the “much too tight” dress, ripping it and losing at least one of its 48 tiny, silk-covered buttons (2016, 126–128). This scene contains a passage that links the dress to the character’s displacement and points to the incompatible histories of her family and Paul’s:
 
                 
                  Her own family was rich in stories, of course, but theirs were mostly tales of dramatic upheavals and forbidden romance […] with only a few chance treasures and hardly any photographs surviving to provide illustration or offer proof; she had never even seen the faces of her great-grandparents. To her, family past was a misty realm of conjecture and imagination. The idea of mundane, practical objects – combs, vases, dresses – perpetuating the quiet remembrance of a different kind of life, the tranquil, linear progression of several generations’ worth of marriages, children, traditions, took her completely by surprise. (2016, 125)
 
                
 
                The protagonist recognises the incompatibility but, “long[ing] to become a part of someone’s tangible history” (2016, 125), ignores her misgivings and the couple marry.
 
                Paul does not understand his wife as an artist. He relates to her only as a desired, beautiful object (another acquisition in his “tangible history”) and, later, as the mother of his children. Communication between Mrs. Caldwell and her husband is so deeply flawed that he does not know, either during their courtship or after decades of marriage, that she writes poetry, further evidence that the protagonist-poet who disappears on page 109 has never been an active participant in their relationship.20 Paul’s only direct encounter with his wife’s poetry occurs early in their marriage. Dazed with the exhaustion of first-time motherhood, which she describes as “her temporary escape from destiny” (2016, 154), Mrs. Caldwell writes “a poem of sorts” (2016, 155) with a Magnetic Poetry kit. In this scene, the word-bodies are bugs, very much alive until she “pin[s] their slippery, wiggly little bodies to the door of the fridge” (2016, 155) to make the poem. Narrative and verbal art have been embodied processes for the protagonist from the beginning; even a poem’s words are living creatures (2016, 93, 95). In this episode, her husband obliterates her words. Paul says, “‘I didn’t know you wrote poetry, ha-ha!’” (2016, 155–156). In fact, Mrs. Caldwell herself does “not remember writing” (2016, 155) this poem, suggesting that in her sleep-deprived state of the night before, the protagonist-woman had yielded, briefly, to the protagonist-poet. He reads the poem aloud, then “swe[eps] her lines aside [… so that] her small creation dissolved without a trace” (2016, 156). He replaces her quirky creation with his own: the prosaic “I love my honey” (2016, 156, italics original). While the protagonist herself had killed off unsuccessful poems in earlier, pre-split days, here her husband claims the prerogative of judgment for himself and usurps her role as poet.
 
                The protagonist sacrifices much in addition to her poetry. Paul places his bride in a series of ever-more-ostentatious “doll’s houses”. As her domestic identity overshadows her artistic one, the protagonist’s third-person “she” frequently becomes supplanted by “Mrs. Caldwell” (2016, 250), closing the door to any identity separate from her husband’s. As “mundane, practical objects” give way to the trappings of ostentatious wealth, Mrs. Caldwell retreats ever further into her living spaces, and perhaps also into madness. Other characters change and grow, while she is stranded, essentially immured, at home. This fate represents a dark play on Woolf’s essay for, in the end, Mrs. Caldwell has too many rooms, and none are truly her own.
 
                Forty Rooms suggests that madness, virtual imprisonment and the erasure of her personal and artistic identity by her husband would have been the protagonist’s fate even had she stayed in Russia. Her high-school boyfriend envisions a future as a married couple belonging to the Moscow elite that the protagonist can only see as “a succession of increasingly suffocating rooms” (2016, 53). It is not geography that conditions these elements of the protagonist’s story, but social structures and gender roles common to Russia and the U.S. There are other losses, however, that stem directly from the protagonist’s migration. A key part of the “splitting off of consciousness” in Forty Rooms is the progressive distancing between the protagonist and her own words, stories, language and cultural frame of reference. Late in the novel, Mrs. Caldwell tells one of her daughters a story about a singing princess with a beautiful voice. Apollo appears and confirms the reader’s assumption that Mrs. Caldwell was talking about herself: he confronts the child, charging that “you are one of the brats for whom your mother the princess has given up her songs” (2016, 254). Mrs. Caldwell has not only lost her artistic voice, but is losing her originary language and culture. Like the soldier quoted by Geraghty and Higate, she “speak[s] a different language and ha[s] a […] history that is meaningless” to the people who surround her (Geraghty 2007, 15; Higate 2012, 362). Grushin emphasises this loss when the family celebrate Christmas in their enormous new house. Having received an illustrated book of Russian folktales from his mother, Mrs. Caldwell’s oldest child – the only one of the six to understand any Russian (2016, 252) – expresses antipathy toward an image of Viktor Vasnetsov’s 1882 Knight at the Crossroads (2016, 187–188). The painting is one that Mrs. Caldwell “had loved as child” (2016, 187) but that her son finds “scary” (2016, 188). Like his son, Paul Caldwell reacts dismissively to the painting, leaving his wife to conclude that “maybe you need to be Russian to find it tempting” (188).21
 
                When Mrs. Caldwell dies, three significant things occur. The narration returns to first-person (2016, 323); the protagonist remembers “the trickle of lukewarm water down my back, and […] my grandmother’s voice, and […] the sweet tang of the soap” (2016, 323); the narrator-protagonist walks away from what had been her body and, after an indeterminate period of haunting the space, exits the house that had imprisoned her (2016, 323, 334). This being “walk[s] empty-handed toward the shining rectangle of light” (2016, 334), anticipating “all the secrets, all the marvels of the world I am about to see” (2016, 334). This line is followed by a page announcing “Part Five: The Future”, then by several blank pages, leaving readers to continue the protagonist’s story for themselves.
 
                Forty Rooms is about the intersection of and tension between art and a woman’s life. Grushin fuses body and narrative at the novel’s opening, then splits them apart until the protagonist loses her body to death but regains her voice to a seeming immortality. Her identity as woman, wife and mother plays a direct role in this split, one that transcends nationality, but her identity as immigrant compounds her losses. Mrs. Caldwell perfectly fits Woolf’s description of “a highly gifted girl who had tried to use her gift for poetry [and was] thwarted and hindered by other people, so tortured and pulled asunder by her own contrary instincts, that she must have lost her health and sanity to a certainty” (1957, 51). While Woolf is discussing the sixteenth century, in the famous “Shakespeare’s sister” section of A Room of One’s Own, the description fits a “highly gifted girl” born centuries later. Mrs. Caldwell’s “own contrary instincts” and Apollo’s hindrances keep her unhappily suspended between poetry and motherhood, conveying the enduring nature of this problem. Woolf’s reflections on a different phenomenon, that of the shift from a woman “being the natural inheritor of [her] civilisation” to an “alien and critical” consciousness (1957, 101), indicate that Grushin’s split protagonist invites a more active and critical approach to understanding Mrs. Caldwell’s fate.
 
               
              
                6 Conclusion: Delimiting Geocorporeality
 
                Geocorporeality in literary criticism provides an umbrella term for thinking about how place acts upon the body, whether it is the disruption of removal from a place, a response to confinement in a place or decay that parallels the collapse of place. Geocorporeality may signal the multiple displacements of migration, or it may tell a different migration story, one that promises a new beginning. This article has revealed differences in how the bodies of female characters in Grushin, Ulinich and Akhtiorskaya interact with and reflect space and place, and it has revealed a shared interest in feminist questions, allowing for conversations that include Grushin more directly in the Russian-speaking American literary cohort.
 
                I suggest delimiting geocorporeality in literature by establishing two basic types: direct and critical. Direct geocorporeality is the type represented by Frida (Panic in a Suitcase) and Sasha Goldberg (Petropolis). As borne out by these characters and by those who are their primary foils (Pasha, Lubov), each of these novels links body to geographic location, drawing direct parallels or suggesting a fundamental mismatch. Direct geocorporeality can contain critical elements – Frida’s and Sasha’s distaste for feminising practices, for example, or the decay and collapse evident in the link Ulinich makes from Tristia to Asbestos-2 to Mrs. Goldberg – but a fundamental element of critical geocorporeality as I envision it is the split consciousness, which in Lena Finkle’s Magic Barrel and Forty Rooms develops ideas from Virginia Woolf. By dividing the protagonist narratively, through visual or verbal means, critical geocorporeality creates layers of reflection on the society of origin, on cultural heritage, on the receiving society and on the woman’s role in one or more of these.
 
                Both direct and critical geocorporeality demonstrate a relationship to the Russian-speaking diasporic network portrayed in the novels. Frida briefly exits the diaspora to attend a sub-par medical school in Pennsylvania (Akhtiorskaya 2014, 209) but the action of the novel occurs entirely within the diaspora (including when it relocates to the nation of Georgia for a poetry festival) or in the Nasmertovs’ point of origin, Russian-speaking Odesa. Petropolis concludes with Sasha Goldberg having left the Russian-speaking world: her home city seems likely to disappear from the map (Ulinich 2014, 345), she never really joins the Russian-speaking diaspora in the U.S., and her father, whom she finds in Brooklyn, occupies only a marginal place in her existence. Her American partner, Jake, and young daughter Nadya form her nuclear family, with her American stepmother (now divorced from Victor Goldberg) and half-brother nearby. Real-life Lena Finkle and Mrs. Caldwell exist fully outside the diaspora. While their Russian origins matter, the primary device in each of these works is Woolf’s split consciousness, allowing them to explore personal history and the feminist questions of women’s multiple roles as wife, mother, lover, artist and friend. Thus, it appears that the more diasporically situated a work is, the more likely it is to exhibit direct, rather than critical, geocorporeality. Lena Finkle’s Magic Barrel and Forty Rooms both exhibit critical geocorporeality. With their distance from the diaspora, critical gaze and turn toward feminist questions, they suggest a next direction in the trajectory of contemporary Russian-speaking American authors.
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              Notes

              1
                Sana Krasikov was born in Ukraine and grew up in the Republic of Georgia; Yelena Akhtiorskaya grew up in Odesa, Ukraine; David Bezmozgis is from Riga, Latvia.

              
              2
                Klots argues that the New York City group is not so much continuing the “gudzonskaia nota” (“Hudson note”) or “‘New York text’ of Russian literature” (2011, 38) as conveying the “experience of adjusting to New York […] that contemporary immigrant writers share” (2011, 55), regardless of their country and language of origin.

              
              3
                The Dream Life of Sukhanov revisits Moscow in the last years of the Soviet period and includes scenes that take place during the Purges and the Thaw. The Line refuses to name its city, country, or era yet compellingly evokes post-Stalinist Soviet life. Forty Rooms introduces Grushin’s first immigrant protagonist and follows that character from her Soviet childhood to her American university education and her years spent raising six children in suffocating, upper-middle-class American splendor. The Charmed Wife moves away from direct connection to Russia or the Soviet Union: it begins in a long-ago fairytale world complete with witches and anthropomorphised mice and ends in what feels like the present day, in a gritty New York City apartment.

              
              4
                These writers left the Soviet Union as part of the Third and Fourth Waves of Russian-speaking immigration to the U.S. The Third Wave occurred in the 1970s, made possible by the relaxing of restrictions on emigration from the Soviet Union as a consequence of the Helsinki agreements of 1975 (Gitelman 2001, 183) and of the U.S. Jackson-Vanik Amendment to the 1974 Trade Act. The Amendment required that non-market economies, including the Soviet Union, ease restrictions on emigration if they wished to sustain normal trade with the United States and acquire most-favoured nation status (Moh 2010; Beyer 2013). Later immigrants belong to the Fourth Wave, which began in the late 1980s and accelerated with the Soviet collapse of 1991. While the search for economic stability has been a key driver of the Fourth Wave, a number of the writers, including Litman (2007b) and Ulinich (Stromberg 2007), note that their families’ departures were spurred by increasing racism and anti-Semitism in the post-Soviet states. See also Gitelman (2013) for patterns of Russian Jewish migration from 1971 to 2007.

              
              5
                Through her father, the eminent Soviet sociologist Boris Grushin, Olga met American sociologist Ellen Mickiewicz. With Mickiewicz’s support, Olga was granted a scholarship to Emory.

              
              6
                Wanner discusses Grushin’s first two novels, The Dream Life of Sukhanov and The Line, in his chapter in Out of Russia on contemporary Russian-American writers. He concludes that “[h]er approach resembles most of all” not that of her Russian-speaking age-group peers who, like Grushin, live in North America and write in English, but “that of Andreï Makine” (2011, 183), a Russian-born writer 14 years Grushin’s senior who requested political asylum in France in 1987 (Wanner 2011, 21–22) and who writes in French.

              
              7
                Matthew Joseph Helm’s article (2023) applying geocorporeality to Bosnian-American writer Aleksandar Hemon’s novel Nowhere Man was published as my work on the present article was concluding. Taken together, my article and Helm’s suggest that geocorporeality has rich promise as a tool for literary criticism.

              
              8
                Akhtiorskaya and Ulinich are very much a part of the cohort discussed above. Both were born in the Soviet Union to Russian-speaking Jewish families, both migrated to the U.S., and both write in English.

              
              9
                In Akhtiorskaya (2014), this issue is not actualised.

              
              10
                Shteyngart and Chang-rae Lee, for example, have said that in immigrant fiction, “you’re dealing with an alternate society, where things aren’t working well” (Shteyngart) and “where all the rules are upside down – […] where people don’t see you as fully human, where you don’t speak the language, and where all the conduct and practices are a mystery and maybe sometimes dangerous” (Lee; both in Kachka 2014, paragraphs 80–81, 83).

              
              11
                Dr. J.D. Quin (1991) lists Sebastian Knight, Humbert Humbert, Timofey Pnin and John Shade as “only a fraction of the cardiac pathology detailed in V.N.’s novels and short stories” (43).

              
              12
                Here, Bartky quotes Judith Butler, “Embodied Identity in De Beauvoir’s The Second Sex”, unpublished manuscript (1985), 11. See Bartky (1997, 151).

              
              13
                As Tomashevsky notes, “In the epoch when he was writing Eugene Onegin, we notice in Pushkin something along the lines of a cult of the little foot – a woman’s, it goes without saying” (1930, 76; translation mine).

              
              14
                For more on tropes, see Shteyngart commenting on immigrant writers in general (“there’s a lot of this sort of endless overcoming of obstacles, racism, the triumph over adversity, and off we go”, Kachka 2014). For Panic in a Suitcase, the most relevant tropes that Akhtiorskaya engages include transnationalism (Katsnelson 2019), particularly via Frida’s return to Odesa in Part Two, anti-Semitism (Wanner 2012, 170), and “the assertion of material inferiority […] accompanied by a proclamation of spiritual and cultural superiority over the decadent and materialist West” which can manifest as “identification with canonical Russian art, music, and literature” (Wanner 2012, 165).

              
              15
                I am at work on a more extensive study of geocorporeality in Ulinich.

              
              16
                As Ona Renner-Fahey (2023) points out, the characterisation of Sasha as Jewish is not strictly accurate, given that Sasha’s mother is ethnically Russian and there is no evidence that she has converted to Judaism. In the late-Soviet context of Sasha’s childhood, however, her surname marks her as Jewish to those around her.

              
              17
                Anna Katsnelson reads memory Lena as a stereotyped depiction of the Jewish child in Soviet Russia, one that, for Ulinich, “is purposeful and has social value” (2016, 273). This “essentializing of Jewish ethnicity”, Katsnelson notes, is a “trope Ulinich borrows from the US American graphic narrative” (2016, 274). Katsnelson indicates that duckling Lena, the “anthropomorphized animal”, is also borrowed from the American cartooning tradition, and “represent[s] Lena’s soul or spirit” (2016, 273); she does not address pocket Lena. Henrietta Mondry (2009) offers a thorough discussion of racist stereotyping of Jewish bodies in Russian culture, including “[t]he revival of interest in racist theories in post-Soviet Russia [that] goes hand in hand with the rise of Russian self-assertiveness” (271).

              
              18
                In The Line, stories are so distanced from their tellers that, for example, characters mistake their elderly relative’s late-night reminiscences for a tale being broadcast over the radio (2010, 78; 153–156). Other disembodied, late-night narratives appear in The Dream Life of Sukhanov (2007, 60–61; 131–132, 223–224).

              
              19
                Note that this opening section of the novel is called “Mythology” – in its own way, it is prelapsarian.

              
              20
                Paul may have encountered the protagonist prior to the poet/woman split: two earlier scenes include an unnamed man similar to Paul who approaches the protagonist with interest and is rebuffed (2016, 59, 93–95).

              
              21
                This scene finds a biographical echo in Grushin’s own holiday celebrations with her children, which include “[a] few vintage Soviet ornaments from my childhood on our tree” and the celebration of the Old New Year on 14 January (Lebedeva 2021, 173), as well in her children’s reaction to classic Russian stories, here shared in a social media post: “Anton Pogorelsky’s ‘Black Hen’ (1829) is not known in English – w/ good reason, my daughter tells me (there are flogging, betrayal & much sadness) – but it was my childhood favorite” (Lebedeva 2021, 174),

              
            
           
           
             
              Finding your Language: Language and Identity in Dess Terentyeva’s Fiction
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              Language is an issue for all migrant authors – one may say it concerns all authors since language is a writer’s most important instrument. In the works of migrant authors, however, the importance of language is somehow often more explicitly visible. Migrant authors knowing several languages must actively make choices between their languages. Language is often present in their works at a thematic level too. In this article, I will deal with language mainly from two different angles. First, I will explore some ideas on language that the Finland-Russian author Dess Terentyeva (b. 1992) presents and discusses in interviews and in social media. By doing this, I will also look at her image as an author and at her readers. Second, I will trace the themes of language and linguistic features in her works. I wish to study how language is connected to the identity of her female characters and how this works in relation to other factors that define their identity – the main features being their gender and notions of transcultural identity.
 
              I have specifically chosen to study Terentyeva’s works since she uses Russian extensively in some of her works and language is clearly one of the main defining features of her characters. She began her career as an author by publishing the Neonkaupunki trilogy with Susanna Hynynen – Neonkaupunki (Neon City) came out in 2020, Neonkaupunki 2: Spiraalitie (Neon City 2: Spiral Road) in 2021 and Neonkaupunki 3: Luutivoli (Neon City 2: Bone Fair) in 2024.1 Terentyeva has continued her writing career in the field of young adult verse novel publishing a trilogy consisting of Ihana (Lovely, 2021), Freestyle (2023) and Zeno (2024; the title of the book refers to the name of the town Joutseno). She has also written an audiobook Hääkengät (Wedding Shoes, 2023) that came out only in audio format in the True Love series that according to the publisher WSOY offers perspectives on love from some of the most interesting voices of our time (WSOY True love: Hääkengät). In addition, Terentyeva has written some short fiction and essays, for example, in 2024 her poem “Kadonneen irveen laulu” (“The song of the lost grin”) was published in Tästä ihmemaahan, a collection of texts inspired by Lewis Carroll’s Adventures of Alice in Wonderland. In this article, I will mainly concentrate on the Neonkaupunki trilogy since the themes connected to language and identity are especially prominent in it.2
 
              Dess Terentyeva belongs to the same generation of young migrant authors as Anna Soudakova (b. 1983) and Susinukke Kosola (b. 1991). Kosola published his first poems in 2014, and Anna Soudakova’s debut novel Mitä männyt näkevät (What the pines see) came out in 2020, the same year as Dess Terentyeva debuted with Neonkaupunki (Neon City). They all moved from Russia to Finland as children and started their careers as authors writing in Finnish. They also belong to the biggest group of Finland Russians who moved to Finland after the collapse of the Soviet Union (Viimaranta, Protassova and Mustajoki 2018, 101–102). Terentyeva and Soudakova are similar in the sense that they both deal with their Russian roots explicitly in their works, whereas Kosola mentions in an interview that he even changed his Russian name to a Finnish one because he did not want to be seen as a political immigrant author (Casal 2019). Soudakova writes within the context of a realistic prose that borders on autofiction while Terentyeva started as a fantasy author. Russian migrant writers who have left their homeland after the collapse of the Soviet Union differ greatly from the previous generations. Emigré writers that left their homeland between the 1917 revolution and the collapse of the Soviet Union usually left their homeland permanently whereas the new generation of migrant authors has been able to return or visit Russia relatively freely and live their lives in two cultures. Thus, post-Soviet Russian migrant literature has been described as transcultural or transnational literature rather than émigré literature (Klapuri 2012a, 369; Sorvari 2018, 62). I understand the phenomenon of transculturality to be “the formation of multifaceted, fluid identities resulting from diverse cultural encounters” (Nordin, Hansen and Zamorano Llena 2013, ix). Especially in the case of Finland, until the Russian war against Ukraine, travelling between Finland and Russia was relatively easy. Particularly for writers who came from the areas of Karelia and St Petersburg, the closeness of location made travelling both easy and affordable so that life in two cultures has been possible. Also, for an author of Terentyeva’s generation, the knowledge of both Russian and Finnish literary traditions can be seen as a defining factor. A good example of this are Terentyeva’s verse novels. In the Finnish context, young adult verse novels are a new phenomenon. The genre has gained popularity beginning from the 2010s mostly under the influence of English language young adult (YA) literature. The question may also be about confluence, the genre gaining popularity without direct influence: one of the pioneers of Finnish YA verse novel Kirsti Kuronen mentions in an interview that she heard of the English genre only after publishing her first verse novel Paha puuska (2015) and that the Finnish name for the genre “säeromaani” came from the suggestion of author Anneli Kanto. Interestingly, unlike the English term, the name “säeromaani” in Finnish has no connection to the traditional verse novel like Byron’s Don Juan or Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin. Yet as an author with a knowledge of the Russian tradition, Dess Terentyeva also sees a connection between her work and traditional Russian verse novels like Eugene Onegin (Tarsalainen 2021). Thus, Terentyeva’s belonging to and knowledge of both Finnish and Russian literary traditions gives her verse novels a special place among contemporary Finnish YA literature.
 
              Defining an author as “Finland Russian” can be problematic.3 When talking about groups of immigrants, the term “Russian-speakers in Finland” is sometimes used (see, for example, Viimaranta et al. 2018). “Russian” is an ambiguous definition since many migrants in Finland have their roots in Russia or the Soviet Union, yet their native language can – in addition to Russian – be one of many other languages spoken in the area and they might define their ethnicity as something else than Russian. Many, for example, have Karelian or Ingrian roots. Also, in Finland the definition of a person’s mother tongue is based on a person’s own (or in the case of children – their parents’) announcement so that the exact number of Russian speakers in Finland is impossible to define, especially as the statistics seldom take into account bilingual Russian speakers who consider some other language as their mother tongue. According to Statistics Finland, at the end of 2023 there were 99,606 people with Russian as their mother tongue living in Finland and 74,807 people who were born in the Former Soviet Union and 22,414 born in Russia (Statistics Finland 11rl and 11rp). In her article on Russian migrant writers of the 2000s and 2010s, Marja Sorvari discusses the term “Russian” and applies it to authors who have been citizens of Russia or the former Soviet Union before moving to Finland (Sorvari 2018, 59). I am using the term in a similar way, and in the case of Dess Terentyeva this is hardly problematic since she comes from Russia and names Russian as her mother tongue.
 
              
                1 Neonkaupunki as Transcultural Literature
 
                One connecting theme of Finland Russian literature in the twenty-first century has been transmitting and discussing the migrant experience, often from a female point of view and concentrating on the experiences of the author’s own generation. One of the best-known examples might be Zinaida Lindén, who writes about the lives of Russian immigrants of the generation born in the 1960s (Klapuri 2012b, 401). The mode has been mainly realistic and often to some extent bordering on autofiction. Dess Terentyeva’s fiction partly follows this path but also it partly differs from the trend. In both the Neonkaupunki series and in the verse novel Ihana some of the main characters are Finland Russian and especially in the former the experiences of Finland Russians are a central theme. Neonkaupunki books belong to the genre of urban fantasy and thus the ways of representing the Finland Russian experience differ from the more realistic mode that has been typical of earlier Russian migrant authors in Finland. Like several other transcultural authors, Terentyeva writes about her own generation’s experiences in the Neonkaupunki series, whereas her verse novels are mainly addressed to younger readers and they also depict the life of younger protagonists. In Neonkaupunki, the protagonists seem to be slightly younger than the authors but most of these Russian migrants represent the same generation as Terentyeva, a generation that has moved to Finland after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Since the novels work on the terms of fantasy genre, the exact year of the events and the precise age of most of the characters is not explicitly revealed, yet judging by the presence of social media and certain smartphone brands in the books they are situated at about the same time as the writing, probably in the late 2010s. Moreover, in the secondary world of Elm, time does not exist or at least it works in different terms than in the primary world, so people do not age and nobody seems to know exactly how long they have been there. Thus, the characters who seem to be of about the same age can actually represent different generations. For example, one of the characters is depicted as younger than most others, still a child, yet she wears a Soviet school dress that raises the question of which generation she actually belongs to (NK2, 168).
 
                The main characters of Neonkaupunki are two young women, Vera and Nikita.4 Vera is born in Finland to a Finnish mother and a Russian father, whereas Nikita, also called by the nickname Tarkkis, has moved to Finland from Russia as a child or teenager when her mother married a Finnish man. The novels also provide the background stories of several other young people who have moved to Finland for different reasons. Widely speaking, some characters’ backgrounds match Terentyeva’s own background at least “demographically”, yet as the novels are written in fantasy mode they do not mimetically retell the life and experiences of certain real-life people – or try to represent the experience of young Russian immigrants as a homogenous group. As many of the central characters are women, their immigration stories are often connected to their gender. One of the characters, for example, has moved to Finland after marrying a rich Finnish man and another has fled the expectations of a traditional heterosexual marriage and now searches for a more tolerant climate.
 
                The events of the story are divided into two worlds: the primary world of the story is present mostly as realistically depicted, yet anonymous, suburbs in an unnamed town in Finland. In its anonymity, the milieu is explicitly contrary to, for example, Anna Soudakova’s books that are situated in clearly defined and easily recognisable locations in Finland and Russia and Terentyeva’s verse novels that are situated in clearly defined Finnish towns. The secondary world is the dark apocalyptic, dystopic fantasy world of Elm, sometimes called Neonkaupunki (“Neon City”). The two-world-structure and fantasy mode give the authors a space in which to explore the transnational identities of the characters and the characters gain a chance for introspection and to shape their identities outside the demands of everyday life. The inhabitants of Elm are youths who form gangs that fight for their right to exist. The gangs are led by “protectors” who have brought these youths to Elm from the real world – or from “the world of light” (valomaailma) as the characters call it, underlining the difference between that world and Elm where it is always night. The events in the primary world are realistically depicted and the reader also gets to know about Vera and Nikita’s real-life problems. Nikita has a mentally unstable and violent mother, has had bad experiences with an abusive girlfriend and has been sexually assaulted by her cousin. Vera’s problems seem to be connected to her Russian and Finnish roots. She was born in Finland and feels like an outsider among both Finns and Russians, believing that Finns see her as too Russian and Russians as too Finnish (NK1, 23). As is typical of fantasy as a genre, in the fantasy world of Elm, the characters’ problems acquire a more tangible form and, in a sense, a grander scale. Nikita’s experience of violence and sexual abuse finds a parallel in Elm, where violence is both an everyday problem and the way to solve problems, especially when the Russian folktale monster, wizard Koschey the Deathless, kidnaps Vera and tries to force her to marry him. Nikita’s ambiguous relationship with her abusive mother and her longing for her deceased grandmother have a parallel in Baba Yaga, who is both a loving grandmother figure and a manipulative, violent and cannibalistic witch. In Elm, too, Vera’s fears and ambiguous thoughts about her Russian heritage acquire a more dramatic form: if in the real world she feels bad when she cannot converse fluently in Russian with her Russian relatives, in Elm she gets into physical danger on account of her absent language skills. Her undefined real-life fears of Russian culture are manifested in Elm in the forms of the witch Baba Yaga and the wizard Koschey. Nikita’s problems are not as explicitly connected with her Russian background. Her mother attacking her with a knife, for example, can also be seen as a depiction of the Finnish – or universal – family violence problem. Yet the way the family reacts to such violence can be read as a sign of the Russian background. Hence, instead of calling the police or an ambulance, Nikita’s cousin takes care of her with the help of a doctor, who is acquainted with her cousin in order to avoid any possible problems with authorities.
 
                An element that might be called typical of Russian migrant authors, namely dealing with traumatic experiences in and memories of the Soviet Union, is missing from Neonkaupunki. Whereas, for example, Anna Soudakova writes explicitly about her family history during and after Stalin’s terror (Sorvari 2023, 153), in Neonkaupunki none of the characters reminisces about their own or their relatives’ experiences during the time of Soviet repressions.5 Although Hynynen and Terentyeva’s characters have their histories, the problems they deal with seem to have more to do with their own lives than their family history. The idea of memory is still present in the Neonkaupunki series, but it seems to deal more with the characters’ own life stories and, on the other hand, it reaches beyond the memories of individual characters to some kind of collective or cultural memory that is reflected by the allusions to Russian folk tradition, religion and cultural history (see, for example, Erll 2011, 14–18; 27–37). This might be seen as a sign that whereas the former generation of Russian-born authors had to deal with the Soviet traumas the newer generation struggles more with their relation to the Russian heritage and culture – both pre-Soviet and contemporary. The books and the world of Elm also have a kind of nostalgic and retrospective nature. Elm is strongly inspired by 1980s horror films and music, although the authors’ actual memories of 1980s culture are from later decades since they were born in the late 80s and early 90s (Nörttitytöt 2020; Mankkinen 2021; Kulttuuriykkönen 2021). The same goes for younger generation readers: the authors themselves do not call the series youth literature and the books are classified as adult literature in libraries, although the themes of the book seem to make it possible to call it young adult fiction and Susanna Hynynen also discusses the book in terms of youth literature or young adult fiction (Leisiö 2023).6 The films and music alluded to in the books are partly Russian (or rather Soviet) and partly Western so that the nostalgia is not only felt for Russian culture but for the popular culture of the previous decades in general.
 
                Elm also serves as a metaphor for immigration, which some of the characters note in the text: “You’d think that those two would know exactly how it was to come to a new place without understanding anything about it. At least Vera assumed that Slava was also an immigrant, everyone was according to Tarkkis”7 (NK1, 100). The transition from real-life Finland to Elm parallels moving from Russia to Finland and, just like in real life, the transition seems to solve some problems yet gives rise to new ones. The Gorky gang members have on Baba Yaga’s orders been kidnapped and brought to Elm, which can be read as an exaggerated metaphor for children brought from Russia to Finland by their parents, not of their own will. The characters’ background stories about how they came to Finland vary, and only a few of the stories are actually told in the text. Not all have moved with their parents as, for example, one has married a Finnish man (NK1, 201–202) and one has moved to Finland in pursuit of more liberal attitudes to sexuality (NK2, 305–306), and some like Vera were born in Finland. The transition to Elm happens in the opposite direction: the notably Russian Baba Yaga kidnaps the young Finland Russians in their Finnish environment and takes them to a Russian-speaking one which for some characters, like Vera, means horror and fear. For others, like Nikita, it seems to mean going back to her roots and getting a chance to achieve things she is unable to get in her real life. It would, however, be too simple to read Elm as a metaphor for Russia: Elm is more like a parallel dimension where the young Finland Russian characters can negotiate their identities free of their everyday problems.
 
                Dess Terentyeva and Susanna Hynynen have in several contexts talked about the importance of representation, both in connection with Finland Russians and with sexual and gender minorities. They see it as important that different minorities are represented in literature – especially in youth and young adult literature (Virtanen 2020; Neuvonen 2021). From this point of view, the presence of Finland Russian youth in Neonkaupunki as well as in the verse novel Ihana and in Zeno can also be seen as a means of representation. In Neonkaupunki, Finland Russian youth is clearly an important theme and discussing the migrant experience is strongly present, whereas in Ihana representation might be a more productive point of view from which to discuss the Russian background of some of the characters. Ihana came out in 2021 and unlike Neonkaupunki it represents the genre of young adult verse novel. The mode is realistic and mimetic: the verse novel tells a story of a teenage girl who has a crush on someone she meets online and starts calling Ihana (“lovely”) only to find out that her own father is dating Ihana’s mother. The text explicitly deals with different notions of gender and sexuality. Ihana’s Russian mother does not accept her child’s gender identity and the characters ponder whether the narrow-mindedness of the mother can be explained by her conservative Russian mindset (Ihana, 51). In Zeno the family is briefly mentioned and the mother’s attitude is partly explained by her anxiety about her child’s well-being (Zeno, 107–110). Yet in Terentyeva’s verse novels the Russian connection is only one minor aspect of the text that discusses young people’s views on their own and their friends’ identities. The representation of Finland Russian youth is based on Terentyeva’s experiences as an insider of that culture and in Neonkaupunki, it gains an additional perspective from Hynynen’s position as a Finnish-speaking Finn outside of that culture (Mankkinen 2021). Belonging to this minority also gives Terentyeva a position from where she can also express critical views about Finland Russian culture.
 
               
              
                2 Native Writing Language and Language of Emotions – Dess Terentyeva in Social Media and Interviews
 
                Marja Sorvari has noticed that it was typical of Finland Russian authors in the early 2000s to be active in the media – such as literature journals (Sorvari 2018, 60). Terentyeva follows this tradition but, unlike the former generation, she is more active on the Internet than in traditional print media. She has an active Instagram account from 2016 to the present where she primarily discusses literature and her work as a writer. She also makes YouTube videos. She often writes and talks about rainbow literature8 and promotes the works of other Finnish authors, often authors of young adult fiction and rainbow literature. She also engages in dialogue with her readers and encourages them to write and comment. There is also a separate Instagram account for the Neonkaupunki series administered by Hynynen and Terentyeva. The account provides the authors’ views on the writing process and some extra content, such as trailer videos for their books.
 
                In her Instagram, Terentyeva talks quite openly about her views on her writing and identity, although she also draws a clear line between the public and the personal. Following the conversations on Terentyeva’s Instagram account, the reader gains a glimpse into a community of mainly young Finnish writers and readers. Among the commentators there are well-known authors, more novice writers and of course readers. Many commentators seem to share Terentyeva’s interests in fantasy, the horror genre, young adult literature and sexual and gender minorities. One can also find some conversation on both Terentyeva’s and the commentators’ Russian roots and Russian language and culture. In some posts and an interview that are related to the Russian themes in Neonkaupunki, Terentyeva poses for photos wearing a traditional Russian kokoshnik headdress and a Russian scarf, making a kind of performance of Russian cultural stereotypes (IG 19.3.2021, IG 26.3.2021, IG 16.4.2021, Tarsalainen 2021).
 
                Terentyeva moved to Finland at the age of seven. She started school in Russia, yet most of her school years were in Finland. Terentyeva writes in Finnish, which puts her into the group of Russian migrant authors who have chosen to write in the language of their new country of residence rather than Russian, like Zinaida Lindén who writes in Swedish and Anna Soudakova who writes in Finnish. Terentyeva’s books are in Finnish, as is her social media content; she does answer Russian comments in Russian though. In an Instagram post from November 2022 she ponders the meaning of different languages in her life: “My native language is Russian and my native writing language is Finnish. Also, my native swearing language might be Finnish XD” (IG 4 November 2022). She also identifies Russian as her language of emotions and ponders whether one can see dance, films and music as languages in the sense that through them one can communicate feelings and thoughts to others. Whereas films and music are strongly present in Neonkaupunki, Terentyeva’s second verse novel Freestyle (2023) focuses on dance as a means of self-expression. In addition to discussing the meaning of native language she also writes about the importance of foreign language skills for reading literature in connection to Katherynne Valente’s novel Deathless (IG 13 November 2020, comments).
 
                In a few interviews (Lehtinen 2021; Tarsalainen 2021), Terentyeva makes a strong connection between language and literature. She links her learning of Finnish language to reading books in her childhood, especially books in the horror genre. She names specifically Angela Sommer-Bodenburg’s children’s books from the Der kleine Vampir (The Little Vampire) series but also Anne Rice’s Interview with the Vampire which she gives as an example of how even as a child she preferred adult horror literature to children’s literature. She also mentions that both her mother and grandmother were teachers of Russian language and literature and that they influenced her reading habits. In one interview (Lehtinen 2021), instead of the typical Finnish expression “mother tongue”, the reporter used the expression “mother and grandmother tongue”.9 Terentyeva writes that she used to read adult books already at grammar school age and one can speculate whether that has something to do with the strong female literary tradition in the family or the Russian tradition of introducing adult literature, especially classics, to children at quite a young age – or just individual taste in literature. Terentyeva also connects her language learning with writing. She mentions that she used to write horror stories in grammar school Finnish classes and at home and tells anecdotes about her early experiences of writing in school (Lohikäärmeradio 2022).
 
                Terentyeva describes Finnish as her natural language of writing, yet she also ponders the possibilities of the Neonkaupunki series being published in Russian. In a 2021 interview she states that it would be impossible to publish these books in Russia in the current social and political circumstances and seems to be somewhat sad about the fact that her Russian-speaking relatives will not be able to read her texts (Tarsalainen 2021). In her Instagram account, she also tells how she feels she is not able to translate her books herself: “I cannot see myself ever writing in Russian, although people sometimes ask me if I would like to translate my books myself. Let’s not treat the books so badly 
                  [image: ] ” (IG 4 November 2022). Yet she and Susanna Hynynen have done some translation work for the book in the sense that they have published online Excel sheets of the Russian vocabulary used in the books and provided Finnish translations for them.10 She also comments on mixing Russian words and expressions in Finnish text as reflecting her experience of bilingualism:
 
                 
                  Although [checking translations] is exhausting, I’m glad I can write the [Neonkaupunki] series in Finnish and at the same time use Russian. It feels natural to me and at the level of the text it reflects at least my experience of bilingualism in a surprisingly authentic way. […] now I must think which good words of affection and swear words we haven’t used yet. Matters connected to strong feelings feel most genuine in your native language, right? (IG 29 December 2020)
 
                
 
                Marja Sorvari has noted similar code-switching in Ljudmila Kol’s texts when the author uses Finnish words in a Russian text. Sorvari notes that code-switching is typical of multilingual societies but sees it also as “a sign of the “untranslatability” of the culturally-specific practices and meanings” (Sorvari 2018, 67–68). Likewise, in Neonkaupunki, Russian words and expressions are often used in situations connected with strong emotions that might have some elements of untranslatability, making the use of Russian expressions a natural choice.
 
                In what follows, I will pay attention to the ways in which Russian is present in the Finnish text of the Neonkaupunki books and how language is treated as an important factor in the characters’ identities.
 
               
              
                3 The Door is Locked, idiotka – Russian Language in Terentyeva’s Books
 
                Questions concerning Finnish and Russian languages are strongly present in the Neonkaupunki books. The protagonists Vera and Nikita have Russian roots and the Gorky gang members living in Elm are young people who all come from real-world Finland. As one of them puts it, Gorkys are “strong beautiful Finland Russians” (NK2, 310). Russian is a vital part of their communication between themselves and sometimes also with the other gangs in Elm. Language is most visibly present in the text in two ways: first, the characters talk and think about language in relation to their identity and second, Russian words and expressions are present within the Finnish text, marked in italics. Dess Terentyeva has stated that the idea of using Russian expressions in a Finnish text derives from Anthony Burgess using Russian words as the basis of youth slang in A Clockwork Orange (1962; Lohikäärmeradio 2022). Yet in Neonkaupunki the Russian expressions are not used as building blocks for an imaginary slang but are used as they are in Russian, only transliterated into Latin alphabet. Adrian Wanner (2011, 12–14) discusses several Russian-born translingual authors’ use of Russian language in the texts they have written in the language of their new home country. He identifies the practice of using Russian words or expressions to imply that the characters are speaking in Russian and using “Broken English” or calques of Russian expressions to imply that the characters are speaking with an accent. He sees in this elements of insider jokes that only bilingual or bicultural readers can fully appreciate, which means that the ideal implied reader comes from a similar background as the author. In the Neonkaupunki trilogy, Terentyeva and Hynynen are very consciously writing mainly to an audience that does not understand Russian language or is not especially familiar with Russian culture. The Russian expressions they use are either such that their approximate meaning can be deduced from the context or they are explained to the reader in some way, often through Vera, who also struggles with Russian, and her wonderings about the language make the meanings of the expressions clear for the reader too.
 
                Sometimes Russian expressions are indeed used to illustrate that the conversation goes on in Russian, although it is rendered in Finnish in the text, which reminds one of the practices of the multilingual authors studied by Wanner (2011, 12). Nikita, for example, begins a conversation with her mother by using the Russian word “Mam”, meaning mother: “Mam, I want to talk about a girl. No, not Vera, another one.”11 (NK1, 343). Marja Sorvari has noted the similar use of italicised Russian words in Anna Soudakova’s Mitä männyt näkevät and sees it partly as a marker of the characters’ multilingual belonging (Sorvari 2023, 163). Similarly, in the Neonkaupunki trilogy it is not possible for the reader to use the Russian expressions as markers of a certain part of the text being supposedly in Russian, but more as a sign of the multilingual environment and the bilingual status of the characters.
 
                One of the main focalised characters in the Neonkaupunki trilogy is Vera, who is born in Finland to a Russian father and a Finnish mother. She is presented as bilingual, but Finnish is her stronger language and she struggles with Russian. Her contacts with Russian and her encounters with Russian culture are often described as difficult and embarrassing. Some of her cultural “traumas” and small domestic failures seem to reach across generations: for example, in Elm, she enjoys the luxurious abundance of delicious Russian food and remembers her mother’s unsuccessful attempts to make Russian sauerkraut. Vera’s family is not described in detail, yet her relation to her Russian father is depicted as close, loving and caring and her father also seems to be her most important connection to her Russian roots: he has, for example, read her Russian folktales. In Elm, Vera’s encounters with Russian language and culture are first presented as difficult and distressing, yet after spending some time in Elm, these encounters become more natural. First, she is told she is too Finnish to understand Russians: “‘Because you are such a finotška’, said Tarkkis. ‘Vera, I love you, but you cannot cope with Russians if you don’t try to understand what’s happening around you.’”12 (NK1, 61). Learning and getting used to Russian is shown as an ongoing and complicated process that is full of setbacks. In Chapter 22 of the first book, Vera feels she has got used to Russian and Russian ways:
 
                 
                  Vera learnt every night and day by following the example of others. She listened with them Akvarium and DDT, and Agata Kristi during the booze comedown phase. Her Russian became better almost without noticing it and even Tarkkis stopped teasing her about wrong conjugations. Vera grasped the notion of addressing people correctly. The Gorkys, Russians, played with language, that was it. Their gestures and the corners of their eyes were loaded with meanings.13 (NK1, 151)
 
                
 
                Yet after a conflict over how to treat newcomers, Vera in the next chapter feels like an outsider again: “Vera didn’t understand after all how the Gorkys functioned. Maybe Tarkkis and Kostja were right – maybe she was too Finnish. She wasn’t able to read between the lines.”14 (NK1, 57)
 
                Most of the explicit ponderings about Russian are presented through Vera: she talks about language and, in particular, thinks about language a great deal. Many of her thoughts are somehow linked to the connection between language and identity. She wonders, for example, about how to address people in Russian in order to appear more confident speaking in Russian. Using different forms of Russian characters’ names and Russian informal and formal second person forms are a recurring motif in the books. Vera also thinks about the use of Russian and Finnish personal pronouns: when addressing a Finnish-speaking character Nova, who is of non-binary gender, it bothers her that she cannot ask about Nova’s gender in Finnish, because “the stupid Finnish language did not offer a way to ask indirectly”15 (NK1, 188). When learning that Nova understands some Russian, Vera asks if Nova prefers to be called “on” or “ona”, “he” or “she”, since in Finnish there is only one singular third-person pronoun “hän”, which is gender neutral. Thus, she turns upside down the predominantly Finnish idea of how handy the Finnish non-gendered personal pronoun is and gives credit to languages that offer the choice of gendered pronouns. Terentyeva returns to the same question in her verse novel Ihana (36–37) in which the main character, Lilja, ponders the importance of the English pronoun “they” using typography to express its meaning: the word is written in a larger font and the English word literally stands out in the context of the text that is otherwise in Finnish. Lilja compares the pronoun use in Finnish, English and Swedish, seeing good sides in both gendered and ungendered pronoun systems.
 
                Russian words also introduce a Russian atmosphere into the text. There are many easily recognisable Russian words in the text, ranging from names of characters to vodka, samovar and balalaika. Terentyeva and Hynynen seem to be quite conscious of Russian stereotypes and often the characters comment on them by seeing the situations at the same time from a nostalgic and ironic point of view. For example, a balalaika, a traditional Russian instrument, evokes warm feelings in the characters during a gang member’s funeral (NK1, 116). The balalaika is also mentioned in an ironic sense as a Russian stereotype when Vera is told about patrolling the enemy territories:
 
                 
                  “[…] we have to make tours there [in the enemy territory]” 
 
                  “Tours?” 
 
                  Tarkkis burst into laughter. 
 
                  “Yeah, Vera, we go there to play balalaika and accordion. What do you think a tour means?”16 (NK1, 97–98)
 
                
 
                A balalaika is also a suitable weapon in a fistfight for gang leader positions (NK1, 328–330). Some Russian words and clichés like samovars surrounded by traditional Russian food are connected to pure nostalgia and the feeling of home and safety, whereas vodka and other alcoholic beverages have more ambiguous connotations to both having a good time and dangerously losing control on account of drinking too much. This kind of combination of nostalgia and irony is a typical feature of several migrant authors (Wanner 2011, 12–14). In Neonkaupunki it seems to be connected to the characters’ search of identity when they try to negotiate their relationship with Russian culture. For the point of view of fantasy as a genre, Russian expressions and Russian realia have an important role in world building. It is often considered important to build unique yet consistent fantasy worlds and the Neonkaupunki trilogy is unique in the sense that it is the first fantasy series to depict a Finland-Russian fantasy world: there are also non-Russian and non-Finland-Russian characters, yet the strong influence of Russian culture and language ranging from Russian or Slavic folktale characters to 1980s Soviet rock music make the world distinctively Russian. Most of this culture is presented through the use of Russian words. The names of the mythical characters like Baba Yaga are used in their Russian form and not in Finnish translations, whereas the name of the Finland Russian gang Nikita and Vera end up in is “Gorky”, derived from the English name of the Soviet rock band Gorky Park. While the world of Elm is Finland Russian, the presence of other cultures, especially English-speaking ones, is always present and makes the world more open to interpretation.
 
                Terentyeva has on several occasions spoken about the connection between language and feelings. The connection is obvious in Neonkaupunki too. Most Russian words used in the text are quite expressive and emotionally loaded and charged: they are often swearwords or expressions of affection. Many of the Russian characters are depicted as using swearwords, but expressions of affection are mostly used by Nikita. At home, she addresses her mother with the word “mam”, which is not the dictionary form of the word but a vocative form of “mama”, typically used by children talking to their mother and implying a certain closeness – despite their ambiguous relationship. Nikita thinks about her girlfriend as “krasotka” (“beauty”) and calls her “solnyško” (literally “sun”) (NK1, 129, 132). She also teaches – although first reluctantly – her girlfriend an affectionate word, “myška” (literally “mouse”), that she can use for her.
 
                 
                  “Talk to me in Russian” Helle asked. It was still scary. […]
 
                  “Solnyshko,” Tarkkis whispered, but her voice broke. Her face was hot with shame. She knew painfully well in her guts what kind of looks and words people reacted to when talking Russian.17 (NK2, 132)
 
                
 
                Yet later, the Russian word “myška” turns into something that is truly meaningful to her. Nikita has come to see Helle after a long time in order to ask her to marry her and during their dialogue there is at the same time a quiet monologue going on in Nikita’s head:
 
                 
                  “Say that one word,” Tarkkis thought. “Say that word you always call me. The one you cannot pronounce correctly, the one that at first I definitely didn’t want as my nickname.”18 (NK2, 276)
 
                
 
                Vera also uses Russian words to express her emotions. In a few situations, she calls herself idiotka in her mind: “The door is locked, idiotka, thought Vera”19 (NK2, 17). Sometimes she also uses the word dura, which has the same meaning. This is presented as Vera’s inner speech addressed to herself.20 What does it actually imply, that Vera uses Russian in her mind when she is not pleased with her own actions – when she is disappointed with her abilities to think like her Russian friends and tries to open a door that is locked? Interestingly, Anna Soudakova also uses the same word as one of the rare Russian words in her novel Varjele varjoani (Soudakova 2022, 168). It is significant that Vera addresses herself in Russian both in Elm and in Finland when she has temporarily returned to the real world. Is she in these situations seeing herself as if through the eyes of her Russian-speaking friends? Or has she despite all her doubts somehow reached something Russian in herself that she was afraid did not exist?
 
                Another ample source of Russian language in the text are names. Most characters with a Russian background have Russian names and Russian name practices are a recurring problem for Vera. She ponders about using different forms of the names (first name, patronym, surname, different nicknames) and the informal and formal “you”. The use of informal and formal “you” in Russian and in Finnish is formally similar (Russian “ty” has a Finnish equivalent “sinä” and Russian “vy” is equivalent to “te”), yet they are in practice used in different ways and in different situations. Vera is all the time nervous she might use either the names or pronouns wrongly. The use of Russian names and the formal and informal “you” is also explicitly explained in the text for implied Finnish-speaking reader.
 
                Of all the characters, Nikita has the name with the most complex network of meanings. It is a mix of Russian and Finnish components and is full of potential to perplex both Russian and Finnish-speaking characters. Her first name is Nikita, a Russian boy’s name her mother gave her in memory of her late brother. The mother also sees the name as a glamorous European girl’s name – there might be an allusion to Luc Besson’s 1990 film Nikita that in Finland goes by the name Tyttö nimeltä Nikita (“a girl called Nikita”). Nikita’s Russian friends call her by the nickname Kita, which is a standard Russian short form of Nikita, yet in Nikita’s memories her late grandmother calls her Kiša instead of the more typical Keša, because “Kiša sounds more like a girl, said babuška smilingly” (NK1, 146).21 Nikita’s Finnish girlfriend Helle calls her Niki in a loving tone, and her not-so-serious enemy Nadja – who is also Finnish despite her Russian name – calls her Nikke in a playful and teasing tone. Niki and Nikke are more Finnish-sounding nicknames and Nikke is a typical boy’s name. Thus, Russian and Finnish speakers use different nicknames for Nikita, yet the Russian nickname Kita might also have connotations in Finnish: the Finnish word “kita” means the mouth of an animal and it can also be used as a slightly rude way to mean a human mouth. Nikita’s surname Tarkkinen, moreover, is important and full of meanings. It comes from her Finnish stepfather and hence she often goes by the nickname Tarkkis, which is based on the surname but is also a somewhat outdated and rude slang word for a child or young person who goes to special classes for badly behaving pupils. The word has connotations of aggression, rebellion and difficulties in adapting to rules. Tarkkis is the name that the narrator uses for the character. Nikita’s patronym Ivanovna is an object of bewilderment among the Russian-speakers: according to their sense of grammatical correctness, the feminine form “Ivanovna” does not go together with her masculine first name “Nikita”. In the last book of the trilogy, we also learn Nikita’s original Russian surname, Zvereva, which comes from the word zver, meaning an animal or beast. Nikita’s mixed name can be seen as a symbol for her identity crossing in at least two cultures. Her first name Nikita symbolises her Russian roots and her masculine lesbian identity whereas the Finnish nickname Tarkkis symbolises her difficulties in adapting to Finnish society – or her refusal to adapt to rules she does not see as her own. In addition to these varieties of language, the grammatical incorrectness between the male name Nikita and the female patronym Ivanovna adds to the multifaceted image of Nikita and causes confusion among the other gang members. Nikita’s many names also seem to be the key to her identity and to her finding the way to define herself.
 
                In the final book of the trilogy, Nikita is caught by the gang of luupojat (bone boys) who are dead inhabitants of Elm who have been turned into zombies, blindly obeying their leader. Nikita also becomes a zombie; her transformation is not complete and she struggles to keep her own will, consciousness and identity. Throughout the trilogy, the zombies are often referred to as animals and the first time the reader gets to know Nikita’s original Russian surname, Zvereva, is when she is being turned into a zombie. So, symbolically, when Nikita becomes a zombie, she loses – at least partly – her human nature and her identity by remembering her original, animal-like name.22 Yet one of the elements keeping her aware of herself is her name. Her friend Slava calls her by her name Nikita but she does not understand: “The living boy kept calling out three syllables. She had a feeling she should understand what they meant”23 (NK3, 229). During her time as a zombie, her friends repeatedly call her by name, trying to reach her. Names – and language in general – seem to be the thing that keeps Nikita as an individual amongst the horde of zombies and her understanding of language seems to be the key to becoming a real human being again:
 
                 
                  The body [Nikita] did not know, who the girl [Vera] was, but it knew more about the girl than herself – also herself was now a word – same. That had a meaning in two languages she knew. She knew languages. “Kita”, the blue-haired girl said. “Vera”. Vera, faith.”24 (NK3, 379)
 
                
 
                Another element crucial to Nikita gaining self-consciousness is her remembrance of past events and recognising familiar people. Zombie Nikita’s realisation of her identity has a parallel at the end of the story when she returns home to real-world Finland. She has moved in with her girlfriend, Helle, and seems to suffer from some kind of PTSD after her horrible experiences in both the real world and Elm. Nikita’s coping with everyday life and learning to accept herself seems to be connected to Helle’s patience and good associations connected to the name of Nikita: “When Helle breathed out her name, something substantial moved. Nikita was in use so much, and not once spat out in loathing so that it came back. From somewhere many years ago” (NK3, 414).25 Nikita even officially changes her surname back to her original Russian name, Zvereva, and puts that on the door of her and Helle’s apartment as if it was a sign of her accepting all sides of her nature – or her many-faceted cultural background.
 
               
              
                4 Conclusion
 
                Hynynen’s and Terentyeva’s Neonkaupunki series differs from Terentyeva’s other books in terms of its multilingual nature. There is an abundance of Russian vocabulary within the Finnish text and the characters are used to living in a multilingual environment, contemplating their use of different languages and comparing languages to one another. The books result from cooperation between two authors of different linguistic background and this supports the multilingual nature of the text. The novels do not show the Finland- Russian culture in Elm only as a simple mix of Russian and Finnish languages and cultures. The strong presence of Western or American culture and, to some extent, the presence of English language are also an important part of Elm and the characters’ identities. Some characters build their identities partly on a mix of American metal music and Russian 1980s rock, whereas one character named Andy is revealed to be a Russian Andrei who just prefers the English name Andy. The building blocks of identity have many sources and change when the characters develop, providing material for multifaceted, transcultural identities. As shown before, Dess Terentyeva writes extensively about the importance of language in her Instagram account, and she also raises the question whether film and music can be perceived as a language for communicating feelings and thoughts, thus widening the concept of language. Elm is deeply inspired by the horror films and music videos of the 1980s. I did not analyse the meaning of film and music in the Neonkaupunki series in depth, but it could be argued that allusions to horror films are used in giving Elm its visual features and music is often used to describe the characters: some of the characters base their identities partly on their taste in music and the changes of their thinking are reflected in the changes in their preferences of heavy metal bands.
 
                The issues related to the characters’ migrant backgrounds are only one theme in the series – albeit an important one. Other prominent themes are, for example, sexual and gender minorities, an individual right to bodily integrity, and problems related to the misuse of drugs and alcohol. The issues themselves are not brought about by the characters’ Russian background but they are often seen through the prism of migrant or Finland-Russian experience.
 
                As a portrayal of the experiences of the young generation of Finland-Russian migrants Hynynen and Terentyeva’s Neonkaupunki can be compared with Anna Soudakova’s novel Varjele varjoani (Save my Shadow, 202226), where Soudakova writes about the experiences of a Finland-Russian migrant and her family in a realistic and, to some extent, autobiographic tone. Neonkaupunki’s type of fantasy offers the authors an arena to discuss language and culture in an environment that is not bound by the laws and demands of realism. Elm as an imaginary space allows the characters to negotiate and build their identities in ways that are not possible in a more realistic genre. Towards the end of the trilogy, it becomes clear that Elm itself is alive and is constantly changing along with the characters. The trilogy ends with the end of Elm itself, yet Vera manages to save a copy of it and thus after the death of the old Elm a new one is born with a new Baba Yaga sitting in a rocking chair in her chicken leg hut, probably waiting for a new generation of Finland Russians to enter Elm in order to reshape their identities. Thus, Vera becomes one link in the chain of mediators of Finland-Russian identity.
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              Notes

              1
                So far none of Terentyeva’s works has been translated into English. In this text, the title Neonkaupunki is used collectively for the whole trilogy. In references, NK1, NK2 and NK3 stand for the novels Neonkaupunki, Neonkaupunki 2: Spiraalitie, and Neonkaupunki 3: Luutivoli respectively.

              
              2
                The genre of fantasy gives the authors several different means of dealing with the questions related to identity. For example, the theme is explored by the recurring motif of doppelgänger when several of the Neonkaupunki characters meet their doubles during their adventures in the fantasy world of Elm. For more on Neonkaupunki series as fantasy see Salminen (2024).

              
              3
                The term Finland Russian is reminiscent of another minority in Finland, the Finland-Swedes. The two groups differ from each other historically, since Swedish speakers are not considered immigrants but have a long history of living in Finland. Swedish language is also one of the two official and national languages of Finland.

              
              4
                Despite her male name, Nikita is a woman. I discuss her name in more detail later.

              
              5
                Although the representations of power structures in Elm might have something in common with Soviet power structures, for example, the Gorky gang’s power hierarchy is presented more as “Russian” than “Soviet”. For example, the leader of the gang is sometimes called “czar”, which has obvious connotations with pre-Soviet Russia.

              
              6
                It is quite typical of fantasy literature and its subgenres to have a wide age range of readers from teenagers to adults. In libraries, for example, several classics of the genre can be found in both children’s and adults’ departments.

              
              7
                “Luulisi että nuo kaksi tiesivät tismalleen, millaista oli tulla uuteen paikkaan ilman että tajusi siitä yhtään mitään. Ainakin Vera oletti, että Slavakin oli maahanmuuttaja, kaikki olivat Tarkkiksen mukaan.” All translations are my own.

              
              8
                Rainbow literature (in Finnish sateenkaarikirjallisuus) is an umbrella term used for literature that is in some way connected to the ideas of sexual and gender minorities.

              
              9
                “Äidin ja isoäidin kieli.”

              
              10
                The link to the Excel file used to be found in both Terentyeva’s and Neonkaupunki Instagram accounts’ Linktree in their Instagram Bio. The link for the NK1 vocabulary file can still be found in Terentyeva’s Instagram post (IG, 29 December 2020).

              
              11
                “Mam, mä haluun kertoo yhestä tytöstä. Ei, en Verasta, vaan toisesta” (italics in original noting that the conversation happens in Nikita’s memory).

              
              12
                “Koska sä oot tommonen finotška”, Tarkkis sanoi. “Vera, mä rakastan sua, mut sä et pärjää venäläisten kanssa, jos et yritä tajuta mitä sun ympärillä tapahtuu.”

              
              13
                “Vera oppi päivät ja yöt seuraamalla muita. Hän kuunteli muiden kanssa Akvariumia ja DDT:tä, laskuhumalassa Agata Kristiä. Hänen venäjänsä parantui kuin huomaamatta ja Tarkkiskin lakkasi kiusaamasta virheellisistä taivutuksista. Vera sai kiinni teitittelystä. Gorkyt, venäläiset, leikkivät kielellä, sitä se oli. He latasivat kasapäin merkityksiä eleisiin ja silmäkulmiin.” The bands mentioned are well-known Russian rock bands formed during the Soviet era (see, for example, Huttunen 2012, 21–32; 95–106).

              
              14
                “Hän ei ymmärtänyt sittenkään, miten gorkyt toimivat. Ehkä Tarkkis ja Kostja olivat oikeassa – ehkä Vera oli liian suomalainen. Hän ei osannut lukea rivien välistä.”

              
              15
                “Puhutko sä venäjää? Vera kysyi, koska typerä suomen kieli ei tarjonnut kiertoteitä.”

              
              16
                “[…] sinne on pakko tehä keikkoja.” “Keikkoja?” Tarkkis pärskähti. “Joo Vera, me käydään siellä soittelemassa balalaikkaa ja haitaria. Mitä sä luulet keikan tarkoittavan?”

              
              17
                “Puhu mulle venäjää”, Helle pyysi. Se oli vieläkin pelottavaa […] “Solnyško”, Tarkkis kuiskasi, mutta ääni särkyi. Häpeä tuntui kuumalta kasvoilla. Hänellä oli tuskallisen hyvin selkärangassa, millaisilla katseilla ja sanoilla venäjän puhumiseen reagoitiin.

              
              18
                “Sano se yksi sana, Tarkkis ajatteli. Sano se, jolla sä aina kutsut mua. Se jota sä et osaa lausua oikein, jota mä en alun perin ois todellakaan halunnut hellittelynimeksi itselleni.”

              
              19
                “Ovi on lukittu, idiotka, Vera ajatteli.”

              
              20
                This literary device reminds one of Lewis Carroll’s Alice constantly talking to herself and correcting herself. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland can be seen as one of the early predecessors of the fantasy genre and, naturally, there are connections between Vera and Alice, two girls who end up in a world where everything is different from their own world and language is a central object of both confusion and fascination.

              
              21
                “Kiša kuulostaa enemmän tytöltä, babuška hymyili.”

              
              22
                Another detail that adds to the theme of losing or gaining one’s humanity in the final book of the trilogy is one character who refers to Vera as Malvina. Malvina is a character from Buratino, the well-known Soviet version of Carlo Collodi’s Pinocchio by Aleksey Tolstoy, and the connecting factor between Malvina and Vera is that both have blue hair. One of the main themes of the original Pinocchio is a wooden doll that turns into a real boy, an event that never happens to its main character, Buratino, in Tolstoy’s version.

              
              23
                “Elävä poika hoki kolmea tavua. Hänellä oli tunne, että hän [sic] olisi pitänyt ymmärtää mitä ne tarkoittivat.”

              
              24
                “Ruumis ei tiennyt, kuka tyttö oli, mutta se tiesi tytöstä enemmän kuin itsestään – myös itse oli nyt sana – sama. Sillä oli merkitys kahdella kielellä, jota hän osasi. Hän osasi kieliä. ‘Kita,’ sinitukkainen sanoi. ‘Vera.’ Vera, usko.” The Russian word “vera” means “faith”.

              
              25
                “Kun Helle huokaili hänen nimeään, jokin olennainen liikahti. Nikita oli niin paljon käytössä, eikä kertaakaan inhoten syljettynä, että se tuli takaisin. Jostakin todella monen vuoden takaa.”

              
              26
                The title of the novel refers to Joseph Brodsky’s poem “Pis’ma k stene” (“Letters to the Wall”, 1964).
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                1 Introduction
 
                The focus of this chapter is on the essays that were published by the journal LiteraruS in Finland in 2017. LiteraruS is a literary magazine established in 2003 that publishes in Russian and Finnish. It has been supported financially by the Finnish Ministry of Education and intermittently by grants, also from Russia.1 The editor in chief is Ljudmila Kol, herself an author with a Soviet Russian background having moved to Finland, and the editorial board consists of Finnish-Russian academics and literary persons. In 2016 the magazine organised an essay competition “Pamiat’ migratsii – Migratsiia pamiati / Memory of Migration – Migration of Memory.”2 All 29 essays (including two as poems) were submitted from Finland, Sweden, Germany, France, Israel, USA, Denmark, Australia and Russia; 11 were written by men and 18 by women; the majority, 16 essays, came from Finland, of which 11 were written by women.
 
                In this chapter, employing concepts of cultural and memory studies, we focus on the essays authored by women living mainly in Finland. They look back on their migrant experiences, those interpretations of events that the writing revives as personally important and worthy to be shared with others. The texts are analysed as discursively constructed, paying special attention to the interacting and changing processes of knowledge and memory, affects, values and expectations devoted especially to gender and to national formation and stereotypes.
 
                In the chapter, we ask what is remembered in a moment when the past is explicitly invited back into the present day, and what personal and collective experiences are re-lived by different modes of memory work. We do this through close reading analysis of the transcultural map of memories and their shifting, un/certain and gendered nature (Neubauer and Geyer-Ryan 2000). We also highlight the material provided by “ordinary average people” (“obychnye srednestatisticheskie liudi”, IM, 1), here by ex-Soviet women who have often been the object of stereotyped tropes (Sarsenov 2008) and whose voices are often bypassed to focus on the migrant narratives adopted by literary professionals and public persons. Although taking part in a literary competition, the essayists provide privately motivated descriptions of subject histories that exceed any specific aesthetic programmes, simultaneously contributing to knowledge “from below” (Thompson 1978) of how perestroika came to affect the decision to emigrate. We are also interested in whether the “last Soviet generation” of women abroad think back on those Soviet efforts in terms of gender politics and multinational issues.
 
                The essay competition was introduced and motivated by the organisers’ questions:
 
                
                  	 
                    What was the most important for you in your past life when you got into a new environment and started “a new” life?


                  	 
                    What would you like to keep forever in your memory?


                  	 
                    Did your memories of the country you left and of your life there change over time?


                  	 
                    What do you like to remember about your former life?


                  	 
                    What would you like to forget?


                  	 
                    Did the memories of the past help or hinder you in living and adaptation in a new country and in a new culture?3


                
 
                These questions are implicitly present and become part of how and what memories are reconstructed. Similarly to in oral history interviews, the writer recreates her memories in an intersubjective process that is entwined in a conversation between the individual with her “emotional baggage”, i.e. her sense of self and the “interviewer” represented here by the guiding questions, drawing upon discursive formulations or recognisable public identities available to her from cultural resources (Abrams 2010, 54–55; Savolainen and Taavetti 2022, 18–19). Both the questions and the invitation in Russian to participate in the essay competition have an impact on writer and reader positions. It appears that the reader in this dialogue is expected to be familiar with the Soviet environment and to feel for the hardships caused by emigration from the USSR; without the essay writer giving much detailed clarification of culturally fixed terms, the reader is assumed to know Soviet performances and rituals of both high and popular culture, what is meant by the “Soviet way of life” (“sovetskii obraz zhizni”), to be a “Soviet person” (“sovetskii chelovek”) or “Rodina”. This shared projected reader position might also be a reason why most of the essayists do not go any deeper into the Soviet circumstances.
 
                The competition made it possible for the writers to tell a story that they felt was worth telling. While looking back on their memories, the women ask how they became what they are now in the new country of residence. They reflect on their past to affirm their obviously difficult, even agonising decision to leave their native environment with its social networks. The memoirs consist of various time layers and narrative conventions that together bring about a “diachronic identity” as “a synthesis of time and identity […] effectuated by memory” (Assmann 2008, 109). This means that
 
                 
                  memory is the past made present. The notion of a ‘making present’ has two important corollaries: first, that memory is a contemporary phenomenon, something that, while concerned with the past, happens in the present; and second, that memory is a form of work, working through, labor or action. (Rothberg 2009, 3–4)
 
                
 
                The writers themselves acknowledge the palimpsest and confusing nature of memory which is seen as “a special structure that is not subjected to a human will” (RK, 4). Memory acts in its own and unpredictable way, like an “elf” (“Feia”) moving “episodes of our past life” like pieces in a kaleidoscope (RK, 4);4 it resembles a “puzzle” or a “library of our life” (IM, 1).5 These writers point to the logic of memory that operates as a blend of conscious recalling and associative recognition (see Kihlstrom and Barnhardt 1993, 88–125). While participation in the contest requires the writers to become conscious of past events, so that they can be described to someone else, simultaneously, any associatively or conceptually related events and expressions of memory in the writing may not refer to factual episodes in the subject’s life. It is thus not in our interest to ask whether the recollections are true or not, or if the events really happened, but to focus on memoirs as present literary interpretations of the past migration modified by transcultural and gendered memories.
 
                The invitation to recall the history of one’s migration makes the writers participate in a group memory. Most of the writers were aged about 50 at the time of writing, so they represent, as Yurchak (2006, 31) terms it, “the last Soviet generation” who were born, grew up and were formed in the USSR just before the beginning of its collapse. They share a common “cultural life script” (Bernsten and Rubin 2004; Janssen and Haque 2015, 30; Vehkalahti and Jouhki 2022, 383–384) that consists of culturally shared knowledge about important events in the life course, anticipates what events and memories are favoured and expected to recall in early adulthood, and shapes how the events should be narrated and which narrative voices form the social and historical dialogue the writers take part in.
 
                Despite the variety of present residence, the writers’ common spatial past is in the Soviet Union, often Leningrad or Saint Petersburg and Moscow, as well as in the childhood landscape of the Soviet countryside. The most significant and the common linkage point for many of this generation is perestroika as an experience that is vital and not to be bypassed, marking the end of childhood and family communities:
 
                 
                  My good life was destroyed by perestroika. The 1990s… Much has already been forgotten, erased from memory. A time of general confusion, misunderstanding, survival… I remember my clear thought when I was travelling on the subway and saw women were standing in the underpass selling newspapers: “This is my future” […] The future seemed hopelessly scarce and not very encouraging. (MS, 19)6
 
                
 
                The writers share in collective images and narratives as “ordinary average people” (IM, 1; BE, 5) of the Soviet past and feel that they were part of something shared, which they coin “our country” (“nasha strana”). Perestroika as the dividing line becomes evident in the change in pronoun use from “we” (“my”) to “I” (“ia”). When one is no longer a member of the familiar Soviet community, the break, as one recalls, causes the self-positioning as a single “I” separate from the state: “I had to decide what to do. No, not with the country, it’s not my place to think about it. I need to decide what to do with myself” (RT, 23).7
 
                The essays practice common rhetorical rituals, display an inherited habitus and draw on repertoires of explicit and implicit knowledge apparent in the cultural memory of late socialism (Erll 2011; Assmann 1992; 2008; Yurchak 2006, 31). However different the experiences may be, the features recurring in the memoirs generate a common life script that includes nostalgic retrospections of childhood and of family community, memories of war, lack of mobility in the Soviet past, gaps in knowledge of both Soviet and Western societies and oblivion to historical events both in private and collective memory. The thematical contexts to be reconstructed in the common life script can be framed as following: reaching the decision to move; locating in-between time and space and recollecting in the maternal lineage.
 
               
              
                2 Dead-end and Adaptation via Childhood Memories
 
                The atmosphere of the memories shared in the essays is affected by the collapse of the Soviet Union and the following displacement. The essays confirm what several scholars have already stated: that it is the loss of the Motherland and the sense of displacement which characterise the collective post-Soviet identity (Sorvari 2022, 4–5; Oushakine 2009). The memories convey the perception of a dead-end and an experience of estrangement affected by migration and impacting the present identities. In most of the essays, emigration is economically motivated going back to the perestroika years, which are commonly seen as “chaos and collapse of the familiar world” (IM, 1; also PT, 3). Other reasons given for migration, typical for women, include marriage, especially in Finland where “Russian-Finnish marriages are relatively common” (Pöllänen and Davydova-Minguet 2017, 207). Besides that, four of 11 essays were written by Ingrian Finns. From 1991 until 2016 the Law of Return enabled 35,000 Ingrian Finns to move from Russia and Estonia to Finland, where they were eligible for automatic residence permits (Savolainen 2022, 191; Rinta-Tassi 2016). Nearly all essays mention the perestroika years as causing a profound existential change in quotidian life: lost jobs and salaries, breaks in professional careers, shortage of food, queuing to organise everyday issues, selling various things on diffuse marketplaces to overcome the collapsed infrastructure. Even so, no matter how hard it was economically, the decision to move abroad required an individual to overcome both psycho-social barriers and ideological prejudices associated with what Yurchak (2006, 158–161) calls the “imaginary West”: “I bought a cheap tour to Helsinki, at least to see how people live there, in the ‘Wild West’” (IM, 1).8
 
                Among the Ingrian Finns, migration to Finland is perceived as “coming home” and reconnecting to one’s historical and family “roots”: “in my declining years I turned to my Ingrian roots – in religion, by adopting the Lutheran religion, and later I changed my place of residence – I moved from St Petersburg to Finland where they have an understanding for the related people” (OL, 13).9
 
                What is in common to nearly all these writers – irrespective of ethnic background – is the impression that they were taken by surprise and were unprepared to confront migration, not least how little they knew about “the Wild West” (“dikii zapad”) which was, as Yurchak pointed out, an “imaginary” one:
 
                 
                  We don’t know what awaits us in foreign countries. We don’t know yet… we still don’t know… “overseas” countries attract us with their unknown, incomprehensibility and almost unreality. They seem sweet, like forbidden fruit… There, oranges fall from the sky, the paths are covered with rose petals, and dollars grow on the trees. […] We hope that there… behind the border fence the grass is greener and the strawberries sweeter. (RT, 23)10
 
                
 
                One writer confesses that she “was not ready for the realities of a new life in a new country” and recalls being “surprised while understanding that everything is arranged differently here” in Finland (BE, 5).11 Another writes: “we were going, as in that fairy tale, ‘there, I don’t know where’” (KM, 6).12 The idea behind the decision to move is rather like “an indefinite vague elusive dream of a wonderful evening in a wonderful place” (OL, 13).13
 
                The memoirists do not go deeper into explanations for being unprepared. The reasons behind the confusion are rather laconically commented on: “We got tired. Tired of the changes in the country, of stupidity, uselessness, futility of life” (RT, 23).14 Although almost all writers mention perestroika and the coup attempt in August 1991, political agency is assigned only to the “leader”, i.e. the president and the political elite that “artificially created perestroika” and fundamentally transformed citizens’ lives (IM, 1). The “average” Soviet citizen is provided with no political agency: “You were not supposed to be interested. Can’t be discussed. What for? Sit more quietly, live more calmly. And keep your head down. Be a moth” (RT, 23).15
 
                Cautious hints of criticism are not addressed to political leaders, but to the myth-loaded Russian national character:
 
                 
                  Russian people are amazing, because they are always waiting for a miracle, but no one warned them that Europe no longer needs miracles. In general, nobody warns them about anything: neither about the differences in legislation, nor about the complexity of the language, nor about the difficulties of integrating into everyday life. (PT, 3)16
 
                
 
                The individual decision-making is delegated to higher forces, even such as the famous Russian “Fate” (“sud’ba”): “Thanks to Fate which gave us various lessons of life and thanks to the Superior Forces that helped to survive and to gain life experience” (TS, 2).17
 
                The Soviet past is provided only with a brief overview and covered mostly by silence, even on the memories of ethnic repression. A writer with an Ingrian background comments on her own attitude:
 
                 
                  if they even told me how the former owners returned to their old country houses, or if I learned from my grandmother or aunt that before the war my Finnish grandfather disappeared to “nowhere,” I took it for granted, like everything weird in our life that cannot be explained. […] Nobody explained to me, for example, where the inhabitants of the empty fields of the former peasant estates had gone, why there was no one to repair the once paved road through the swamp and many other issues in our life that it was preferable not to talk about at that time. (OL, 13)18
 
                
 
                The absent – repressed – past is transmitted into the present in images of disappearance and emptiness, and history likens a blank page left beyond explanation that makes that life seem “weird”, as the writer recalls the past. Traumatic events of the earlier generation – disappearance of family members and a national, here Ingrian Finnish, minority – are remembered or, rather as Hirsch puts it, traumatic history is mediated not by recall but engulfed in silence, and thus passed on only fragmentarily by the “imaginative investment, projection and creation” of postmemory (Hirsch 2012, 5). The imaginative “weirdness” is a reconstruction shaped in the process that Hirsch calls postmemory of the generation that has grown up with overwhelming inherited memories of what preceded their birth: here, the collective repression of the historical events and suffering caused by Russification and ethnic purges during Soviet history is transformed into what exceeds comprehension and becomes “weird in our life that cannot be explained”.
 
                While migration destabilises identity, it can also be a motor of renewal. Loss of the familiar community in a strange environment may make one’s adult life feel fragile: “Being a lady of an elegant age, I kind of felt myself a child. I was depressed and even thought about getting away from all the difficulties by cutting all the knots in one fell swoop” (IAL, 16).19
 
                Disappointment and disillusion alternate with the need to cope with the new situation after migration. Despite the challenges, migration is seen as a promise of hope, “a dream” of a better future, both materially and spiritually, of a “liberation”, “freedom”, and “limitless possibilities” (RK, 4). As one writer formulates it: “Nowadays I allow myself a lot of what I didn’t do in my earlier life” (IAL, 16).20
 
                While change can be liberating, the cultural life script also holds fast to the past and revives Soviet ideals, such as making a virtue of hardships as essential to constant self-development into an “all-round personality” (Kelly et al. 1998, 9). Life becomes a never-ending process of self-education in which learning to live with the migration is only one phase: “I continue my learning of life, my lesson in the new country, in the new culture. By getting to know something new and unusual, I become a more multifaceted, highly developed Personality” (TS, 2).21
 
                The nostalgic mode affects the language, and strongly emotional style of writing, influenced by an ambiguous state of mind:
 
                 
                  I sometimes feel very sad because of being a migrant. For what reason? I do not know. Maybe because of a lack of stability in a state of being “in transition,” maybe because of some kind of constant lack of the peace of mind. There is no answer to this question. I’m feeling sorry for something that no longer exists, or maybe never existed. (RK, 4)22
 
                
 
                In the meantime, hardships, moments of loneliness and despair, are compensated for by positive childhood memories within a shared cultural life script, applied to make sense of one’s history. The chronology of the migration story is often disrupted by the accent on childhood and youth. Childhood memories not only regenerate the atmosphere of emotionally important situations from a distant past but also include rather detailed and vivid images typical of “flashbulb memories” in autobiographical memory (Vehkalahti and Jouhki 2022, 379; Conway 1995; Brown and Kulik 1977). By highlighting their childhood experiences the memoirists draw a clear distinction from the public memory and emphasise the private essence of their memories. The particularly bright and tangible memories are associated with bodily experiences and the five senses: childhood with the “sounds of crickets”, “the noise of a car, tractor, neighing of a horse, mooing, crowing, cackling” in the background (OL, 13), “the smell of baking, the smell of a pie that grandma is about to take out of the oven” (RT, 23),23 the sweet taste of candy like “Korovka” and “Rakovye sheiki” (RK, 4), and touch, like “the rough and warm hand of my grandmother, straightening a strand of my hair that had fallen out from under the winter hat she knitted. And a mended woollen scarf, the warmth of which I have felt all my life” (RT, 23).24 Even the whole native country has its own smell: “My homeland is a pie. The pie that grandma baked. I will never confuse the smell of her pies baking with any other. And vareniki with cherries, and red juice of cherries flows down your hands, when you are just taking a bite …” (RT, 23).25
 
                Memories are designed in bodily motifs whereby the body becomes a discursive figure located in a gendered environment. The site of childhood memories is the family home with mothers and grandmothers as the main providers, which indicates their central role in the past, still present in the moment of recollection. The historical present tense, as it is applied in the essays, creates an illusion of the past merging with the present, and relocates the memoirists in the past world of childhood harmony.
 
               
              
                3 In-between Time and Space
 
                Displacement transforms the memoirists’ relationship to Soviet discourses but the memoirs also show that the national cultural script resists forgetting. Speaker positions and the language are affected by two narrative discourses – the literary emigrant narrative and the re-adoption of the authoritative Soviet discourse. Reference to Russian literary emigrant-authorities, particularly Tsvetaeva, regenerates a well-known dialogue about cultural identity belongings. Although they are privately motivated descriptions of subject histories, the memoirs are entries in a literary competition. The context has an impact on the topics and “literary” language and style in which the emigrant’s life story is expected to be told. Images are more ideal than real and follow the Tsvetaevan tradition of writing on “homesickness” (toska po rodine). One memoirist describes her experiences of “loneliness in a crowd” referring to Tsvetaeva:
 
                 
                  After writing these lines, I read in Marina Tsvetaeva’s letters about her life in emigrant Berlin in 1922: “It’s possible to live without people at all. A little like in the next world.” I don’t want to compare the intensity and fury of Marina Ivanovna’s passions with my own, but, probably, emigration has something in common for everyone – uselessness, isolation, restlessness, and loneliness in the crowd. (IAL, 16)26
 
                
 
                In general, the language of the essays is the language of the last Soviet generation and the authoritative discourse of the late Soviet period with a performative shift of irony, when “it is not what is said that matters, but how it is said” (Yurchak 2006, 128–131). Standard formulae are widely adapted to illustrate the harmony of the past life. Several authors describe their life before migration as that of a “self-made person”27 with an emphasis on those very ideals of the “Soviet way of life” (sovetskii obraz zhizni) provided with a superior way of “culturedness” (kul’turnost’) as “a semiofficial order […] that referred to the realm of everyday practice” (Kelly et al. 1998, 8–9). A memoirist recalls:

                 
                  I graduated from the institute, worked as an engineer, constantly engaged in self-improvement: I took courses in astrology, cutting and sewing, and psychology. I enjoyed aerobics and swimming. I loved my mother very much. I lived in harmony with my husband, made plans for the future with him. (IM, 1)28
 
                
 
                “Self-education” and “self-improvement” including work, sports, family, and faith in a bright future were the normative criteria that made an ideal Soviet life and made it easier for one to “become a more versatile, developed Personality” (TS, 2).29 Migrant women in their present environments often have difficulties finding work that corresponds to their earlier academic education and professional careers; they recall the life before perestroika in a positive way and highlight education and career combined with family.30 The nostalgic emphasis may indicate that their situation has changed for the worse but also that the ideals of “self-improvement” are resistant and long-lasting.
 
                The language continues the late Soviet of the 1970s and early 1980s discourse that, according to Yurchak (2006, 128, 131–133), contributed to the internal deterritorialisation of the authoritarian discourse and the emergence of the widespread principle of living “in-between” (vnenakhodimost’) as a mode of life. It is easy to distinguish expressions and clichés that adopt the ironic shift so typical for the Soviet discourse: beyond the “iron curtain” the West is both “wild” and “decaying” (PT, 3), one travels to a country of “reindeer and northern lights” (IM, 1), moves “from a country of collapsed socialism to ‘capitalism with a human face’” (MS, 19), “developed socialism” transforms into “underdeveloped capitalism” (RT, 23) and the president replaces the “party as our helmsman” (IM, 1), while one’s “principles and convictions […] did not coincide with the ‘general line’ of the Swedish authorities” (MS, 19).
 
                What is clearly expressed in several memoirs is the revival in migration of the cultural life script of living “in-between” that is experienced as living “between two worlds, where the one is not yet mine, and the other – not any more mine” (BE,5).31 Whether we read this as affected by Soviet legacy or not,32 the memoirists clearly position themselves between past and present, here and there, inside and outside the present society. This habitus of an observer recalls the Tsvetaevan idea of “loneliness in a crowd” (odinochestvo v tolpe) reformulated in an essay as follows: “memory with all its appearance makes me understand that reality is not where my body now exists. Reality is where my soul resides – in memories. In them my true life pulsates with every vein, every blood” (GN, 25).33
 
               
              
                4 Merging of Memories Along the Maternal Lineage
 
                The concept of lieu de mémoire (Nora 1989) as a space and place framed as a container of memory has been criticised for actively constructing national memory within the nation-state as a social framework of remembrance (Erll 2011, 7). The essays confirm the idea posited by Erll (2011, 11) that: “Memories do not hold still – on the contrary, they seem to be constituted first of all through movement.” While acknowledging that national self-images may change, we recognise that the personal memories in these essays bear witness to what Benedict Anderson has coined “imagined communities” (Anderson 1991) – conceived by the memoirists as representations of a Russian mentality.
 
                In this context, the imagined community is the (Soviet) Russian Motherland (Rodina, Rossija). A strong emphasis on the Russian language, Russian/Soviet customs, traditions and cultural legacy together creates the socially constructed community of imaginary Russianness, allowing people to perceive themselves as members of a nationally coherent community. This imaginary rests on the fixed past that is preserved and reembodied in the sequence of generations by what Assmann calls “cultural memory”, continually illuminating the changing present (Assmann 1988, 11, and 2008, 110–112; also, Welzer 2008, 14). Memoirs as texts of and contributors to the cultural memory that is strongly organised and ceremonial not only keep the past alive but consolidate the image of itself that the collective society wishes to pass on. The significant “fixed points” in the history that society narrates (Assmann 1988) tell us not only about the last (Soviet) generation but also about the controlled cultural memory of (Soviet) Russian history that has been cherished and cultivated by a rigid canon of texts, rituals and memorials. Well-known rituals and symbols of both high and popular culture stand for important and shared events: for instance, Tchaikovsky’s ballet Swan Lake was played on Soviet television on the day of the August coup in 1991 and thus became an omen of governmental instability. Other works in the canon of shared cultural memory include Soviet films such as Letjat zhuravli and Buratino (LIu, 20), the nineteenth- and twentieth-century literary classics (Pushkin, Esenin) and the legacy of Russian literary migrants (Tsvetaeva, Nabokov). Popular culture including Soviet wartime songs and anniversaries such as Victory Day and Lenin’s birthday (LIu, 20), celebrated by the pioneers, contribute to the common memory. Also, the pre-revolutionary architecture of St Petersburg is admired, and oral myths are passed on about both the Second World War and everyday life, such as the idealised “helping hand” among Soviet neighbours. At the break between subject positions (from “We” to “I”), some parts of Soviet cultural memory that remained intact for decades lost their truth value: the “Soviet Motherland” that was conceived of as lasting forever loses its mythical nature of “multinational equality” and becomes confusing:
 
                 
                  In the past, “we” had the “Soviet Motherland”: I grew up in the USSR – a country with an Iron Curtain […] In the old days I couldn’t even imagine that Belarus and Ukraine, Latvia and Estonia are independent states. (IM, 1)34
 
                
 
                Despite national self-reflection, the idea of a single and unique Russian culture becomes internalised in national mentality and memory. It favours “social homogenization” (Welsch 1999, 194) which does not consider the inner complexity of cultural formations, generates “ethnic consolidation” implemented as a supremacy of Russianness and Russian cultural legacy within the multiethnic Soviet state, and is characterised by “intercultural delimitation” which means that culture is seen as separatory, generating binaries such as Russia versus the West. The internalisation of ethnic uniqueness may be felt so essential that it becomes existential, and one may feel its loss as “betrayal” or even virtual “death”, seen with a mother who emigrated from the USSR and mourns her daughter’s assumed rootless cosmopolitism:
 
                 
                  [she] will no longer be able to think as a Russian, that is, with Russian thoughts. […] And this is death. Not only mine, but also of all those who gave birth to me. My parents – father and mother. And all, all, all those who came before them. Grandfathers and great-grandfathers. A long list of Russian people whose code has broken. Because I became an immigrant. Although this is not my fault, but my misfortune. I left but didn’t leave. From moving the body in space, my subconscious has not changed. But my daughter… [she] understands Hegel, but not Babel. (RT, 23)35
 
                
 
                The concept of culture is constructed upon the assumption of an isomorphy between territory, social formation, mentality and memories. A conflict arises when the carriers of memories move across borders. While adjusting to a new environment, the mind begins attempting to unify its memory culture. It seems that when both migrants and memories travel, the narrative of a nationally unified memory tends to grow stronger and becomes a means of compensating for the loss and felt estrangement of being an “outsider” in the new country: “In my memory of St Petersburg, I will always keep the good education I received there, the beauty and grandeur of the architecture of its buildings, cultural heritage, strength, and power of the Russian nation” (TS, 2).36
 
                The essays not only confirm the memories shared by the cohort of late Soviet women abroad but also show that “the discourse about the importance of the generational experience is widespread and powerful”, especially when we deal with Russian culture, according to Yurchak (2006, 31). In all these memoirs, the lineage of memory is formed down the female line – from grandmother to mother, aunt and daughter. This phenomenon confirms the centrality and double meaning of Russian motherhood as the symbolic Motherland, referring to the nation as a metaphorical family, on the one hand, and the mother as “the binding force” (Hellberg-Hirn 1998, 112, 116) within the Russian family, on the other. The lineage of mothers and grandmothers is where communicative memory is passed on and activated by the daughters recalling their past everyday life. This memory is noninstitutional in character and located in an interactive praxis of everyday communication. Unlike institutional, cultural memory, communicative memory does not know any “fixed points” but its time horizon changes within communication that is close to everyday life (Assmann 1988, 10, 11, 13; Welzer 2008, 13–14) where the mother is the very “focus of reverence and affection”, as Billington (1970, 19–20) defines the Russian family hierarchy. She is the embodiment in the discourse about the Motherland that the daughters have left behind: “So where does the Motherland begin? Everyone has one’s own answer to this question. Me too […] My motherland is my mother” (RT, 23).37
 
                When the writers recall the past, their nostalgia concerns primarily their mothers and grandmothers: “[I have] an incredibly strong thirst to return there to meet with my relatives. Not even my younger self, but especially, with my mother and grandmother” (RT, 23).38 Mother means childhood memories of the “maternal warm palm” (GN, 25), familiarity and a safe place at home with the mother cooking and doing dishes (MS, 19). She is the bright symbol of the past: “if I could really go back to the past, to that past… no, of course not, I do not want that life […] But my mother and grandmother… how I want to go to them!!!” (RT, 23)39
 
                The affective quotations indicate the emotional hardships caused by emigration and the break away, not only from the mother but the extended Russian family, often including siblings and grandparents (Pöllänen and Davydova-Minguet 2017, 206): “I didn’t yet quite understand that I was leaving there, in my homeland, the main treasure – my mother, sister, and her children” (KM, 6).40
 
                In several essays, emigration abroad is formulated in relation to a break away from one’s mother. Simultaneously, the mother is also the authority who sends the daughter abroad to look for a better life: “my mother says to me: “Maybe you should try to go to Finland, get a job” […] I conscientiously told my husband and mother all the information received from the teacher […] Fate itself dictated through the mouth of my mother what I should do” (IM, 1).41
 
                Due to the intense relationship between mothers and daughters, the “torment of separation” from the mother is almost the only situation which “eats away” the heart of the daughter (GN, 25). Separation from the mother is filled not only with sorrow but also the daughter’s bitterness and guilt at paying too high a price for a better life abroad. Mothers’ experiences and life stories have an impact on daughters who feel unable to compensate for society’s “injustice” (“nespravedlivost’”) faced by their mothers, for instance if they were not provided with an apartment promised by the state (IM, 1).
 
                From their mothers, the daughters hear their family history that can hardly be imagined without mentioning the Second World War and the Siege of Leningrad (BE, 5). Mothers’ stories and recollections as part of the communicative memory fill the gaps in silenced histories, especially about the ethnic terror and deportations of Ingrian Finnish families. Women – grandmothers, mothers and aunts – act as mediators, conserving and passing on the knowledge and memory of the ethnic family history, cultural tradition and religion that all helped the daughters to assimilate in Finland. A memoirist refers to the dominant role of Russian and the disappearance of minority languages:
 
                 
                  My aunt explained to me that the picture tells us about the celebration of Christmas among Finns (but they took me to the Russian church, and it looks different). My aunt sometimes sang not in Russian and said that these were the prayers of her people – the local Finns, but she did not teach me her language, only a few phrases. And my mother sang along with her when she came to the village. She told me that I was Russian through my father, and so far, one language was enough for me. (OL, 13)42
 
                
 
                The daughters, the present migrants, grew up with inherited memories and narratives. Their own life stories risk being displaced by those of their ancestors, as Hirsch (2012, 5) warns us, but as these essays also show, postmemory has productive potential to extend beyond transgenerational family history and to work through collective national traumas. Through the communicative memory mediated by their grandmothers and mothers, the daughters as writers of these essays reconstruct the gaps in remembered collective and cultural memory.
 
               
              
                5 Conclusions
 
                The memoirs are affected by loss and unanticipated events that make the migrants ill-prepared to adjust to their new context of living. Learned suspicion about the “Wild West” corresponds with the political circumstances in Soviet society that cut off its citizens behind the Iron Curtain. Respectively, the memoirists do not reflect on the economic and political collapse of the USSR. Decision-making, including the decision to leave, is delegated outside one’s own agency, be it to the political elite, some supernatural agency of Fate or even one’s mother. Emigration from the Motherland is equated with spiritual abandonment, even with virtual death, and a sense of nostalgia, guilt and bitterness. The break from the Motherland is far from easy. The bond to the past is less politically than mentally motivated, which becomes obvious in how the values and practices of the Soviet set of “kul’turnost’” (Kelly and Volkov 1998) or cultural values that were integrated into everyday life as basic knowledge of individual identity still affect life abroad – more than three decades after the end of the Soviet Union.
 
                The memoirs contribute to a socially constructed and imagined community of emigrants that perceives itself as part of a group, the last Soviet generation (Anderson 1991, 6–7). The memoirs share largely what is perceived as “average” in the “Soviet way of life” yet evoke what was split off and repressed in the country’s history, here especially the ethnic repressions that were hushed up but later became public knowledge. As other memory scholars have pointed out when interviewing Soviet generations on their history, “[p]eople’s silence gave an illusory unity to collective memory: Everyone’s experience was made to seem the same” (Alpern-Engel and Posadskaya-Vanderbeck 1998, 2). While this illusion of the Soviet commonality slowly vanishes, in the new country a new conflict emerges between the travelling memory and the boost to one’s Russian identity in migration. Adherence to the Soviet past may provide compensatory power, especially in moments of estrangement, but the compensatory idea of a separate Russian culture with overwhelming potential is implicated in idealised memories. The backward focus corresponds with the rhetoric of standing in-between times and spaces, indicating an ambiguous place in one’s present life.
 
                Memories of childhood further compensate for the losses of emigration by anchoring the identity and life story, having a therapeutic effect in a moment of uncertainty. The political space of the Soviet past is replaced by the social space of childhood, indicating safety and refuge. The illusions change places; the earlier imaginary West is now replaced by the imaginary Soviet childhood. Childhood memories come up in several memoirs: do displacement and multidirectional memory activate the memoirists to return to the family history and its silenced stories? Memories of family histories bring daughters, mothers, and grandmothers onto the stage of collective history and make visible a distinct remembrance community of women. Yet, the maternal figures who play an important role as symbols of stability of the past are absent since they are left behind – a loss that engenders deep sorrow in the recalling mind of the adult daughters in migration.
 
                This gendered coded remembering in the female lineage of recalling carries on interactive communicative memory and challenges ceremonial cultural memory. Transgenerational family memory fills in the gaps, including what is unpleasant to recall – injustice, ethnic deportations and losses, especially among the Ingrian Finns. Merging and partly competing memories give rise to confusion, both confirming and destabilising what was considered trustworthy in the past. Since the daughters’ viewpoint is mainly on childhood and youth, they lack the time and space to recall their lives as adult women. The retrospective focus on childhood years may partly explain why the essays shy away from women’s issues and the gender-biased Soviet policy which affected the everyday lives of the daughters, their mothers and their grandmothers.
 
                Family memory awakens alongside cultural memory when private memoirs become part of multilayered temporalities. However fragile personal memories are in the face of the “frozen” (Yurchak 2006, 266) authoritative memory and the long history of silence, they can fill in the gaps and reconnect the temporal discontinuity created by oblivion and silence. When the material basis of the collective identity based on the past (Soviet) “We” is vanishing, the personal essays on migration formulate new knowledge of the shared past that has become a contested object of memory work. Thereby these women’s individual essays contribute to and reshape collective memory of the Soviet past.
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              Notes

              1
                The journal has not been published during 2024. The last volume is from December 2023.

              
              2
                Konkurs esse “Migratsiia pamiati – pamiat’ migratsii”. LiteraruS – Literaturnoe slovo 51, no. 2 (2016).

              
              3
                The translations are our own if not otherwise stated. 

                
                  	 
                    Что для Вас было самым важным из прошлой жизни, когда Вы попали в другие условия и начали другую жизнь?


                  	 
                    Что Вы хотели бы навсегда сохранить в памяти?


                  	 
                    Изменились ли со временем Ваши воспоминания о покинутой стране и о своем прошлом, прожитом в ней?


                  	 
                    Что Вы сейчас вспоминаете о своей прежней жизни?


                  	 
                    Что Вы предпочли бы забыть?


                  	 
                    Помогла или мешала Вам память о прошлом жить в новой стране, в новой культуре?


                

              
              4
                “[…] обособленная структура, которая не подвластна человеку. Может быть, ею управляет высшая субстанция? Фея … Фея Памяти? Иногда, […] Фея может показать – как в калейдоскопе – эпизоды из прежней жизни.”

              
              5
                “Память – это библиотека нашей жизни.”

              
              6
                “Мою хорошую жизнь разрушила перестройка. 1990-е годы… Многое уже забылось, стерлось из памяти. Время всеобщей растерянности, непонимания, выживания… Я помню свою четкую мысль, когда ехала в метро и видела женщин в переходе, продающих газеты: ‘Вот это мое будущее’ […] Будущее виделось беспросветно дефицитным и мало радующим.”

              
              7
                “Надо было решать ‘что делать?’ Нет, не со страной, куда мне об этом думать. Надо решать, что делать мне с собой.”

              
              8
                “[Я] купила дешевую путевку в Хельсинки, хоть посмотреть как там на ‘Диком западе’ люди живут.”

              
              9
                “я все-таки обратилась на склоне лет к своим ингерманландским корням – в религии, приняв лютеранскую веру, ну а затем поменяла все-таки и место своего пребывания – переехала из Питера в Финляндию, где к родственному народу относятся со всем пониманием.”

              
              10
                “Мы не знаем, что ждет нас в чужих странах. Пока не знаем… все еще не знаем… ‘заморские’ страны манят неизвестностью, непостижимостью и почти нереальностью. Кажутся сладкими, как запретный плод… Там с неба падают апельсины, дорожки устланы лепестками роз, а доллары растут на деревьях. […] Мы надеемся, что там… за пограничным забором трава зеленее и клубника слаще.”

              
              11
                “[Я] оказалась не готова к реалиям новой жизни в новой стране. […] удивленное понимание, что здесь все устроено по-другому.”

              
              12
                “мы ехали, как в той сказке, ‘туда, не знаю, куда’.”

              
              13
                “[Свершилась] моя неопределенная зыбкая мечта о чудесном вечере в чудесном месте.”

              
              14
                “Мы устали. Устали от перемен в стране, от бестолковости, бесполезности, бесперспективности жизни.”

              
              15
                “Было не положено интересоваться. Нельзя обсуждать. А зачем? Тише сиди, спокойней живи. И не высовывайся. Будь мотыльком.”

              
              16
                “Русские люди прекрасны, потому что всегда ждут чуда, но их никто не предупредил, что Европе давно уже не нужны чудеса. Их вообще никто ни о чём не предупреждает: ни об отличиях в законодательстве, ни о сложности языка, ни о трудностях устройства в повседневную жизнь.”

              
              17
                “Спасибо Судьбе, преподнёсшей различные уроки жизни и спасибо Высшим Силам, которые помогли справиться и приобрести жизненный опыт.”

              
              18
                “если мне и говорили о возвращении в старые деревенские дома бывших их владельцев или я узнавала от бабушки или тети об исчезновении перед войной в ‘никуда’ моего финского дедушки, я воспринимала это как должное, как все непонятное в жизни, которое нельзя объяснить. […] никто и не растолковывал, например, куда делись жители пустующих участков бывших крестьянских поместий, почему больше некому починить выложенную когда-то дорогу через болото и многие другие недосказанности нашей тогдашней жизни.”

              
              19
                “Будучи дамой весьма элегантного возраста, я как бы возвратилась в детство. Я была в депрессии и даже подумывала об уходе от всех трудностей, разрубив сразу, одним махом, все узлы.”

              
              20
                “Теперь я многое могу себе позволить, из того, чего никогда не делала в прежней жизни.”

              
              21
                “Я продолжаю проходить своё обучение жизни, свой урок в новой стране, в новой культуре. Я становлюсь более разносторонней, развитой Личностью, знакомясь с новым и необычным.”

              
              22
                “Мне как мигранту иногда бывает очень грустно. Отчего? Сама не знаю. Может от нехватки стабильности в состоянии ‘in transition’, может от какого-то постоянного отсутствия покоя. На этот вопрос нет ответа. Я грущу по чему-то, чего уже нет, а может никогда и не было.”

              
              23
                “запах сдобы, запах пирога, который вот-вот достанет бабушки из духовки …”

              
              24
                “шершавая ладонь бабушки, поправляющей мне прядь волос, выбившуюся из-под вязанной ею же зимней шапочки. И заштопанный шерстяной платок, тепло которого я ощущаю всю жизнь.”

              
              25
                “Еще моя Родина это пирог. Пирог, который пекла бабушка. Запах сдобы ее пирогов никогда не спутаю ни с каким другим. И вареники с вишней, из которых течет красный сок по рукам, стоит только чуть откусить …”

              
              26
                “Уже после написания этих строчек в письмах Марины Цветаевой прочла следующее о ее жизни в эмигрантском Берлине в 1922 году: ‘Можно совсем без людей. Немножко как на том свете’. Не берусь сравнивать накал и яростность страстей Марины Ивановны со своими, но, вероятно, в эмиграции для всех есть что-то общее – это ненужность, оторванность, неприкаянность и одиночество в толпе.”

              
              27
                cf. educated (obrazovannyi), well-bred (vospitannyi), cultured (kul’turnyi). Kelly et al. 1998, 7.

              
              28
                “Закончила институт, работала на предприятии инженером, постоянно занималась самосовершенствованием: окончила курсы астрологии, кройки и шитья, психологии. С удовольствием занималась аэробикой и плаваньем. Очень любила свою маму. Жила в ладу с мужем, строили с ним планы на будущее.”

              
              29
                “[Я] становлюсь более разносторонней, развитой Личностью.”

              
              30
                Pöllänen and Davydova-Minguet (2017) point out that in their migration research: “The data has clearly proved that the labour market position of Russian immigrant women is precarious, and this has an ambivalent influence on their everyday lives […] the women were unhappy with their situation as being excluded or being on the margins of the labour market. Many women explained that participation in the labour market would mean an increase in self-confidence and more active social networks.”

              
              31
                “в положении человека ‘между двух миров’, где один мир уже не мой, а второй – еще не мой?”

              
              32
                In the sense of being “vne” according to Yurchak (2006, 130–131).

              
              33
                “[…] память всем своим видом даёт мне понять, что реальность не там, где сейчас существует моё тело. Она там, где пребывает моя душа – в воспоминаниях. В них моя истинная жизнь пульсирует каждой жилкой своей, каждой кровинкой.”

              
              34
                “Раньше у нас у всех была ‘Советская Родина’. Я росла в СССР – стране с ‘железным занавесом’. […] В прежние времена даже придумать не могла бы что Белоруссия и Украина, Латвия и Эстония самостоятельные государства.”

              
              35
                “думать по-русски, то есть русскими мыслями, она уже не сумеет. […] И в этом смерть. Не только моя, но и всех тех, кто меня родил. Моих родителей – отца и матери. И всех, всех, всех тех, кто были до них. Дедов и прадедов. Длинного списка русских людей, код которых прервался. Потому что я стала эмигранткой. Хотя в этом не вина, а беда моя. Я уехала, но не оторвалась. От перемещения тела в пространстве мое подсознание не изменилось. А вот дочь… [она] понимает Гегеля, но не понимает Бабеля.”

              
              36
                “В памяти о Петербурге останется навсегда полученное хорошее образование, красота и величие архитектурных построек, культурное наследие, сила и мощь русской нации.”

              
              37
                “Так с чего начинается Родина? У каждого свой ответ на этот вопрос. У меня тоже… […] Моя Родина, это моя мама.”

              
              38
                “яростная жажда туда вернуться из-за встречи с родными. Даже не с собой молодой. А именно с мамой и бабушкой.”

              
              39
                “[…] если бы я действительно могла вернуться в прошлое, в то прошлое… нет, конечно, я не хочу той жизни […] Но мама и бабушка… как же хочется к ним!!!”

              
              40
                “Я еще не понимала, что оставляю на родине главное сокровище: маму, сестру, ее детей.”

              
              41
                “моя мамочка мне говорит: «Может, тебе попробовать поехать в Финляндию, устроиться на работу. […] Сама судьба продиктовала устами моей мамы, что я должна сделать.”

              
              42
                “Тетя мне объяснила, что картинка рассказывает про встречу Рождества у финнов, а меня водили в русскую церковь, и она выглядит иначе. Тетя пела иногда не по-русски и говорила, что это молитвы ее народа – местных финнов, но меня своему языку не учила, только несколько фраз. И мама подпевала ей, когда приезжала в деревню. Она мне сказала, что я русская по отцу и пока мне хватит одного языка.”
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                1 Introduction
 
                The present study explores reflective narratives of the Russian-speaking women who have a history of travelling through cultures. Our goal is to explore what challenges Russophone female émigrés face integrating into host societies and how their new environment affects their attitudes to family, work and gender roles in society. We also seek to analyse the role of multilingualism in their life after migration. This article follows up on our previous work in studying immigrants’ biographic narratives (see Fialkova and Yelenevskaya 2007; Protassova 2004). Narratives discussed in this article are experience-centered and give a glimpse of how Russophone female immigrants view their migration history in the context of their life. Besides revealing the narrators’ identities and changes they undergo under the influence of a new environment, they enable us to trace commonalities in integration strategies caused by similarities in the cultural background and differences stemming from different cultural contexts of their host countries, including attitudes to migrants and mixed partnerships, and views on women’s roles in society.
 
                Immigrants’ autobiographic narratives involve construction and reconstruction of self, but also of one’s in-group and often out-group as well (Bruner 2001). The perception of who belongs to the in-group and out-group is not frozen but changes over time. This comes up strong in migrants’ narratives. As they integrate, their alliances may shift, and they feel stronger ties with the receiving society than with the old home country.
 
                One of the main concerns of narrative researchers is validity of the arguments and conclusions made on the basis of narratives studied. It is well known that good storytellers like to embellish their experiences, that most people want to produce good impressions and create a socially acceptable portrait. Many tend to hide things they are not proud of, and our memory often betrays us. Yet, Spence (1982) reminds us that we are not looking for “historical truths” but for “narrative truths”. So, the validity of our conclusions depends on whether we are quoting sufficient and relevant pieces of narratives and explaining convincingly why our interpretation of the narrators’ meanings is plausible and credible (Polkinghorne 2007).
 
                Saukko (2018) highlights three key principles for evaluating research in cultural studies: hermeneutic validity emphasises capturing participants’ realities and voices through extensive quoting; discourse analytic validity uncovers new perspectives by challenging common discourses; contextual validity exposes real structures and inequalities from collected data. These principles guided our research, where we utilised diverse qualitative methods to analyse Russian language usage, immigrants’ perspectives and daily activities. We emphasise the importance of careful language analysis for valid interpretation.
 
                Squire et al. (2013, 9) remark that paradoxically, the field of narrative social research often overlooks language, despite narratives being fundamentally linguistic. Studies often prioritise interpreting narratives for their meanings or social implications, sidelining the linguistic aspects of storytelling itself. Taking this criticism into account, when analysing the recorded narratives, we pay attention to the linguistic means of expressing feelings and emotions, frequency of value-laden lexemes, the use of metaphors, as well as instances of translanguaging and code-mixing.
 
                Starting our project, we posed three research questions:
 
                
                  	 
                    What are the linguistic practices of Russian-speaking immigrant women as they emerge in interviews?


                  	 
                    How do these practices reflect their adaptation to their new environment?


                  	 
                    How do various factors such as background, education, skills, field of activities and cultural and economic context influence life trajectories of the Russophone immigrant women, particularly in terms of language use and adaptation?


                
 
                In the course of our research, we have conducted over 150 interviews with Russophone women, but for this project we chose three interviews from our sample and three public interviews. Despite ambivalent attitudes of the Russian citizens to emigration, lives of their compatriots abroad are a subject of great interest. We can find interviews with Russophone émigrés in the conventional and electronic media as well as on YouTube. Some of these interviews are conducted by professional journalists, others by bloggers. As a rule, they are followed by numerous readers’/viewers’ comments. We treat our interviewees as equal partners of the inquiry; we respect their views and have no intention to judge them. We see it as an important task to empower our participants by acknowledging and emphasising that they are the only ones who have access to their experienced meanings (Polkinghorne 2007). Since we are immigrants ourselves, during interviews we often share our own experiences and avoid turning these conversations into a question-answer routine. We see immigrants’ biographic interviews as dealing with sensitive topics, because they give accounts of deeply personal experience and sometimes make interviewees reflect about difficulties, failures and frustrations. Therefore, it is vitally important to probe with care, being on the alert for signs of anxiety, despair and grief or anger. We are not only anonymising our interviewees but are also removing most of the demographic data and any details that can make participants recognisable and vulnerable.
 
                We find qualitative methods to be most fitting for narrative research. As already mentioned, analysing narratives, we resort to mixed methodology applying content and thematic analyses, as well as lexical and stylistic analyses.
 
               
              
                2 Life Stories of the Russian-speaking Female Immigrants
 
                
                  2.1 A Case Study: A Conversation with Lena, a Data Manager in Germany
 
                  Lena lives in Germany, and we met her when she came to visit her school friend. Since the host had offered hospitality to a family of Ukrainian refugees, the conversation touched upon their plight and quite naturally moved to the immigration experience of the interlocutors.
 
                  Lena’s maternal grandfather is a Volga German. Her maternal grandmother was Russian. The grandparents divorced, and the grandfather moved from Saratov to Riga, Latvia. He built a house there but in the 1970s decided to emigrate. After graduating from a technical college Lena’s mother was sent for training in Ukraine and married a Ukrainian. When she was 23, she gave birth to Lena and two years later to a son. They lived in Ivano-Frankivsk. The mother continued her education and graduated from a Civil Engineering Institute. Failing to get a good job as an engineer she had to reconcile with a manual job painting houses. The family’s home language was Ukrainian. The parents divorced, and shortly after that Lena’s father died. Lena’s mother corresponded with her father living in Germany. When Lena was 15, he said that it would be the last chance for his daughter to immigrate to Germany with both children, which they did, leaving grandmother behind. The mother still feels guilty about it.
 
                  Lena did not learn German before migration. When she went to school in Germany, there were no kids speaking Ukrainian there, so she made friends with Russian speakers from Russia, Kazakhstan and Armenia. At first, it was difficult for her to communicate with them, but gradually her Russian improved.
 
                  The mother was studying German diligently. Her attempts to find a job as a civil engineer or as a house painter failed: she was told that in Germany women do not work on the building site. So, finally, she was hired by a big department store as a salesperson. Lena is deeply grateful to her mother for “everything she did for us against all odds”. She remarked bitterly “Wherever she is, my mum is an ‘other’ for people who surround her.” When she lived in Russia, she was called “fashistka” because her father is German. When she moved to Ivano-Frankivsk, she was labeled either as a “fashistka” or as a “moskal’ka”, a pejorative ethnonym for Russians in Ukraine. Coming to Germany, she turned into an “Ausländer”. Lena and the host Irina began to discuss connotations of the German word Ausländer and the Russian inostranets. Although both mean a “foreigner”, the former has acquired negative connotations because of the media discourse.
 
                  Lena’s grandfather insists that everyone has to speak German, although in the first period he had to speak Russian with his daughter and grandchildren because they did not know any German. A couple of times he reprimanded Lena’s Russian-speaking friends who were determined to retain their language and culture.
 
                  Lena enjoys being multilingual. She went to the USA as an au pair to improve her English, and at school she learned Spanish. Her current boyfriend is Chilean, and they speak Spanish. She has no problem communicating with him but wants to take a grammar course to speak correctly.
 
                  Since the beginning of the war in Ukraine, she has been helping refugees. For three months she hosted her friend with a 10-year-old son and volunteered in the store collecting clothes and household objects for refugees. Since now she constantly contacts Ukrainians rather than Russian speakers, she feels her Russian is deteriorating. She was a bit shy to speak first and often asked Irina to help when she did not know the Russian equivalent of the German word or phrase she wanted to use. However, during the evening, with encouragement, she grew more fluent, speaking Russian not only to the adults but also to Irina’s children.
 
                  Lena criticises Ukrainian refugees who continue working remotely but do not report this and therefore receive all the benefits the German government allocates to jobless refugees. She also criticises those Ukrainians who are arrogant with Russian-speaking volunteers and want to ban them from the Facebook group in which she is a member. Yet, many refugees found Russian useful when they came to Europe.
 
                  Irina asked whether Lena has vyshivanki (embroidered shirts in Ukrainian national costumes), and it turned out she had three. One was a gift from the Ukrainian family for whom she worked in the USA. There was a Saturday school for Ukrainian kids there, and twice a year there was a iarmarok (“fair”). Once she saw a beautiful vyshivanka there but it was too expensive for her ($100). She was circling round it but did not dare buy it. Finally, she got it as a gift from her employers.
 
                  Lena seems to have finally settled well. With a good job and a sympathetic boyfriend, she has achieved what is still a dream for many of her immigrant peers. She is very sensitive and tries to give a hand to people in need, in particular those who were forced to abandon their homes. Different parts of her identity – Russian, Ukrainian and German – could coexist without any problems, but people around her do not accept it and want allegiances to be shown for just one. Animosities and even hatred directed against Russians who are clearly against the invasion trouble and frustrate her.
 
                  Lena’s life story is shaped by complex migration and identity dynamics, influenced by her German, Russian and Ukrainian heritage and her move to Germany. Throughout her journey, she has embraced multilingualism. She has deep empathy for immigrants and refugees, reflecting a flexible cultural identity that enables her to relate to others with diverse backgrounds. Her mother’s struggle to establish a professional life in Germany highlights the social and occupational barriers immigrants often face. Thanks to her perseverance she has made a successful career and used her language skills to integrate socially. Like many other immigrants from the post-soviet space she volunteered to help Ukrainian refugees and formed meaningful connections, yet she is troubled by instances of divisiveness and intolerance of Russian speakers on the part of some refugees. Her story emphasises the challenges that accompany a fluid identity in societies that often demand clear national or cultural allegiances. While Lena is proud of her Ukrainian heritage, her empathy for the Russian-speaking community reflects her resistance to polarised perspectives. Ultimately, her experiences underscore both the resilience required of immigrants and the importance of inclusive attitudes in multicultural societies which often fall short of accepting complex, hybrid identities.
 
                 
                
                  2.2 A Conversation with Gaiane from Yerevan
 
                  Our interviewee Gaiane is from Yerevan. She comes from a family of Armenian intellectuals, and at home they speak a mix of Armenian and Russian. During the interview in 2023 she was an MA student at the University of Lausanne, and her BA is from an American university in Yerevan. Gaiane is used to multilingual situations: instruction at high school was in Armenian; the BA program was in English, and her MA studies were partially in French and partially in English. Lausanne was chosen for her further education by her parents and Gaiane “obeyed”, although she was a “tiny little bit unhappy about the choice of the city”: “It is not a student town at all, if I can say so. It is very professional. There is absolutely nothing to do here besides studying. And it is very difficult to adapt here for people who are not Swiss. There is a lot of red tape here, there are a lot of problems with the papers, and it is difficult to get used to this.”
 
                  Another thing that she found disappointing was a lack of interaction with professors in the first stages of her studies. She liked that there were many young lecturers who shared much with their audiences but felt that the general trend was for the professors to act as lecturers rather than educators. There was not much communication among students either: “There is a minimum of communication among students too. Last year, I didn’t know anybody and couldn’t know, because classrooms were huge, like concert halls, and everyone was with his computer, listening to lectures and not talking to each other. Now, it’s a tiny bit better. In a group of, say, 20, one can get to know your fellow-students and make friends.”
 
                  She did make friends with a couple of students but thinks that the Russian word drug – friend – is too deep for such relations, as they are more priyateli, znakomye – acquaintances. Gaiane does not complain of feeling lonely and is even ready to attribute her lack of network to her introvert nature and also to her “being a newcomer and an alien”. She made some acquaintances in the local Armenian diaspora but did not find community events interesting. Gaiane did not get to know Switzerland because public transport is too expensive for her. As a result, she spent most of her vacations at home. There, her way of life is completely different – she constantly goes out and meets friends. When in Switzerland, she misses everything there is at home; when at home, she misses the independence she enjoys when she is away from the family. Indeed, when young adults do not move out, it is not easy to avoid patronising and even authoritative attitudes on the part of their parents.
 
                  Gaiane does not have many contacts with Russians in Lausanne but hears Russian speech on the streets quite often. She believes that many of the Russophones are from Ukraine. One episode had a strong effect on her:
 
                   
                    Last semester we did a project about Russians who live here. The emphasis was on how they live here during the war, how they are treated, and in general, how things are for them. They have lived here for a long time, the minimum of five years. The most interesting thing [we discovered doing this project] was that at first our teacher was very open to this topic. She liked it that for once someone wanted to dedicate a project to Russians, but not to Ukrainians.
 
                  
 
                  Gaiane conducted the project together with students from different countries: Switzerland, France, and Mongolia. Thanks to her proficiency in Russian it was not difficult for her to find the first interviewee who connected her to her own Russian-speaking friends.
 
                   
                    G. When we presented what we had discovered in these interviews, she [the professor] was very critical. She was biased [says it in English]. It was difficult, because it was not that we were supporting Russians more than Ukrainians, we simply presented what those Russians told us, because they really had a lot of problems living here. They had a lot of bureaucratic and psychological problems, but our teacher was skeptical about it, and it was even reflected in her attitude to us. And we were very close to failing the course because she didn’t like what we had learnt from these interviews. And so, we got very scared that probably we shouldn’t have chosen this topic, we shouldn’t have written about it at all. What will happen now? And we had to, we realized that it would be better to follow her comments which, in true fact, were unfair. So, yes, we simply wrote what she expected to hear from us in order to get a grade. It was very very painful and unfair to these Russians. We told them: you know, from the bottom of our hearts we simply want to understand how you live, and this is why we dedicated our project to you. And they were very grateful to us, but in the end, it turned out that our teacher is an inveterate supporter of Ukraine. […] In fact, our project sought to find out how the war affected their everyday and academic life. And it did affect their life strongly. There are many technical, bureaucratic details which… take this example: They want to use their credit card, but it is difficult in Switzerland. It doesn’t always work. They cannot open a bank account because they have Russian names and Russian passports. And for each of our examples, our teacher found some criticism. Here is another one. One of these Russian girls is a violin player. She wanted to participate in a contest. I think it was in Poland. She wasn’t admitted simply because she was Russian, Russians were not admitted at all. It wasn’t that only she wasn’t admitted, but no Russians were admitted. And so, we said that such situation would influence her career. But our teacher said: she may have not played well enough to be admitted.
 
                  
 
                  In the course of the interview Gaiane was very polite and reserved. She often added hedges: “if I can say so”, “so to say”, etc. Sometimes she inserted English words – taking into account her educational background, she has a better command of the English academic lexis than the Russian one. She became openly emotional only when talking about the project devoted to Russophones. There are words “painful” and “unfair”, and multiple reiterations of words and phrases, testifying to nervousness. She never says it explicitly but we can infer that she feels uncomfortable and a little bit ashamed that she and her co-authors surrendered to the demands of their teacher and compromised their position, in some way letting down their interviewees. Such experiences may have an impact on a young person’s worldview and future behavior.
 
                  Gaiane’s story captures the challenges of crossing educational, cultural and social landscapes as an Armenian international student in Switzerland. Her narratives underscore both the resilience and ethical challenges that international students may encounter when their research touches on contentious global issues, highlights the sensitive nature of geopolitical issues in academic settings and illustrates how external pressures can influence research outcomes. The incident with the course paper she describes may also influence Gaiane’s views on freedom of expression, potentially affecting her future choices and interactions in academic and professional spheres.
 
                 
                
                  2.3 A Conversation with Kira
 
                  Kira was born in the Urals, where her Greek grandparents were exiled in 1943. Despite her origin she considered herself Russian. She migrated within the Soviet Union many times, living in places as different as Berezniaki in the Urals and Moscow, Sumgait (Azerbaijan) and a village in Rostov region. She tried several occupations: a factory worker and a theater administrator, a costume designer and a schoolteacher. This is how she describes the first period of her life after immigration to Greece:
 
                   
                    We came to Greece in 1995. The reasons are not important. Then everyone was leaving. I remembered that in my mum’s birth certificate it said “Greek”. I found Greece on the map and went to the state offices to prepare papers. We came to Greece with a dog and a dictionary by Khorikov. When we were crossing the border, they grinned looking at us. We were put up in a small trailer on the edge of the outskirts of Athens. This area is populated by Russian Greeks who are called Pontiacs.
 
                  
 
                   
                    My first impressions. I felt we had made a terrible mistake and was in total despair. We did not understand what sort of place we found ourselves in.
 
                  
 
                   
                    We were standing at the entrance to a food store browsing through our phrase book and trying to figure out how to ask for a piece of pork. And they smile at us and say: “Come in please. What would you like?” I was not particularly happy that I could buy meat… I was astonished that they spoke Russian. And with a Caucasian accent too. This is what it seemed to me. How come I am in Greece, but everyone in the neighborhood speaks Russian. I felt we had come to the wrong place.
 
                  
 
                   
                    I paid attention to two Russian speakers who inserted Greek words in their conversation – ενταξει (ok), αφου (so), περιπτερο (kiosk), λαχανο (cabbage) … I envied them! These people know Greek so well that they can’t help inserting Greek words into their conversation. It turned out that in some cases these were the only Greek words these people knew.
 
                  
 
                   
                    I was also surprised that Greece did not look like Switzerland. My last memories about foreign countries were from the video on Switzerland which I saw in the TV program “The Club of Tele-Travelers”.
 
                  
 
                   
                    I suffered badly! Garbage, poverty, weird Russian language, strange smells, village customs. This was indeed true. Whole villages of Greeks resettled from Kazakhstan to Greece.
 
                  
 
                   
                    Then Lida [Kira’s daughter] went to school. I would lie on the floor of our trailer listening to the radio without understanding a single word. I would listen for hours, and finally catch just one word, and then would spend the rest of the day searching for it in the Greek-Russian dictionary by Khorikov. If I misheard the word, it would take me several days to find it.
 
                  
 
                   
                    I was 41 years old then.
 
                  
 
                  Although devoid of metaphors or words expressing feelings, short and clipped sentences of this narrative and fast switching of topics render the emotional state of the narrator. Even almost three decades after migration, Kira remembers how difficult integration into the new country was for her. Everything caused alienation, including the way people spoke Russian and observed “village customs”. In contemporary Russian the adjective derived from “village” often connotes a lack of culture and miserable way of life. Despite her despair she passionately wanted to learn a new language to become part of Greek society. Thanks to her perseverance, Kira has become proficient in Greek. She started her own business and runs it successfully.
 
                  Kira undertook her migration journey with minimal resources. Initial impressions of Greece left her disoriented, confused and regretful. Her language-learning journey highlights her determination to adapt despite her despair. Her efforts reflect a deep desire to integrate and connect with her surroundings. Her experience emphasises how language acquisition and adaptation can transform an initial experience of alienation into one of belonging, albeit through a gradual and challenging process.
 
                 
                
                  2.4 The Truck-driver
 
                  In the Soviet Union, jokes often circulated about men holding cushy office positions while women worked in physically demanding jobs like construction and trainline repair workers. Presently in Russia, women are restricted from driving heavy trucks, a contrast to the United States where female truck drivers are commonplace. As a result, some Russian-speaking women have chosen this as a new career, fulfilling their desire for constant mobility. Notably, our collected material reveals a higher prevalence of interviews with successful male emigrants compared to females. This may partly account for the substantial interest garnered by the stories of those women who do receive media coverage.
 
                  A case in point is a 10-minute video which the Russian section of the Voice of America posted in the playlist “Ona” [She] on 15 August 2020.1 It tells a story of an émigré to the USA who became a long-distance trucker. With two Russian degrees, one of a chemical engineer and the second of an economist, Victoria built up a business selling plumbing equipment and ran it for 15 years. The decision to emigrate was prompted by her internet friends who once sent her a picture of an attractive and elegantly dressed woman leaning on a truck in a desert. This image captured her imagination and when four years later Victoria migrated to the USA, she registered a company and bought a refrigerator. First, she employed a driver and enjoyed high profits from her new business, but when the market collapsed she took a course to obtain a truck-driver’s license and started driving herself. The video shows the protagonist at the wheel, at the gas station and in the truck making small repairs. She admits that throughout the first month of driving alone anxiety and fear were overwhelming, but then they passed completely, and the video presents her as being content and relaxed. She claimed she was not prepared to drive as much as many of her colleagues and preferred to work no more than she wished, enjoying traveling all over the country. She pointed out that she entrusted her dispatcher with organising her schedule and coping with problems if any arose. Clearly it amused Victoria that the team was international and emphasised that the dispatcher was working remotely from Ukraine. Besides her daily chores at work, she finds time to go to museums and to the opera. To sum up, she says that truck driving is not her dream job. Her dream would be to work in her own garden, and she is not sure about the future trajectory of her career.
 
                  The video was followed by 3,500 comments and sparked a passionate discussion. Participants were users residing in Russia and the USA, Switzerland and Ukraine, Latvia and Uzbekistan, Korea and Montenegro and other countries. They debated the value of different occupations, the dilemmas of job stability versus the challenge of being self-employed and, most importantly, about jobs “appropriate” and “inappropriate” for women. The majority of the commentators were fascinated by the story and glamorous images of a pretty, well-dressed and cheerful truck driver. They expressed their admiration for the courage and optimistic worldview of the protagonist and wished her good luck, success and “smooth trips” without accidents or fines. Some female participants wrote that it was an inspiring example for them of how one can manage one’s life independently. But there were detractors too: some expressed doubts that a woman carrying out such a hard job could look well and carefree, others questioned why nothing was said in the video about family and children. The protagonist tried to calm down worried commentators saying that she had a 26-year-old son but the debate about the role of the husband and children in a woman’s life and a necessity to choose occupations that would not interfere with the family life went on. Some fragments of the discussion quoted below give an idea about the main points dividing participants:
 
                  
                    OM. (female participant, FP) She has nobody – neither a child, nor a kitten. Poor girl, you do not understand yet but later, when you are older, you’ll have to pay and grieve about your stupid behavior in your young years. Nevertheless, I wish you to create a happy family, which you long for at night. Good luck …

                  
 
                  
                    AB. (male participant, MP): Note that nobody ever asks men how they cope with their jobs being fathers. And nobody deems them defective if they have no wife or children.

                  
 
                  
                    BXA. (MP): A woman without a husband is a driver without a license!!! This is my opinion.

                  
 
                  
                    AB. (MP): A woman doesn’t need a husband.

                  
 
                  
                    NT. (FP): She looks good because she doesn’t live in a country where one has to struggle to survive, and because she doesn’t work at a factory or for an uncle [informal, for an “employer”]. She doesn’t have to stand on her feet for 16 hours. And she doesn’t have to breathe factory air. And probably she doesn’t have to run back home to take care of her family. One can live like this when your only concern is how to earn money. But after all, she is a fine girl, respect.

                  
 
                  
                    IK. (MP): Yes, it’s a highly motivating story. A chemist with a university degree drives a truck in the US… It would be better if she refreshed her knowledge in college and found a job in her own field.

                  
 
                  
                    TS. (FP): I respect people who live their own life, pursue their own interests and do not care a fig about other people’s opinions about what you should be like, how you should look, what you should wear and what job you should find. If you enjoy this job, keep going!

                  
 
                  
                    ZO. (MP): A courageous, romantic and beautiful girl! Well done! She was not afraid of changes and came to a new country and found a job which not every man would dare take. Respect to such girls!!! And good luck on the road!!!

                  
 
                  
                    AS. (MP): I think it would be better if she learned to make borsch. Because of this emancipation I haven’t had a chance to have solianka [soup with different types of meat and sausages in it] for months.

                  
 
                  
                    AC. (FP): I think she lives the way she wants. She brought up a son and can cook. And if you miss it, you can make solianka yourself. You don’t have to wait for someone to serve it.

                  
 
                  The discussion in the comments illustrates that a traditional way of life and perception of traditional gender roles are still alive in Russian society, although many people try to shed them and adopt a more tolerant attitude to alternative socio-economic and family models (cf. Antoshchuk and Gewinner 2020). The belief that there is “dirty” work, usually referring to manual jobs, depriving women of their femininity is still alive, and a counterexample makes women very enthusiastic. Together with admiration, many female participants expressed envy and admitted that they would not dare change their life so drastically. We also see a conflict between desire for stability, which goes hand in hand with fear of change, and the adventurous spirit, prompting people to try new things without fearing hardships and possible failures. And it is this openness that helps people plunge into immigration, learn new trades and professions, and adopt a new way of life.
 
                  Immigration stories that have become so popular in the Russian-speaking world demonstrate that people who feel they have made the right choice and are successful are flexible and ready to learn new skills and change spheres of activity and occupations. Stories of migration failures seldom make it to the media because people are reluctant to admit defeat. The upbeat tone of immigration stories posted on Ru.net may breed false expectations among those who are considering migration and ultimately may increase the number of failures and life dramas.
 
                 
                
                  2.5 Two Videos from the Blog “Life in Israel”
 
                  We analyzed two videos in the blog “Life in Israel” authored by an immigrant of the 1990s, Tanya Springer, “My husband is an Arab”, parts 1 and 2. An important detail is that, introducing the guests of her channel, Tanya claimed that after 25 years of living in Israel her discovery that mixed Russian-Arab families exist was similar to discovering America.
 
                  
                    T. Didn’t it throw you into a shock that you had fallen in love with an Arab?

                  
 
                  
                    Y. No, it didn’t. In fact, I was lucky because I’m not Jewish. I am the third generation,2 so I wasn’t awe-stricken that I should only marry a Jew. I don’t think so, and because I’m not [a member of] the chosen people or something, I have nothing to lose. Well, of course in the perception of my friends there was some social subtext in that I was marrying an Arab.

                  
 
                  
                    T. And how did they react to this news?

                  
 
                  
                    Y. My friends? Well, half of them disappeared, but the best half stayed. That’s usual, you know. Friends are tested in difficult or unusual situations, and this is what happened.

                  
 
                  
                    T. At what point did you realize that he is an Arab?

                  
 
                  
                    L. Probably on the third of fourth day.

                  
 
                  
                    T. And? Did the emergency light switch on?

                  
 
                  
                    L. No, it didn’t, while my girlfriends, those who were with us [when we first met], and who also chatted to them [L’s future husband and his friends], they started: What do you need it for? It will bring you a lot of problems, what do you need it for? For me the reason that he is an Arab was not a sufficient argument. I couldn’t distance myself from a person only because he doesn’t belong to the nationality that everyone wants him to have …

                  
 
                  
                    T. How did your parents react?

                  
 
                  
                    L. My mum and dad have always supported me. They brought me up in the spirit that… and they also proved it by their own example that never mind what a person’s nationality is, what really matters is what sort of person he or she is. Well, of course, they were apprehensive, but then they met him personally, and after that they supported me.

                  
 
                  
                    T. Did you feel discrimination on the part of society?

                  
 
                  
                    L. No, I didn’t. But probably, it’s because it is …

                  
 
                  
                    T. Haifa?

                  
 
                  
                    L. Probably, because it is Haifa. But I cannot say that I immediately felt comfortable. There is still this mood here that it’s better when each one is with her own people.

                  
 
                  Note that the interviewer anticipated that the reaction of the girls would not be matter of fact. In both interviews she anticipated a shock. The question about the attitudes of the girls’ friends and colleagues also came up in the interviews several times. Like hundreds of other young people, Y. came to Israel at the age of 16 alone, without family. She studied, then served in the army, worked and studied again. She met her future husband at work and afterwards, studied together with him in college. L. immigrated with her parents at the age of 21, and she mentioned that she was lucky to immigrate together with her family. The three of them helped each other adapt to a new country, as did their distant relatives who had immigrated earlier. Both Y. and L. mention that it was easier for them to think of their Palestinian boyfriends as potential partners because they are not halakhic Jews. Brought up in mixed families, they were better prepared for interaction of cultures than their Jewish peers and less worried about possible social stigmatisation. Y. mentions that she had been brought up to value personal features of a person more than his/her ethnic belonging. In fact, this was the way for many Soviet mixed families to bring up their children in opposition to widespread chauvinism and xenophobia.
 
                  Asked about mentality of her Arab in-laws, Y. hesitates and then says that it is very similar to “ours”:
 
                  
                    Y. I grew up in the post-Soviet space and in my family, they taught me all sorts of ideas about gentlemen: He’ll open the door for you, he’ll take you by the hand, he’ll kiss you and will carry you across a water poodle. And all sorts of things like this.

                  
 
                  
                    T. Does he bring you flowers?

                  
 
                  
                    Y. No, he doesn’t. We buy potted plants; they don’t die so quickly. Well, and so, the Arab approach presupposes that a man has to do this, and he has to do that, and he has to do something else too.

                  
 
                  
                    T. Is the man superior or are you equals?

                  
 
                  
                    Y. We have equality, but I feel more comfortable thinking that he has more responsibilities… I have to keep the family fireplace burning, I am not good at it, but this is the sort of equality we have. In fact, according to Islam, a woman’s position is very beneficial, because if they divorce, the husband owes her a lot.

                  
 
                  
                    T. Like in our ktuba [Hebrew for “marriage contract”]?

                  
 
                  
                    Y. Sure.

                  
 
                  Israeli realities also indicate that acceptance of Russian-speaking immigrants and mixed Russian-Palestinian families is higher in Haifa, which is a mixed city with the reputation of tolerance, and in affluent areas populated by the educated elites which tend to be more left-wing and more cosmopolitan than other socio-economic groups.
 
                  Children’s identity in mixed families is often a subject of concern to Russian-speaking mothers, and to a large extent children’s self-perception depends on the family language policies and practices. Y. and L. maintain one parent, one language policy, although they don’t mention that it is a matter of principle for them. Yet, they are proud that their children speak three languages, and they even hope that their proficiency in Russian, Hebrew and Arabic will help them not to be alienated from their monoethnic peers, which is particularly important in a deeply divided society like Israel:
 
                  
                    Y. This year our child attends an Arab kindergarten, and last year he went to a Jewish kindergarten. He speaks Russian but prefers Hebrew. Dad speaks Arabic to him. […]

                  
 
                  
                    T. Does your son speak Arabic to his father’s relatives?

                  
 
                  
                    Y. He tries to, although sometimes he slides to Hebrew. And he teaches them [his father’s relatives] Hebrew. They are gradually learning Hebrew. He teaches them Hebrew very well.

                  
 
                  
                    L. Yes, so my children are a mixture. They speak three languages.

                  
 
                  
                    T. They are already big. How do they …

                  
 
                  
                    L. How do they perceive themselves?

                  
 
                  
                    T. When did you tell them for the first time that their grandpa is Jewish, granny is Christian, you, it’s not even clear what you are, and their dad is Muslim?

                  
 
                  
                    L. I think they adjust to other children who are with them.

                  
 
                  
                    T. Right. They adjust to the group in which they are members.

                  
 
                  
                    L. That is, the way they were brought up, my mum and dad helped all the time, so Russian was always used, and then they were in an Arab kindergarten, and they were together with the kids and felt they were Arabs, they didn’t perceive themselves as different. I saw the difference. Each time I entered the room and saw my fair children among dark kids… At some point my daughter started telling us: I am a Rusiyka.

                  
 
                  
                    T. You are kidding!

                  
 
                  
                    L. I am a Rusiyka. I would tease her: but you are an Arab! No, no, I am a Rusiyka. So, I cannot say they have problems with it. Probably, because we live in such a place.

                  
 
                  What is typical of many Russian-speaking interviewees and internet discussants is confusion of nationality, ethnicity and religious affiliation. Y.’s and L.’s home language is Hebrew but they feel it is important for their children to be able to communicate with their grandparents in their language. Y. is amused that her little son tries to teach his Arabic-speaking grandparents some Hebrew. This is a common feature of many immigrants’ families, whether mixed or endogamous. While immigrant grandparents become the agents of Russian-language maintenance, grandchildren eagerly accept the game of reciprocating and teaching the majority language to the grandparents who either do not know it or just pretend they don’t.
 
                 
               
              
                3 Discussion
 
                Russian-speaking immigrants are among the most educated ones, and in some countries, e.g., in Finland and Israel, the proportion of Russian speakers with university and college degrees is higher than among the members of the majority group (Protassova and Yelenevskaya 2024b; Remennick 2013; Renvik et al. 2020). The success of Russian-speaking women in reintegrating into the job market after emigrating in some sense appears to be superior to that of Russophone men because they prove to be more flexible and more willing to retrain and change their occupation if their original profession is not in demand or certification requires too much time. Studies conducted across various countries reveal their remarkable adaptability and resilience. Trying to help their partners to succeed professionally, Russian-speaking women often take upon themselves household maintenance and childcare, combining them with part-time or even fulltime jobs. Women are better than men in establishing new networks, formal and informal, serving both as an aid to socialisation and to occupational reintegration. They display creativity in finding new market niches, serving co-ethnics but also members of the host society. Beauty parlors, fitness studios, complementary education, real-estate services, translation companies, event organisation and guidance in the process of immigration are just a few niches in which Russian-speaking women have succeeded in various countries (Chernykh, Loktyukhina, and Nazarova 2024; Yelenevskaya 2024) Despite facing a dual burden of work and home responsibilities, these women demonstrate a willingness to learn new skills, retrain and form new networks, thereby enhancing their occupational prospects and language proficiency, as documented by researchers such as Krivonos (2019), Remennick (2005, 2007), and Sverdljuk (2010).
 
                However, the journey of immigrant adaptation is not without its challenges, as language serves as a catalyst for intergroup bias, contributing to the stigmatisation of immigrant communities (Maass 1999; Walton and Banaji 2004). Such stereotypes are often perpetuated by societal fears, media discourse and political agendas, leading to differential labeling of men and women within immigrant populations (Dursun-Ozkanca 2011). For instance, Russian-speaking men may be associated with criminality, while women are often unfairly labeled as prostitutes or opportunistic in their pursuit of marriage (Darieva 2004; Kopnina 2005; Remennick 2004; Markvardt 2013; Taraban 2007). Over time, an immigrant group may cease to be perceived as a threat when societal fears shift focus onto another group. In addition, personal acquaintance with stigmatised individuals can lead to less prejudiced attitudes among the majority (Rucker, Murphy and Quintanilla 2019).
 
                Until recently, the number of women among emigrants from Russia was nearly the same as of men: in 1997–2016 women made up 42.5 percent of the total number of emigrants seeking permanent residence abroad (Ryazantsev and Sivoplyasova 2020). The number of women among emigrants from post-Soviet states has remained substantial, with various migration patterns ranging from brides seeking marriage abroad to circular migrants supporting their families from afar. In their host countries, Russophone women often find themselves challenging cultural expectations that still prioritise men as primary breadwinners while also shouldering significant household responsibilities. This transition can be fraught with problems, including language barriers, cultural differences, discrimination in the workplace and the need to adapt to unfamiliar systems and institutions (Elo, Aman, and Täube 2020).
 
                In response, many Russian-speaking women pursue entrepreneurial ventures or complementary education opportunities to supplement their income and assert their identities in their new environments. However, the pursuit of career advancement often clashes with the demands of childcare and household duties, presenting these women with difficult choices and potential sacrifices. Consequently, failure to establish a successful career can exacerbate feelings of personal distress and undermine their sense of autonomy and empowerment (cf. Heyse 2011).
 
                The studies by Sireni, Pöllänen, and Davydova-Minguet (2021), Ermoshkina and de Medeiros (2022), and Remennick (2007) shed light on the multifaceted experiences of Russian-speaking immigrant women across different contexts, emphasising their roles in community revitalisation, caregiving expectations and social adaptation. These narratives underscore the complex interplay between historical legacies, cultural norms and individual agency in shaping immigrant women’s lives.
 
                In Russian, the literal meaning of being married, byt’ zamuzhem, is to be behind the husband shielded by him. The speech clichés kak za kamennoy stenoy (as if you were behind a stone wall) and muzh golova, a zhena sheya (the husband is the head and the wife is the neck) are still appealing to some women (see Larina, Mustajoki and Protassova 2017). The post-World War II saying Ia i loshad’, ia i byk, ia i baba, i muzhik (which roughly translates to “I’m the horse, and I’m the bull, I’m the woman, and I’m the man”) seems to remain relevant. Despite evolving gender norms, some women still find themselves longing for domesticity and marriage, raising questions about the persistence of gender inequalities within Russian families.
 
                The phenomenon of Russian brides seeking partners abroad highlights broader social and demographic shifts, including concerns about gender imbalances, lifestyle preferences and the search for security and fulfillment. While these marriages may symbolise escape from economic and social constraints they also confront complex negotiations of power dynamics and cultural expectations, particularly regarding polygamy and family roles. Like other female marriage migrants moving from lower- to higher-income countries, Russian-speaking brides have a high educational level: post-secondary and higher. They are sometimes more educated than their partners, which suggests that marrying a person who is older and less educated is a means of escaping from the homeland (Niedomysl, Östh, and van Ham 2010). Besides financial security, for Russian women today there is one more vitally important reason to search for partners abroad: in their home country there is a shortage of men who maintain healthy life habits and do not indulge in excessive alcohol consumption, heavy smoking and risky sexual behavior (Ryabov 2013, 49). Moreover, unlike Russian men, who see a woman’s child from a previous marriage as an obstacle, foreigners are often willing to adopt their brides’ children.
 
                Identity formation among immigrant cohorts reflects a dynamic interplay between social contexts and personal experiences (Stets and Serpe 2016). While studies in Denmark reveal variations in attitudes towards female employment among immigrant groups, there is a notable convergence in support for childcare services between the Danish population and migrants from Russia, suggesting common ground in social policy preferences (Breidahl et al. 2021, 123). The growing demand for Russian-speaking caregivers and the expansion of Russian-language advertising outside of Russia underscore the evolving economic opportunities and cultural influences associated with migration. As immigrants contribute to diverse sectors such as caregiving and marketing, complementary pedagogy and tourism they reshape linguistic landscapes and consumer behaviors, highlighting the multifaceted impacts of migration on both sending and receiving societies (Asikainen 2023; Genkova et al. 2014).
 
                All the listed topics are encountered in one form or another in the interviews we have discussed above. We observe that women’s attitudes towards life in which they shuttle between cultures tend to lean in one direction or another, sometimes settling on a compromise. They not only live their lives but also analyse their environment, judge their abilities and limitations, and try to make the best of what their host countries have to offer.
 
               
              
                4 Conclusion
 
                Material we collected and analysed shows a variety of life trajectories of immigrant women and challenges which confront them. Whether young or middle-aged, they have to adapt to new customs and cultural traditions. Some of the interviewees were monolingual when they arrived in their host countries. They did not only learn that mastering the language/s of the majority is the key to successful integration but also a way to build new social networks. Those who formed partnerships outside their own ethnic group had to face the dilemmas of allegiances. Russophone diaspora has never been united, despite various transnational ties, and Russian invasion of Ukraine has exacerbated conflicts and alienation, which affects female émigrés’ emotions. At the same time, the process of acculturation and the need to overcome difficulties and obstacles make immigrant women rediscover themselves and pursue new opportunities (Protassova and Yelenevskaya 2024a). Difficulties of integration often make immigrant women lonely, which triggers homesickness and poses questions about whether emigration was the right choice. The latter problem can be compounded by financial difficulties, discrimination and isolation from friends and family.
 
                The first post-migration stage seems to be the hardest, and often emerges in interviews and in women émigré prose as a time of uncertainties, insecurity and exhaustion. And even later, when the period of socio-economic adaptation and acculturation is over, women are seldom carefree. Yet, it would be wrong to say that these women present themselves and their peers as iron ladies devoid of moments of weakness when they need reassurance and support.
 
                When learning a modern language, the act of reflection, the blending of verbal and nonverbal content and the assessment of the role of code switching in communication are all valuable. The migrants’ narratives incorporate words and expressions from two or three languages, and through them transform cultures of many countries throughout the world into a new and complex environment. The characters of people acquiring a new language in the diaspora, their age, knowledge base and experience and worldviews of the potential audience of these narratives do not always coincide, yet there appears to be some connection between the languages in contact. Some indicators of the nascent new life abroad are communicated to the audience, while others are left unexpressed and uninterpreted.
 
                Intermarriage can be seen as an adventure in cultural discovery, personal growth and building relationships across differences. It offers an opportunity for individuals to broaden their perspectives, learn about new customs and traditions and form connections with people from different backgrounds. The process of merging several lifestyles, family traditions and cultural customs can sometimes lead to conflicts and require a lot of open-mindedness and readiness for compromise.
 
                The linguistic practices of Russian-speaking immigrant women, as reflected in the interviews, encompass a variety of language use patterns, including code-switching, language maintenance and language shift. These practices often involve a blend of Russian and the language(s) of their new environment, influenced by factors such as proficiency, social networks and cultural identity. These linguistic practices reflect the adaptation of Russian-speaking immigrant women to their new environment by illustrating their efforts to overcome language barriers, establish connections with local communities and negotiate their cultural identities. For example, using the dominant language of their host country in certain contexts while maintaining Russian in others demonstrates their adaptive strategies to fit into both their new and original cultural spheres.
 
                Various factors such as background, education, skills, field of activities and cultural and economic context significantly influence the life trajectories of Russophone immigrant women, particularly in terms of language use and adaptation. Some individuals with higher education and/or professional skills find it easier to integrate into the workforce and engage in social interactions in the dominant language of their new environment. Additionally, the cultural and economic context of both their home and host countries can impact their language choices, social networks and overall adaptation process.
 
                Political events, in particular, such as dramatic ones including ethnic conflicts and wars, influence female migrants’ self-perception and worldview. With some of the personal friendships broken and allegiances changing, women are confronted with more challenges and stressors. Under these conditions the role of Internet communities as supporting networks has considerably grown.
 
                As women travel through different stages of life, they encounter different experiences, such as studies, search for a partner and relationships, motherhood and aging, which can bring new perspectives and growth as well as a deeper appreciation for the people and experiences that have shaped them.
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              In this essay, I will discuss my experiences as a Russian immigrant in Finland since the early 2000s. I’ll walk you through my background touching both personal and professional aspects of my life. This essay is purely empirical and based on personal experiences. However, I hope I will also be able to shed some light on more general phenomena in both Finnish and, of course, Russian contexts. Discussing my own queerness is of particular importance to me here because of the resilient belief held by Russians and even some Westerners that queerness is something inherently Western. I’m also interested in the discourse on the individualistic and collectivistic guilt, or innocence, of the Russian people.
 
              
                1 A Cuspidor Doing Liability Philosophy
 
                I was born in 1992 in Petrozavodsk, Republic of Karelia, Russia. The USSR and the hope of perestroika were already gone, and the infamous suffering of the 1990s had begun. For the first few years of my life my parents were together, and we shared an apartment with my father’s mother, my aunt, and her daughter. We were poor in a can’t-always-feed-the-baby-way, and I was often ill and even hospitalised. On top of that, my family was dysfunctional and abusive. So, when I was around four years old, my mother took me with her and escaped to her hometown, Vyborg. We lived in a studio with my Babushka until 2001 when my mother married a Finnish man and we moved to the Eastern Finland.
 
                Russia and Finland share a 1343.6 km border. Finland was an autonomic part of Russia for almost a century in 1809–1917. During World War II, two conflicts broke out between the countries. The final one, known as Continuation War, ended in the Moscow Armistice. Conditions for peace included ceding approximately 11.5% of Finnish land to USSR.1 Time has passed since, but overgenerational trauma can still be seen in Finns my age or even younger. Their grandparents’ or great-grandparents’ stories about horrors of war and lost homes are heartbreaking.
 
                Of course, there’s been positive history between the two countries as well, for instance when it comes to Russian-Finnish business, cultural exchange and marriages. I personally know Finns who, despite having no relatives or even friends in Russia, are interested in cultural exchange or just feel that Russia isn’t only scary or weird but interesting, too. At the same time, many Finns hold negative feelings towards Russia and towards Russian people. Anyone would understand that attacking a country induces rage, grief, trauma and sometimes grudges in its citizens. Could one really forgive losing a home and loved ones? Rather, I think it’s fair not to forgive or even want to forgive. I’m not one to advocate giving up healthy rage.
 
                The first thing I remember having learnt about the Russian history is that we beat the Nazis. I’m not sure if I learnt this in school or at home. Maybe the Nazi beating was a part of the Elementary School’s patriotic pedagogy rather than a part of standard history teaching. Either way, I remember having once felt huge pride towards my heroic country. I came home and said something about it to my Babushka. It was also the last time I ever was patriotic.
 
                Beating the Nazis actually seemed to be the only thing Babushka was proud of regarding our history – otherwise she really despised imperialistic patriotism. Babushka would, like many others, separate lived culture and art from government and politics. She would say many beautiful things about Russian language, art and literature, but otherwise she hated the country and made sure I was never going to grow up as a patriot. I surely did not, and I went even further.
 
                As an adult I strongly disagree with her when it comes to culture. Ruling over people and making them think that it’s impossible to influence your government is a form of oppression. And perhaps single words and grammar, or musical compositions and paintings, or food are innocent things, and also inanimate things, but it’s very clear that culture and language can be used to oppress, too. One can make beautiful art and still use it, or have it used, as a weapon. Culture is innocent or, rather, neutral in many ways, but there’s no free-from-jail-card because there’s no clear division.
 
                Still, my Babushka did her best. On an emotional level I consider her a saint but I’m aware that it’s simply my love and gratitude towards her talking. One thing I wish she would have taught me – and to her own children, my mother and her brother – is the Karelian culture, language and even history.
 
                Karelians are a Finnic ethnic group, native to the historical region of Karelia. Karelians have never had their own state, and right now Karelian region spans areas both in Finland and in Russia.2 New generation of Karelians in Finland feels passionate about gaining more recognition for their language and culture. Karelian community is transnational. Not everyone with Karelian roots identifies as a Karelian, and many might have overlapping identities meaning some Karelians also identify as Finns and some Karelians also identify as Russians.
 
                I have inherited Karelian roots from both my parents. My Babushka knew Karelian language but never spoke it to us. I grew up to be a Russian, and I still feel it’s the most honest way to describe myself.
 
                My mother’s Finnish marriage in 2001 brought me to Eastern Finland, Joutseno, a small village that had about 10,000 residents at the time. Joutseno is located very close to the border and many Finns would drive to Vyborg to buy cheaper fuel and pirated DVDs and CDs, so I had seen Finns in my childhood. Often they were drunk men, and that scared me, but my mother and Babushka spoke beautifully about our neighbouring country and I understood that one type of person couldn’t represent the whole nation. So, what could go wrong?
 
                Despite Eastern Finland having a good amount of Russian immigrants, I was the only one in my new school. I wasn’t that afraid of moving or of my new classmates, even though I only knew a few phrases in Finnish. In my class there was a girl that had a Russian mother, so the girl was supposed to help me with the language. She did that few times, rolling her eyes, and very soon I understood not to ask for help.
 
                Kids were nice to me for the first couple of days. Then their families heard about me, I guess, because after a warm welcome the kids started to tell me they wouldn’t play with a Russian child. I got isolated very quickly. When my Finnish got better, I did get a few friends. By the end of primary school, I was still heavily bullied, but at least some people would talk to me. And since I went to school with the same people for six years, they got used to me, tolerated my presence.
 
                I also did my best to stop being Russian. I used to lie to new people that I was born in Finland and rarely told anyone the names of my family members. I got so used to it that even today my Finnish loved ones don’t necessarily remember my cousins’ names. I dreamed about a day when I would change my last name to something Finnish. I was angry with my mother who took the last name of her new husband and escaped the instant visibility. Since the age of four, I’ve been the only Terentyev(a) in all of the families I have belonged to. A funny side note: now I do have a Finnish last name that I got from my Finnish wife, but my books are still published under my maiden name and will continue to be. But let’s not get ahead of things.
 
                When secondary school started, everything got much worse again. I was used to slurs but I was not used to hearing them almost every day, in front of the teachers and other adults who would allow it and sometimes even join in. The threat of physical violence was back, and at the age of 15 I was a victim of an attempted assault. I never told anyone about it. I was scared for months after the incident, and even though I felt sorry for myself by that point I had completely internalised that I deserved to be a social cuspidor. And a literal one too, actually.
 
                As a child, I thought a lot about the past wars in Finland. I was constantly blamed for them and sometimes I agreed while other times I didn’t. After all, I was born 47 years after the end of the last one. Time didn’t seem to matter to the people around me. So, I had many philosophical debates with myself, with the abilities I had at the young age. I came to the conclusion that the best thing I could do was to make sure that people around me knew that I didn’t condone what had happened to them and to their families. And that I had to accept my role as an enemy. It’s ironic, really, because I feel such a deep loyalty towards Finland and Finns. I think this is one of the best countries anyone could live in. I might not have chosen to move here but I certainly do choose to stay, because of the democracy, the true faith in equality and, most importantly, because of my work, my lovely friends and my amazing wife.
 
                None of the things I appreciated about Finland were enough to change my identity, though. All my negative experiences, bullying, harassment and discrimination, are the foundation of my solid Russian identity. My life has been so deeply shaped by what’s happened to me because of my heritage that I can’t imagine who I would be without it. Not to imply that I’d feel welcome in Russia, but I do feel confused every time an immigrant starts feeling like they belong to the country they live in. I mean it’s great – that’s how it should be. I don’t advocate forgetting one’s past or giving up one’s own culture, but people living in Finland should end up feeling at home in Finland. I feel like a Finnish something in one category, though: my field of work.
 
               
              
                2 Russian Macho Lesbian Embarrassment
 
                My Babushka was already retired when we moved to live with her but it really showed that she had been a literature teacher, and a loved one, too. I was often with Babushka when she was running errands. People would stop her on the streets, praise her and have a little chat with her. They were her old students – she was someone who really left an impression on people, especially on those she used to help or teach.
 
                As an adult, I understand that it must have been tiring to have a small child with you wherever you went. My mother was constantly working – she provided for our little family. Babushka never showed her annoyance with me. When I got tired or cranky, she’d tell me stories, most of which she came up with herself. She dreamed about writing a book but it never came to be. It breaks my heart that she died only a few weeks before my first publishing deal. Even as a completely non-spiritual and atheistic person, I force myself to believe she still knows, somehow.
 
                My mother studied literature and our whole family loved books and authors. I recited poems by heart since the age of five. Babushka read to me all the time. I never wrote fiction in Russian, though. We were just a family of huge literature fans who had pictures of authors in our home.
 
                I started to write fiction in Finland. It was a part of me trying to learn the language as fast as possible. I remember my first story. It consisted of only a couple of sentences and was mostly written by a helpful Romani girl in my class. The story was a plotless description of a butterfly. Still, it gave me hope (along with the first fact that someone wanted to help the cuspidor, and maybe she understood me, taking into account the second fact that the Romani people unfortunately suffer their own share of oppression). I was on my way to learning the language. When I was more capable of writing by myself, I came up with horror stories. By the end of primary school my teacher had to ask me to stop giving him my story notebooks. I simply wouldn’t stop otherwise. In Secondary School, I wrote angsty, gothic poems and got honorary mentions from local writing competitions.
 
                I moved to live on my own right after the end of comprehensive school. I applied to a high school in Jyväskylä, Central Finland. I was already dating my now wife and that was her hometown. In Jyväskylä I could experience life with so much less xenophobia that, at the time, it felt like none. People wouldn’t necessarily even know I was Russian despite my very Russian last name. I spent some of my happiest years in Jyväskylä. I was free and well-liked, and I got tons of friends that are still in my inner circle. I was relieved and happy.
 
                Without the numbing, oppressing atmosphere of my past I could finally think about what I wanted to do with my life. Therefore, being 17 years old and feeling omnipotent, I didn’t come up with a dream but with a plan: I would become a professional writer. And I swore on one thing: I would never write any immigrant stuff. I would not write about Russia, especially. Why would I? All of that was supposed to be left behind now.
 
                I got my first book deal ten years later, after many trials and errors, and after many crushing disappointments. Of course, my first book was about the Russian people in Finland. The opening of an urban fantasy trilogy for adults, Neon City (Neonkaupunki), came out in 2020. I wrote it with a Finnish friend and colleague, Susanna Hynynen. We started writing together as a joke. She was interested in Slavic mythology, specifically Baba Yaga. I wanted to write about two very different cultures that live intertwined in multicultural characters. Neon City takes inspiration from 1980s horror movies and metal music as well as from Slavic mythology and from the experiences of Russian immigrants and their children – my own experience included. The publisher and many of our readers call Neon City dark, and it surely is in some ways, as well as horror-y, but I also see so much tongue-in-cheek action and ironic humour in our trilogy. To me, Neon City is full of irony and pain that is sometimes dealt with in ways unproductive to the point of looking comical. I feel it’s important to make fun of toxic forms of behaviour. Why make something harmful seem only dangerous (and because of that, potentially cool)? For example, it’s embarrassing to lift yourself above others. That’s how imperialistic ideas are born.
 
                To me, Neon City is campy – in a queer way as well. My favourite character is our anti-hero protagonist, angry and hot-headed Russian macho lesbian Nikita. Of course I was going to give her a masculine name, I love writing archetypes (and I love masculine lesbians). But Nikita isn’t what she’s called most of the time. I might have been angry with my own mother for not having given me a Finnish last name, but Nikita got the last name of her mother’s Finnish husband, Tarkkinen. I knew that a Finnish reader would be confused with all the Russian patronyms and diminutives, so I wanted to bring along one Finnish way of making nicknames. To my brain there’s no sense in calling Jukka (a Finnish masculine first name) Jukkis, or Juha (a Finnish masculine first name) Juhis, but that’s the Finnish way. And when you do the same to the last name Tarkkinen, you’ll get a word that also means observation class (tarkkailuluokka, or for short, tarkkis). So, the leads of Neon City are faith (Vera), glory (Slava) and a kid who isn’t evil but has behavioural problems (Tarkkis). My co-author Hynynen says that the name of Tarkkis is a walking and talking character description.
 
                The name Tarkkis, as well as the character herself, makes many readers uncomfortable or even angry. She’s our most hated character for sure. I’ve heard that she’s only likeable when pictured with her girlfriend. The presence of the smart and coquettish femme girlfriend Helle (the name means “summer heat” in Finnish because – you’ve guessed it, right? – she’s hot) makes Tarkkis softer and nicer, and also needy, regressed and childish, but I digress. Some of the Tarkkis-hatred is lesbophobia, but most of it is probably not, since we’ve got so many queer characters and themes that queerphobic people probably wouldn’t want to read the trilogy anyway.
 
                I have realised that not all readers can say the name “Tarkkis” without feeling embarrassed. It makes me amused every time because that was the whole point. I tactically named her in a cringey way. But most importantly, Tarkkis is a perfect example of someone who tries to use Russian-like force, with the result of everyone ending up unhappy. She’s someone who isn’t supposed to have any power in a patriarchal, hierarchical society, but she doesn’t fight the system, only for a place and power for herself and for her loved ones while still accepting the status quo. Her overly-performed masculinity and butchness do not manage to bring her to the top of a macho power pyramid, because she’s not a man but someone who “doesn’t know” how to “be a real woman”. She’s ridiculed and still winning people over, she’s self-sabotaging, and she’s finally learning, but only towards the end of the trilogy, paying the prize, suffering and making others suffer along the way.
 
                The most important themes of the Neon City trilogy are hierarchy, the struggle for power, otherness and (sexual) violence. Neon City is, depending on the reader’s point of view, a dystopian return to Russia after having escaped it, or an immigrant’s fantasy about living in a familiar society. Neon City asks an ultimate question about feeling home and belonging. To me, the trilogy criticises some aspects of the Russian culture, but it’s the reader’s place to comment on that, not mine. According to my Russian-Finnish readers, they do recognise the Russian – and in the trilogy, a literal – nightmare of a fever dream.
 
               
              
                3 Queerness is Freedom
 
                I don’t remember the exact moment I learned the word lesbian. I didn’t grow up in a supportive atmosphere, and I did not think to look for other queers, either. I had a girlfriend from the age of 13, but I thought we were the only ones. I feel like I’ve always known that I’m a lesbian, but for a long time I didn’t have a word for it. When I finally did, I didn’t realise right away that lesbian would be the correct word for my experience. Like many others, I thought that you’d have to be visibly queer (and/or masculine) to be a lesbian. I was into music-based subcultures so I had goth, rocker and headbanger friends on the Internet. Many of them were bisexual girls, but we didn’t form a queer community.
 
                I never felt bad for liking women but it was hard to accept that I didn’t like men. As a Russian girl, there should have been no other meaning to my existence than to become a wife and a mother one day. Having sex, or giving sex to men, was something I heard about before starting school. Heterosexual relationships were discussed like jobs for women. In my childhood there was no choice: a woman had to find a man and make him become her husband. How else would a woman get a roof over her head, get any decent money and, most importantly, have children? I had never wanted kids but it was deemed irrelevant and childish. I would change my mind as an adult, wouldn’t I?
 
                People have actually stopped asking about having kids, but it’s mostly because they think that two women can’t have a child together. It’s been especially funny to hear from one of the two women who raised me. But, of course, they did not literally make me together.
 
                In my opinion, I don’t have a father even though we even lived as a family for a few years. I have almost no memories from that era. And I won’t call someone a parent if they are capable of abandoning their kid. I remember my stepfather-adjacents, but they too rejected me after having split up with my mother. So I was raised by two heterosexual women: my mother, who moved me to Finland, and my Babushka, who stayed in Russia.
 
                They would speak ill of men left and right, before and after us living together. Even as a little girl I saw a huge disconnect between men being these terrible beings and the ticket to a great life at the same time. According to the stories and statements I heard, men were stupid but amazing leaders. Men were scary, aggressive and rapey, but strong protectors. It was irrelevant if a woman didn’t love or want a man, there couldn’t be better romantic or sexual fulfilment than via men.
 
                None of the statements made sense when put together. I had to find feminism to be able to understand that men are also people, and that the disconnect was, and still is, systemic instead of being only an outcome of the incapacity of introspection by the women of my family. Still to this day I hate relationship fatalism, regardless of sexual orientation. I simply can’t recommend dating people you hate.
 
                My first impression of Finland was that the country was very clean and well-behaved, sect-like (we didn’t have religious education in Russian schools in the 1990s) and genderless. The genderless part was both confusing and freeing. Finland was the land of perfect gender equality compared to Russia. Finns even had a woman as the president! In Finland, the boys in my class weren’t constantly trying to see what was underneath my clothes. Some kids would play together regardless of gender during recess. Men didn’t open the doors for women and let them carry their own heavy groceries. All of the women drove cars, I could swear! And there wasn’t a single pair of high heels in sight. That last one was kind of a bummer for me.
 
                My mother knew not to let me go to school in my Russian school uniform that consisted of a puffy blouse, a dress, a pair of little heels and huge hair ornaments in the braids. Still, I was way too weird – and girly. I’ve done many things to masculinise myself. Sometimes more, sometimes less, but always at least a little bit. I got stared at when I was using high heels. Why would someone be so stupid, heels hurt legs in both short and long run. In Finland, like in many other places, a dolled-up woman is automatically arrogant and that’s a crime in a culture that loves humbleness. I’ve got comments about being overdressed and making a big deal out of myself as a girl and the same still happens to me as a woman. In my school years teachers would ask me if I was thinking I was at a party or maybe if I was dressed up to be a part of a play. Mostly I was confused by the comments, but not necessarily ashamed. I knew I looked good, why would anyone chastise me for it?
 
                Still, I felt mostly relieved: if Finnish seven-year-old girls acted like complete children and didn’t even think about how to get a boy to perform a romantic gesture, I could drop the act as well. I still wanted to enjoy pretty dresses, but dimming my enthusiasm towards girly things was the prize, I guessed. I started to wear boring jeans and tried playing animals with other kids. I wasn’t very welcomed even after hiding my, as I now call it, femmehood.
 
                Femme is historically a lesbian term to describe a feminine lesbian, but not all feminine lesbians are femmes and not all femmes are lesbians (or bisexuals, since many of bisexual women dating women are still mistaken for lesbians). I would rather describe femme as a queer term for any queer person that has a strong connection to femininity. I’ve known many lesbians that feel disconnected from womanhood, and while I find their perspectives interesting, I can’t relate. I feel the most comfortable in typically women-filled spaces, even the heterosexual ones. For example, I loved my wedding dress fitting, even though the lady helping me was very confused when I mentioned my future wife.
 
                To me, being a femme means that I can indulge in femininity as much as I want without the heterosexual demands. Femmehood is a freeing subvertion of dominant culture’s ideas of femininity. I don’t feel less of a woman being with another woman – the opposite is true. I’m also very aware of gender’s performative nature. Being an adult femme is a cheeky gender-play and, in a way, return to the frilly, pink girlhood. I’m a femme because I’m choosing femininity instead of being forced to perform it.
 
                My queerness made me free in many different ways. First, I would not need to go through finding and pleasing a man I didn’t want in the first place. Second, I could leave behind all the other expectations of a normative life as well. By rejecting dating and marrying men altogether, I was not a good woman. Neither did I need to be one. In my old world, the worst thing that could happen to a woman was to end up without a husband and children – but that’s where I wanted to be. So, those who pitied me had no clue about how amazing my life as a childfree married lesbian was.
 
                Third, queerness was a concept that would let me keep all things girly, the heels and the dresses, mannerisms, and all kinds of feminine presentations. I could play with femme things, subvert femininity and womanhood as I pleased, without any punishment, from the queers at least. I could also take so-called feminine roles in a relationship without losing anything. With another woman, we were equals.
 
               
              
                4 Finnish Author
 
                Even though our first novel won Kuvastaja, a prize given to the best Finnish fantasy book of the year, and we published Neon City 2: The Spiral Road (Neonkaupunki 2: Spiraalitie) in the spring of 2021, I became better-known as a writer through my third book, a contemporary YA verse novel, Lovely (Ihana), published in autumn of 2021.
 
                In Lovely, I wrote about a young pansexual girl wanting to be sensitive and to create safe space for everyone but, of course, sometimes failing. She has an online crush on a nonbinary person and the plot revolves around dealing with the crush. The heritage of this nonbinary character is Russian, which has been weird for some readers. Queerness seems to repeal Russianness, and vice versa, but this way of thinking is uninformed.
 
                It’s true that queer people are oppressed in Russia. The atmosphere and the laws are not on our side. I wouldn’t say that it’s safe to be queer in Russia. But how on Earth would this mean that there are no Russian queers? Oppressed people don’t disappear just because the dominant culture wants them to. It’s Russian propaganda to claim that Russia and queerness can’t go together. There are queer people everywhere, because queerness doesn’t come from societal acceptance.
 
                One of the main themes of Lovely is transphobia. Because of that, I wanted to write a feelgood-book, to show that it is possible even with grim themes. Lovely was nominated for several prizes, including Finland’s most appreciated Finlandia Prize. I’ve also sold Lovely’s TV rights. I’ve released my second YA book Freestyle in 2022. It’s about street dance, friendship and asexuality, and one of the prizes it was nominated for was The Queer Book of the Year. My third verse novel Zeno and the final book of Neon City, The Abusement Park (Luutivoli) came out in the spring of 2024. Lovely is clearly my best-known book so far. I’m happy for everything it has given to me and to my career, and for how well-loved the book is. My personal favourite project is still the 1980s pastiche of a trilogy, Neon City.
 
                There have been some obstacles with Neon City, including a release during the COVID pandemic and the logistical appearance and interview issues that come along with having two authors. The worst thing, however, was our original publisher changing their mind about releasing the final book, which happened at the same time as they put the second book in print. We weren’t going to stop, though. We wrote the final book and got rejected from almost 20 other publishing houses. Our trilogy isn’t the only one with this destiny, unfortunately.
 
                Before the release of Neon City, I felt nervous: would I be taken seriously? When there are two authors and when the book is written in a language that is the native language of only one of them, it’s not surprising to be afraid of being seen as the secondary author. Such a thing never happened to me. This makes sense to me retrospectively, as Finnish is my strongest language after all. Finns don’t notice that I’m not a native speaker. I have more problems with my Russian and even my English is much stronger than my Russian these days. Either way, I started writing fiction in Finnish more than 20 years ago and now nobody can tell me I don’t do it well. I’m proud of my skills and believe that my writing brings glory to Finnish language and literature. I’ve even been called Finland’s number one queer YA author by Aamulehti, the second largest daily newspaper in Finland.
 
                Still, the most surprising thing to me has been how respected I feel by the publishers and other literature professionals. If we forget just a couple slurs once let slip by one employee, I’ve always been treated well. I actually believe that “accidental slurs” are a mark of people forgetting that I’m Russian, or perhaps them presuming that after living here for so long I identify as a Finn and don’t feel slandered.
 
                I have amazing colleagues. Some of them have asked me for help when writing Russian characters, and many of them have helped me with things I’ve needed help with, given me tips etc. Overall, I feel solidarity around me. Nobody’s making me feel less. I’ve been interviewed after every new book, I’ve been on the radio several times, part of my income is from paid author appearances. I write full time, which isn’t that easy in a country with a population of only 5.5 million. I’ve got lovely readers who want to meet me and whom I want to meet too. One of my main tools to communicate with my readers all over the country is Instagram, where, by the way, my profile description was for years “Russian Femme, Finnish Author”. Life as an author is scary and uncertain, but I’ve completed the plan I made at the age of 17.
 
                To me, knowing the Finnish language and growing up in Finnish culture are extremely powerful things. The language even more so, I would argue, but would an author think differently? I feel that in many ways I write from a Finnish point of view – mine specifically just happens to be multicultural. In addition to many Russian and Russian-Finnish characters, I’ve written a Finnish Roma and a Finnish-Chinese character. The latter, from Freestyle, is specifically written to identify as a Finn. Finnish is her native language and, even though I was asked to edit out some of her background, in a finished book it’s obvious that she has lived her whole life in Finland. Finland isn’t 100% white and, at the same time, not even all white people are treated the same.
 
                Even though I ended up considering myself a proud Finnish author, not much else has changed. While I’m completely confident to represent Finnish authors and talk about our rights without ever feeling excluded, other societal things might be hard for me. For example, I’m still hesitant to criticise some of the Finnish attitudes towards white ethnic minorities such as The Sámi and Karelian people. Historically, Finland is considered a gritty, strong and smart nation that could stand against the USSR – Finland is a small, miraculous country with a lot of sisu (“courage” and “perseverance”). Finland has been the victim of both Sweden and Russia but Finns have always refused to embrace victimhood. They are strong, they are independent, they have done bad things only when there hasn’t been any other way. That’s the story.
 
                And it’s true in most ways. The accomplishments of Finland and the reasons to be proud of the nation won’t break or go away while discussing negative things such as the state of The Sámi and Karelian rights. For example, The Sámi suffer from commodification of their culture.3 As a Russian person in Finland with Karelian roots, I have no idea about how to act while discussing white minority ethnicities. I want to defend The Sámi but feel that I have the right to do so only in a Russian context. I’ve had a Finnish passport for many years, I vote, I sign petitions, I gladly pay taxes. But I wasn’t born here and I wasn’t given a chance to even consider feeling like a Finn. I was put in a Russian box the minute I arrived in Finland, and I had no tools to break out. The misconception in my head that I have no right to criticise Finland is very resilient.
 
                I’m working on that, but I’ve got a little voice in my head whispering that I should just be thankful and let Finland do its own thing, even when I disagree with it. Or do I want to return to where I came from, like I’ve been told many times? Isn’t a guest supposed to behave themself and not blame the host? Don’t I remember that because I wasn’t born here, I don’t deserve the same things as the others do? Don’t I know that my Finnish citizenship is merely a generous gift that will never make me equal in the eyes of everyone?
 
                A topic even harder for me is the Karelian people because, as a matter of fact, I am one of them. Here’s the kicker: many Finns see Karelians in Finland as Finns and only as Finns. It’s like Karelians were some kind of a pre-Finn-nation. Many Finns would argue that Karelian isn’t a language in its own right but only a Finnish dialect. There are reasons for these misunderstandings: the history of Karelians and the definition of Karelian things truly are complicated.
 
                First of all, Karelians never had a legal state. A transnational community will cause confusion. Karelian can mean a person with ethnic Karelian roots and also a Russian person living in Russia’s Republic of Karelia or Finnish person living in Finland’s Karelia. Karelian language has different dialects, and there’s also a Finnish dialect called Karelian. Karelian is the language closest to Finnish – no wonder there are misunderstandings. Finns and Karelians share history. Some of the culture is shared as well, some unfortunately stolen. Finland’s Karelian activists talk about this a lot. There are discussions especially about the Karelian-Finnish (or Finnish, or Karelian, depends on who’s defining the origins and “ownership” of the book) epic Kalevala.
 
                How I see the situation is that Karelians simply want recognition for their – or our – own culture as well as language. Karelians want basic respect. That’s fair, right? So why is it so hard for me to publicly stand against what is at least rudeness and at worst oppression? Why is it so hard for me to criticise Finns for their definitions of what Finnishness is? Maybe it’s just the immigrant trauma. Maybe I remember way too well my cuspidor era. The other explanation is just as simple: maybe it’s because I’m Russian.
 
               
              
                5 Not in my Coffee Drinking Name
 
                I got the honour to interview a literature professor for one of the books I’m working on. She has lived experience from the era and milieu I’m writing about. She told me many helpful things, one of which will stay with me beyond the book I’m working on. She had the words for something I already knew as a Russian person but couldn’t fully explain to myself. I’ve already commented on my love of archetypes, so now let’s use one of a typical Russian.
 
                According to the professor, a typical Russian is very resilient and creative. Probably anyone who had to survive the USSR is, but unlike people of many other nations a typical Russian is apathetic and cynical at the same time. Many non-Russians and Russians alike would agree, me at least. Even if it isn’t flattering.
 
                A typical Russian thinks that the government and politics are something evil at the core and have nothing to do with the so-called normal people. People don’t really choose their representatives, voting is theatre, democracy doesn’t exist anywhere in the world. I personally completely trust the Finnish voting results. But according to a typical Russian, trust is a sign of stupidity, because only bad, power-hungry people end up in the government. The moral thing to do is to stay away and mind one’s own business.
 
                The government does bad things and the so-called normal people try to survive. A typical Russian can survive hunger, unemployment, oppression – you name it. A typical Russian is extremely resourceful and imaginative, except for when it comes to societal models, to equality, even to honesty. A typical Russian can survive anything except for a simple thought exercise: what if we actually had the power? What if we could hold our politicians accountable? What if we weren’t doomed? What if we weren’t fooling the people with power, but the ones without it? A Typical Russian believes in never-changing misery and slavery, and this is intellectually lazy, convenient and even paradoxical. How can’t such a resourceful nation imagine the one thing truly needed?
 
                I have no idea what kind of person I would have become if I had never moved to Finland, or to the West, or to any other part of the world. I’d like to believe that my queerness – and feminism – would have saved me, but I will never truly know. Propaganda is a powerful tool, and I can’t be too arrogant about my own wit. I believe I would’ve left Russia on my own eventually but then again I, too, have the sense of an eternal suffering.
 
                Growing up in the West made me believe in equality. Fighting for my right to marry a woman as a woman made me interested in politics. I love voting and despise anyone’s choice not to use one’s democratic right or participating in some other way. I’m fully capable of imagining several better futures and demanding them. But still, I’m incapable of seeing myself as an equal participant. As I said, I pay taxes, I sign petitions, I even might be a perfect example of successful assimilation. If I never told anyone about my heritage, would they ever guess it by themselves? As a white person who speaks Finnish like a native, I could and sometimes do cosplay as one.
 
                Even my Finnish loved ones put me in a Finnish box every now and then. For example, it’s hard for me not to try and solve my loved ones’ problems collectivistically. I fail to remember than Finns feel like I’m stepping on their toes with my forced solutions and actions, when they just wanted me to listen. I’m working on that, and also explaining to my loved ones that I mean no harm – it’s just a cultural difference. Not everyone likes the explanation. Some start arguing that I can’t say such a thing, that I’m acting the way I do because it’s my individualistic trait. They like me so they don’t want to associate me with something deemed bad.
 
                I know I might sound bitter, but I don’t believe I am. Despite my immigrant background and despite still occasionally experiencing the sting of oppression I’m doing fine enough to accept the cards I’ve been dealt. They’re actually very good cards. I can pay the prize of having been spat on while growing up when I’ve gotten so much in return. I live in a country with the freedom of speech. What else could an author wish for?
 
                After more than 20 years in Finland, I could easily consider myself a Finn. Maybe an identity shift would have happened if I hadn’t had to grow up in such a terrible environment. Some Finns I’ve encountered in my life might be cautious around me, but to me it is more important to act like a human being than to worry about reputation. Good reputation follows decent actions anyway. So, there’s one more reason I identify as a Russian, and it’s a functional one: accountability.
 
                There has been some discussion about the part that a “regular Russian” plays in the Russian invasion of Ukraine, but to me there’s no point in talking about good Russians versus bad Russians. First of all, there’s a saying: the only good Russian is a dead one. I understand this kind of speech in the contexts of a war but – just to make sure – I’d like to find other ways to be acceptable.
 
                Secondly, and now in a serious tone: I don’t care whether I’m good or bad, I care whether I’m accountable. Doing the right thing should come from the will and the need of doing the right thing. I don’t think I’ll ever really know if I’m personally guilty, or how guilty I am, of the suffering of the nations Russia has hurt in my lifetime. Maybe I’m even guilty of wars and the genocides of the USSR.
 
                I was born in 1992, moved from Russia in 2001 and was old enough to vote in 2010. I’ve never paid taxes to the Russian government, and I’m no longer a citizen. Still, I’m not interested in any race for innocence.
 
                I don’t mean that my Karelian and, at least as an author, my Finnish sides mean nothing. But I consider identities as something collectivistic: I put myself in a box to communicate with other people. The horrors are and have been done in my name, too. So, after 20 years in Finland I’m still not changing my name. Not even despite the fact that nowadays I – gasp – prefer coffee over tea.
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                These persistent repetitions and these incessant returns suggest that the conclusion about the discursive ‘nature’ of identities and feelings, which seemed so irrefutable in the 1990s, is unable to ‘subdue’ the amorphousness of traumatic experience. Neither identities nor feelings have become less discursive, of course, but trauma research has exposed their ‘verbal’ insufficiency.
 
              
 
               
                Эти настойчивые повторы и эти непрекращающиеся возвращения свидетельствуют о том, что вывод о дискурсивной ‘природе’ идентичностей и чувств, который казался столь неопровержимым в 1990-х, не в состоянии ‘подчинить’ себе аморфность травматического опыта. Менее дискурсивными от этого ни идентичности, ни чувства, конечно, не стали, однако исследования травмы обнажили их ‘словесную’ недостаточность. (Ushakin 2009, 41)
 
              
 
              Trauma writes to you from within. It keeps you in the prison of words. In the case of writers who have emigrated from the former Soviet Union to Germany, the prison consists of a language that they – we – have had to appropriate but which will always remain bigger than you as it is a language.
 
              It is painful to tell your story. It is a luxury. You have to be able to afford it. Even more so to write it in your first language, your mother tongue. You have to have time for it. Trauma knows no time. The mental work of writing around it requires a hell of a lot of breaks.
 
              I recall how I started recalling my childhood in the USSR and in the young Ukraine, how the text grew inside me long before I wrote it down in 2014, and how it continued to grow inside me after the book was published in 2015. How several people inspired me, even when they were trying to do the opposite: it was a fellow Slavicist with the same background, from a Jewish-Soviet family, who first said – in 2008 – that it would be interesting to collect the memoirs of Slavicists in Germany and edit them in a volume. I thought: yes, this would take them more seriously as they try to assimilate for professional reasons (good positions are mostly filled by native Germans). It would explain the urge to deal with your first mother tongue at university: in a scholarly context our foreign, not always welcomed language and culture are useful, and knowledge about them even gains value and provides you with a status. It would illuminate their thematic choices and analytical perspectives, such as memory cultures, polyphony and identity narratives.
 
              I urged my colleague to organise and edit such a volume. She preferred to leave it at that. Now, at almost 50, she has finally been given a permanent position. Interestingly, she is researching authors who write in Russian, mixing it with other languages, and who live outside Russia. Interestingly, she prefers not to publish in Russian.
 
              In 2012, another colleague, an established professor, asked me to write an essay about my childhood in socialist Crimea. The essay was intended for an edited volume. I wrote it. They ignored it. After a year I asked them why. They said I should better write a scholarly article on childhood in Ukrainian literature, with examples from three authors. I wrote it. They ignored it. After a year I asked them why. They said I should write an academic article on childhood in Ukrainian literature, with examples from a single author. I wrote it. Years passed, the volume seemed to be forgotten. I ignored the power game, sent the articles to journals and published both.
 
              The autobiographical essay they had asked me to write went on. It shook me. I remembered things I had repressed. That I wanted to jump off a skyscraper because I felt out of place in Berlin. That in Berlin my first husband strangled me because he felt I was not who he wanted me to be. I recalled the concept of geopoetics, about which I heard a lecture in Berlin. That professor seemed dedicated to enriching plurality of analyses on cultural and aesthetic phenomena, and the university seemed like the perfect environment to pursue this goal.
 
              
                1 Геть From Expectations
 
                It takes time to write about changing countries when the change has been difficult. It takes energy to remember, to delve into all the ambiguous feelings, events, words and faces. It is no coincidence that autobiographical novels about migration from the former Soviet Union to Germany did not appear immediately after the authors’ migration in the 1990s. It took an individual two decades to find a language, to make space for memory and the process after recalling. Do we tell our migration stories the same way as comparable writers from the former Yugoslavia do? Has Dubravka Ugrešić (1993; 1998) already told everything on migration from Eastern Europe? Do women tell their memories more often? Is there a female memory poetics? Can we generalise the works of Olga Martynova, Olga Griasnova, Lena Gorelik, Sasha M. Salzmann, Alina Bronsky?
 
                Do we read each other? Not sure, although we are a kind of self-help group, a family of far-flung relatives. We could have met at a “Russendisko” in Berlin organised by Vladimir Kaminer. We could have stopped writing about our migros after reading his over 20 books, ten CDs and numerous newspaper columns. Kaminer’s easy-to-read, anecdotal prose is probably our father; he inspired us with the courage to write about all that what we shamefully hid. He dared to be who he was, a Jewish-Russian foreigner telling Germans about how he lives in Berlin, how his mother cooks and how cool it is not to be completely German! I think he even faked his Russian accent for a long time, though he could speak without it. It was him, his trademark. His books consist of short chapters that entertain us like a TV show: fast, funny, floppy. He succeeds within the framework of capitalist book culture, Berlin aura (hip in the sense of Prenzlauer Berg) and a certain charisma wraps his migrant identity in the fancy popular culture. In a way, this is radical.
 
                The other colleagues write more traditional novels with a comfortable plateau of tension around the main protagonist, their family members, partners, friends and pets. The entertaining task remains dominant, whether in Lena Gorelik’s or Alina Bronsky’s novels – they offer something between a milieustudie of Jews and a stereotypes collection of Russians, “fast and amusing” (Willms 2013, 80–81).
 
                In my opinion, I write meditations (Gofman 2015; Hofmann 2022). To make it easier to sell, the first publisher called the first one, Sewastopologia, a novel, perhaps in the sense of a stream of consciousness, a steam of unconsciously accumulated memories. It is more an essay and a Dadaist poem, a letter to someone after I have died. In fact, when writing it, I felt like dying and giving birth to another me.
 
                Most of us came to Germany as children. Our families took us with them. We are Jewish quota refugees from the former Soviet Union in the 1990s. We are very grateful to Helmut Kohl for inviting us and to our parents for organising the move. We try to be humorous like Kaminer, but we often sound sad. We get stuck in the new language, in projections onto ourselves, in old and lingering expectations. Lena Gorelik puts it this way in her novel Who We Are (Wer wir sind):
 
                 
                  In Russland zeigten sie mich vor, meine Tanten besonders gerne, Lenotschka, sagten sie, liebevoll, aber eben auch mit einem erhobenen Zeigefinger. […] Ich gab mir Mühe, so zu sein, wie sie mich sahen. Dann gab ich mir Mühe, so zu sein, wie ich nicht war, jetzt bin ich zu müde, um mir Mühe zu geben. (Gorelik 2021, 33)
 
                
 
                 
                  In Russia they showed me off, my aunts especially liked to show me off. Lenochka, they said, lovingly, but also with a raised index finger. […] I made an effort to be the way they saw me. Then I made an effort to be what I wasn’t. Now I’m too tired to make an effort. (Transl. T.H.)
 
                
 
                Part of this “no longer being what you are not” is the tender approach to your family history – Gorelik dedicates a chapter of her novel Who We Are to each member. I would add that part of this process is an approach to the records in your head and your body, including the first feeling in the landscapes тогда и там. It is easier to say than to do. It is easier to avoid it, to postpone such texts and to distance oneself from all those people and places. The means of distancing is, first of all, the foreign language, which you have definitely mastered, it is a matter of honour but somehow German remains as hard and rough as it sounds. There is a glass between you and what you compose anyway.
 
                Another means of distancing is fiction, either autofiction or just fiction, and also analysing the narratives of others. It helps to control your own memories, losses and feelings that you actually do not understand. You find something of yourself in patterns of others. You seem to understand them.
 
                A pattern I look back on is: you return to the non-verbal parts of yourself, your body, by interacting with the landscapes that remind you of your past. Then you return to your first language, then you can afford to approach those first parts of yourself.
 
                Gorelik returns to Russian, writing some lines in transliterated Russian, some in Cyrillic, always with a German translation:
 
                 
                  “Учиться, учиться, учиться! Lernen, lernen, lernen!” (Gorelik 2021, 90).
 
                  “Учиться, учиться, учиться! Learn, learn, learn!” (Transl. T.H.)
 
                
 
                 
                  “dort warten wir auch auf Eltern, die immer zu spät kommen, immer eilend, mit Einkaufstauschen beladen, immer mit derselben Stimme: ‘Ну, пошли!’ – ‘Nu, lass uns gehen!’” (Gorelik 2021, 89)
 
                  “There we also wait for parents who are always late, always hurrying, laden with shopping bags, always with the same voice: ‘Ну, пошли!’ – ‘Now, let’s go!’” (Transl. T.H.)
 
                
 
                Her imperative invites us to follow our parents’ advice. What allows to follow our memories? What allows our first language to enter our minds and bodies? Step by step, the first landscapes appear. Word by word, broken parts of the past rearrange themselves. Moving through nature allows me to retrace the autobiographical journey back to the Soviet Union. All the languages I learnt, all the places I loved find their way into a text. Visualisation: I see the Black Sea, I see the balconies of our flat, I see my grandparents’ house. Revitalisation: I feel the smell, the taste of the food, the voices, the touch, the sunny yellow on white stone of the houses that you see on telegram channels now hit by missiles.
 
                Exercise: As often as I need to, as often as the memory takes you there – you can go there and you can come back. Your mind practises this exercise for a year or two until the effect sinks into your body. Then your lost memory is your gained new experience. Then the destroyed houses hurt less.
 
                Lena Gorelik’s story begins in St. Petersburg: in 1992, a young girl travels with her parents, grandmother and brother to Germany. She leaves behind almost everything that connects her to her childhood. In the West, the 11-year-old realises that she is now someone else, a “foreigner”.
 
                Lena Gorelik’s story is also my story and our story, the story of Jewish refugees (at least sufficiently Jewish to be accepted at the German embassy). It’s a story of assimilation. What she indicates and I emphasise is the potential of de-assimilation. That’s where geopoetics can lead to, as I’ll explain below – or dream of it.
 
                Our story begins with a sudden change of location: we ended up in hostels for asylum seekers, felt alienated and unwelcome in Germany, were bullied at school as children without any knowledge of German, and witnessed a professional and social downfall with our parents, from which they could not free themselves as we did by writing. In the 1990s there were hardly any German courses for children, and instead of a “culture of welcome” (Willkommenskultur) there was often an unspoken culture of ‘go home’.
 
                The fact that Gorek’s parents were engineers in Russia (like mine) counts for nothing in Germany – their Soviet certificates and diplomas are not recognised. The father in her book works as a casual labourer, the mother as a cleaner. My mother cleaned at the Humboldt University in Berlin, proudly telling declaring her daughter will not clean but study there. We read about the shame of her parents’ low social status, their embarrassment in German offices and their “suffocating” love for their daughter, and how the author “reconciles” herself with her origins by writing for dignity. Who We Are refers to parts of German immigration history that have not been prominent in public discourse, and it also rewrites the buried and lost traditions through an image made up of multiple identities. Lena Gorelik finds a symbol for all this in a small glass cabinet which, like a reliquary, preserves the beautiful but also painful memories of her life.
 
                I found a symbol by moving around outside in the Swiss hills. Walking, jogging, swimming in nature reminded me of the places in Crimea where I grew up. These moments were my reservoir of soothing images and memories. At least, I decided to find something comforting in them.
 
                Literary scholars idealise literature as some migrants idealise their first home, but in fact the moments in nature have healed me much more than reading, writing and analysing. Diving into my childhood and the consequences that the forced change of places and people had on my adolescence and (im)maturity was deeply re-traumatising. After my autoethnography Sewastopologia (2015; Russian version 2017) was published, I couldn’t say why my heart was beating like crazy for months, until I was diagnosed with a post-traumatic condition that took years to fix – outdoors.
 
                Reading and analysing all kinds of art is a way of approaching one’s own past. Besides, the practice of geopoetics turned out to be a technique to immerse the body and mind in the atmosphere of the places I missed, to turn longing towards there into a belonging to there and here. Mind travelling between this adult and that child proved to be a workable compromise. Identity is constructed, right? When you get too tired of assimilating, when you see that autoethnography and oral history from your family members is just as interesting as historical sources in textbooks or bookshops, you are ready to de-assimilate. Then you understand that a large part of your target identity – being German, being successful – is a role that strives for recognition from outside. That you have learned to play this role well but you don’t need to play it all the time.
 
                Landscapes do not play. They will not greet the influential professor with a winning smile and small talk, ignoring less important people around. Instead, they welcome everyone in the same way that depends from the weather, from the time of the year and of the day. In your memory they remain with their atmosphere. In your visits back they might have changed. They mediate between there and here, between you from there and you from here.
 
               
              
                2 Complex Trauma, There and Here
 
                Isn’t it fun to change countries? To travel from the grey, totalitarian Soviet Union to the land of freedom and chewing gum?
 
                In the 1990s, migration felt like you will never come back. We had no social media, no cheap flights, no money. The series of losses, first and foremost the loss of money, began before the travel countries in the 1990s.
 
                After the collapse of the socialist system in 1991, dysfunction prevailed: my family and I experienced hyperinflation, hunger, lack of drinking water and electricity, robberies. In the newspapers, radio and television: post-imperialist revanchism, nationalism, conflicts and wars, eruptive religiosity. Unemployment, poverty and crime, including homicide, skyrocketed. Psychologically, this situation led to high rates of depression and suicide. Among the social consequences was the neglect of children. As a parent myself, I know that my parents simply did not have the time and mental capacity to look after their three children. They both worked, stood in endless queues looking for food and they were worried.
 
                While in the West the end of socialism was recognised as a progress towards democracy, my parents found themselves in the Middle Ages. Not knowing if and when you could buy food, water and clothes for your family stressed them to the moon. My mother developed hypertension, my father hypotension. One of my brothers reacted by running away, the other by starving himself until he was hospitalised. No wonder that later on, consumerism and food were always compensated with a full wardrobe and a well-stocked fridge.
 
                The value of the Soviet wo/man has been shattered: if before they have been heroes close to the people, believers in progress, rational, good-hearted, selfless, helpful, and nourished by love of country as a sense of community, after 1991 they left the country in his millions, and those who remained acted as speculators and were called homo sovieticus. This title of Aleksandr Zinovev’s novel of the same name (1978) devalues people from the Soviet Union. Yuri Levada also used the term prominently, explaining to his German readers that the homo sovieticus was a mass phenomenon without individuality, controlled by the state, primitive, unevolved and easy to manage (Lewada 1993, 9). That is why we need the Germans to educate, civilise and provide us with their ideas, products and subsidies. The modernising perspective on the barbaric Eastern Slavs has a long history. It still seems to be there, reproduced by Western and Eastern European intellectuals.
 
                With an even wider reach, the originally Soviet author Svetlana Aleksievich, who became a Belarusian, has collected hundreds of interview excerpts with people from the Soviet Union who have left the country or who have lived in the countries that have changed in the intervening years. The result, her book Vremia second-hand (2013, Secondhand time), is a pastiche of examples of post-Soviet misery. After receiving the prestigious prize, the press and academia praised her work as therapeutic and her authorship as authentic (Horodecka 2019, 189).
 
                For me, her docufiction remains in a cabinet in an exhibition. The author functions as an organising instance, not as a person with her own Soviet and post-Soviet autobiography. This leads to the overall impression of an uninvolved author who stands above the pieces of oral history presented. The fragmented excerpts from the interviews, about which we don’t know how they were conducted, form a kaleidoscope of wounds (is this polyphony, a dialogue?). All in all, they speak to their audience with one message: everything there was and is shit. Such writing can be neither a historical documentary source for further analysis nor a constructive way of emotional work. Readers in the West may be able to put up with it, because they have enough biographical distance to this “reportage”. In my opinion, her books have a more shocking effect, provoking a compensatory nostalgia that looks for all the good things in a cupboard to save them, as Gorelik does in her novel.
 
                To summarise, the trauma of disintegration, loss and violence began for our generation, as well as our parents, older siblings, aunts and grandparents, before leaving Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Turkmenistan and other countries in the early 1990s. Additionally, it is important to note that cognitive practices like writing and reading may not be sufficient in coping with the profound social and psychological consequences of migration.
 
               
              
                3 Magic of Landscapes
 
                In considering literature as a kind of art therapy, I am not saying that literature and art must be useful, especially geopoetics, as I would like to introduce it here. What I am saying is that it can be part of self-development after not voluntary migration.
 
                For someone it will be the Carpathians, for someone it will be the Caspian Sea, for me it will be the Crimea – when a landscape resonates with you, its energy appears between consciousness and subconsciousness, like a daydream: a déjà vu. Whether it is a deep breath, a small smile or a tear, such experiences provide a key to coping with self-alienation. In my opinion, we cannot heal the latter just by telling it. Narrating takes it out of you. Then it is sent away – and it is no longer part of you. Perhaps we continue to write it, writing a text in several books.
 
                On the contrary, without any computer nor pen, being in nature alone or with your family or friends, and looking curiously for the awareness of the feelings you have in the interaction between your movement and your environment, you are performing your writing again and again. Without words. Without activating your mind, yet with calming it down. Spaziertherapie.
 
                You know in such a moment when you feel the landscape, it caresses the sad part inside you – your soul if you like to call it this way. The more you feel it, the more you like it. Suddenly you have your lost landscape, city or house inside you. You will feel similar when you see a similar landscape or think of it. It allows you to bridge different lives. It allows you to come unstuck: as soon as you see your old, “holy” space being reminded of, as soon you stop projecting. Being in the given here and now you are free from the past. You do not need to hide it, you also do not need to rescue it, you do not need to idealise it neither your parents. You take it as it is. As it was. As they are now.
 
                So maybe we do need to project again, in the very romantic sense, in order to survive past migrations and current dramas, previous wars and the ongoing ones.
 
                I would like to conceptualise geopoetics in aesthetic and aisthetical terms: not only the poem, the novel or the film that deals with the culture(s) of a geographical space but also an experience in nature, in urban and rural space, whether in the forest or in a café, as long as this place can be transformed into a personal lieu de mémoire. Geopoetics, in my definition, refers to an engaged perception of space and its modelling (shaping, reshaping, overlapping, erasing) in artistic as well as cognitive, physical actions alone and with people whom you can trust. They can be staged publicly as art but they can also remain private, intimate “art” – your own perception. Geopoetics thus supports the process of reassembling one’s identity after experiences of alienation, overassimilation and inner growth. The concept of identity encompasses cultural, social, professional, gender and personal taste and choice. A feeling of “I know who I am and I do not need to tell it to others.”
 
                Geopoetics does not seem to be about gender but about appropriation, about a power setting of “let this environment be mine, let me access it, let me possess it for the moment, let me enjoy it”. However, it is about gender when it comes to the re-appropriation of those spaces that allow a person to shape their identity in the way they choose. Then the selection of a cultural identity to perform can be an act of liberation from societal expectations of who one should be, similar to the liberation from traditional gender roles, biological preconditions and unhealthy family or work environments, whether patriarchal or matriarchal.
 
                Moreover, the (artistic) appropriation of space is often motivated not only by displacement from home but also by the symbolic regulation of sexual desire and power relations. Let me recall, for example, some famous men who travelled to the Crimea and dreamed of places they were passionate about. Their famous poems, written in Russian, Ukrainian and Polish, refer to the same legend located in the Khan’s palace: Alexander Pushkin’s Bakhchissaraiskii fontan (1822, The Fountain of Bakhchysarai) evokes an orientalised world of a harem with a dramatic love triangle between the Tatar Khan, his Polish wife Maria and his Georgian wife Zarema. A few years later, his Polish counterpart Adam Mickiewicz, who had also been exiled to the Crimea by Czar Alexander I, dedicated some of his Polish-language Sonety krymskie (1825, Crimean Sonnets) to the landmarks of Bakhchysarai. While in Mickiewicz’s poem Mary personifies Poland’s fate under foreign, including Russian, rule, the Ukrainian version of the poem (Marii Potockoi, 1843) by the Russian-Ukrainian historian Mykola/Nikolai Kostomarov transforms the Polish prisoner into a suffering Ukrainian woman. Kitsch? Camp? Romantic? The Fontaine in Bakhchissarai remains a lieu de mémoire for tourists of different cultural backgrounds and for literature tourists as well.
 
                Taken individually, each poem manifests a version of the power relations in favour of Polish, Russian and Ukrainian national desires that have been strongly expressed since Romanticism. The protagonists’ relations to each other and to the local and transnational topography reveal different perspectives on transcultural (be)longings. Read as parts of a multicultural urban text of Bakhchissarai, the centre of the Crimean Tatar khanate, the three poems allow for a discussion of cultural constellations, including the Tatar and the unheard Karaim (Jews). It is the reader’s perspective that allows a dialogue between a geographical space and the texts that refer to it. Such a multilingual geopoetic perspective can help to analyse a multilingual phenomenon across cultures.
 
                If we look closely at each poem, we find an individual geopoetics. Adam Mickiewicz, the famous Polish-Lithuanian poet, missed his native landscape terribly when he was in the Crimea. The Mediterranean landscape, the Black Sea and the Chatyrdag mountain did not touch him much. He poetically insisted on his forests, marshes and childhood, which not only resonated with his lyrical self but above all with his autobiographical migration in the fourteenth sonnet “Tschatir dagh” (“The Pilgrim”) in a translation by Edna Worthley Underwood (1917, 25):1
 
                 
                  I dream of distant places, pleasures dead.
 
                  The woods of Lithuania I would tread
 
                  Where happy-throated birds sing songs I know;
 
                  Above the trembling marshland I would go
 
                  Where chill-winged curlews dip and call o’er head.
 
                  A tragic, lonely terror grips my heart,
 
                  A longing for some peaceful, gentle place,
 
                  And memories of youthful love I trace.
 
                  Unto my childhood home I long to start,
 
                  And yet if all the leaves my name could cry
 
                  She would not pause nor heed as she passed by.
 
                
 
                Obviously, their poems provide some relief for the authors, for their constructed lyrical selves and for their readers. This effect of relief not only fulfils expectations of romantic style, it also releases hidden desires. It may seem old-fashioned to yearn for a “home landscape”. It is as old-fashioned as the idea of eternal love. In times when “everything is constructed” we can construct this missing space poetically, can’t we? Certainly more often in our heads than in a poem. Reading, dreaming and perceiving – considered as meditations they all support an inner arrangement with the loss of the former environment.
 
                It does not matter which national literature you belong to or which language(s) you use: whether it is German literature from East or West Germany, whether it is Fontane’s Mark Brandenburg or Goethe’s Italy, whether it is Ukrainian or Russian post-Soviet literature. In general, arts are concerned with modelling spaces and connecting them with previous literature, art and film: Petersburg, Moscow, Ural, Altay, Siberia, the Caucasus, the Carpathian Mountains and the Crimea, they all have a rich multimedial existence parallel to their geography.
 
                In the end, it does not matter what kind of landscape it is, what countries it concerns. What matters is the magic moment that the landscape creates between the readers and the texts (films, pictures), between you and the read space, and even more between you and the experienced geography. That kitschy touching moment. I think we can collect these moments, and we can also use them. You can experience “landscape bathing” consciously in reading, in writing and most intensively outdoors in nature and in urban landscapes. The projection of space fosters the digestion of space change, its transformation into the current phase of life. At the very least, it can be fun. On an intellectual level, it can be a postcolonial tool for thinking about identity and a local, glocal, home-like hybrid space in our global world.
 
                For me, such a key moment of connecting projection was induced by the lake, and moreover by a step that I had to take to the University of Zurich:
 
                 
                  Beim Hinaufsteigen der Treppe am Schienhutweg steigt ein Déjà-vu mit hinauf. Es hat sich in heller Freude am Bellevue geäussert, als das Erinnerungsalbum endlich klickt und ein Foto sich ergibt, das den alten den Charakter einer Serie verleiht: Ich habe genau so eine Treppe zur Schule Nr. 1 in Sewastopol erklommen, sie hat sich mitten in der Stadt auf einem Hügel befunden, und der schöne Ausblick auf den See, nun, er ersetzt, falls das jemand vergessen haben sollte, den Blick auf die berühmte Bucht, die nicht einnehmbare, die, wo im Krim-Krieg Schiffe versenkt wurden, Feinden den Zugang verwehrend. Die Postkarte: Ein morgens betrunkener Schwimmlehrer schmeisst Kinder in den Heimathafen. (Gofman 2015, 240)
 
                
 
                 
                  Climbing up the stairs on Schienhutweg, a sense of déjà vu comes up with me. It expressed itself in bright joy at Bellevue when the memory album finally clicked and a photo emerged that gave the old ones the character of a series: I climbed just such a staircase to School No. 1 in Sevastopol, it was in the middle of the city on a hill, and the beautiful view of the lake, well, it replaces, in case anyone has forgotten, the view of the famous bay, the impregnable one, the one where ships were sunk in the Crimean War, denying access to enemies. The postcard: A drunken swimming instructor throws children into the home harbour in the morning. (Translation by T.H.)
 
                
 
                There are also the 20 years I spent in Berlin, a city that was supposed to be cool, artistic, edgy, multicultural, and which I experienced as a concrete wall that separated me from my friends, my language and any ability to smile. In the chapter “Zur_ich”, my aesthetic and poetic solution was to actively project the layer of my first home town Sevastopol and of Berlin onto the lake of Zurich, which reminded me of a port on the Black Sea. Geopoetic excercises turn the uncontrolled process of being reminded of something by something into an active one: I remind myself of something. I evoke the poetry of the first home on another planet.
 
                This effect disappeared with time. The less the wound cries, the more the magic goes. Just as estrangement, ostranenie, diminishes when a style becomes familiar, a raffinesse too foreseeable. Then writers seek new ways to surprise their readers. Similarly, if the landscape no longer speaks to you, move on. Look for the trees, the mountains, the hills, the prairies that speak to you – probably about something else than the childhood. Where you can sit and stare and be. Where you could write poems. But you do not need to. Look for the places where you feel good, where it is enough to be there. It is not about writing, it is about being.
 
                Such acts of appropriation hurt no one, but be careful, it can hurt you if you go there too quickly – you need distance from sessions of returning to lost places. In Switzerland, the contrast between the historically bloody Crimea and the peaceful landscapes is reassuring. Seeing a wounded place on a safe one reduces the negative energy of wars and vanity fairs.
 
               
              
                4 Geopoetics as Entrance Ticket to the First Home
 
                Crimea is both hell and paradise, a place of wars and a place of writers, artists, nudists, childhood and holidays. A place of hate and a place of love. Crimea was also the place where the concept of geopoetics was coined in the Eastern European context by the Ukrainian-Russian biologist, curator of the Krym Club (Krymski klub) and author Igor Sidorenko who wants to be called Sid. Around the publications he promoted, the theory and practice of written and artistically performed geopoetics grew until it was forgotten – or silenced. This geostrategically important peninsula should no longer be a place for visits and dreams but rather for bombing.
 
                I was not supposed to go there after 2014 when Crimea was annexed by the Russian Federation, although I was mentally ready to face the origins of our migration. Nevertheless, I went there with an academic alibi: I went there in search of the Crimean Club, a platform for intercultural dialogue. This return led to my travelogue Explorations on the Edge of Europe (Krim. Erkundungen am Rand Europas, 2022). The book actually traces the avoidance of dialogue. It performs the concept of geopoetics through narration and photographs. It documents how I found new friends where I lost my first ones, how I found my language, reconciling with German, and how I found my genre of essayistic meditation. The book avoids propagandistic political narratives and I do not want others to impose them on it. The period between 2014 and 2022 saw Crimea subjected to discursive marginalisation. However, one day the peninsula will be a place for relaxation, imagination, artistic practice, and multicultural hybridity again. At least in a movie, in a book and in our heads.
 
                This book was supposed to accompany the documentary film Crimea Between Art And Crisis (2024), which my Swiss colleague Cyril Venzin and I made in Crimea. The material for this film was recorded either at the first Bosporan forums in the 1990s or during our research stay in Crimea in 2016. We were looking for the history of geopoetics in Crimea, about which we were really curious.
 
                Sid not only wrote theoretical texts on geopoetics (Sid 2017), he also founded and organised the Bosphorus Forum, one of over 200 other events and event series of Sid’s so-called Crimean Club. I came across Sid’s work when I was writing my PhD on contemporary Ukrainian and Russian literature. It was Sid who invited me to take the plane and to visit Crimea.
 
                The Bosphorus Forum was a recurring festival with artistic and academic participants. They came from different countries to Simferopol, the capital of Crimea, where the Forum would begin in the Historical Museum. The group then travelled by bus to Kerch, the easternmost city between the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov. The Forum included performances, readings, installations, drawings and social activities such as organised excursions and spontaneous walks along the beach and archaeological excavations. For Sid, geopoetics means artistic and everyday practices that draw our attention away from geopolitical power towards the aesthetics of territories.
 
                A total of six forums took place between 1993 and 2015. They attracted dozens of writers, poets, painters, performers and interested local participants from Ukraine, the Russian Federation and Belarus but also from Western Europe, the USA and even Australia. Each time, in the face of the conflicts since the 1990s between the Ukrainian government, the Russian-speaking population and the Crimean Tatars who had returned home, this gathering pleaded for the depoliticisation of the region. For at least a week, it promoted joyful diversity instead of resentful division. Individuals from various styles and artistic schools gathered to showcase their works, read and participate in conceptual performances but most importantly to explore the cultural history of the area and immerse themselves in the atmosphere of a creative community.
 
                For a brief moment, Crimea was the centre of the world, not the periphery of Europe. For a brief moment, Crimea’s margins – Kerch and its Bosphor, the little brother of Istanbul’s Bosphor – became a place of self-determination, a place with a vision of a peaceful, prosperous future. Artistic reconciliation upon the wounds of a cruel past. Crimea has already seen several major wars, including attacks from the Ottoman Empire and from Western Europe (1853–56), two world wars and a civil war after the October Revolution with brutal starvation, the deportation of Crimean Tatars and other minorities, and a collapse into poverty and crime in the early 1990s. In spring 2024, military sites in Crimea, including Sevastopol with its naval bases and Kerch with its bridge to the Russian mainland, are under daily attack from Ukrainian forces using Western European missiles.
 
                Sid’s Bosphorian Forum coincides with the ecological commitment of Kenneth White’s geopoetic philosophy (White 1988). The Whito-Sidian concept has been used by other authors and also by literary studies and human geographers (Adamek-Schyma 2012). If the geopoetic approach means analysing fiction and essays about cities, regions and landscapes, literature related to the Crimea can also be called geopoetic. The so-called Crimean literary text (Krymski tekst, cf. Liusyi 2003), with its rich intertextual fundus, includes several languages – Tatar, Turkish, Russian, Ukrainian, Hebrew, to name some. The parallel universe of literature remains an open space for the negotiation of political programmes and cultural identifications.
 
                What geopoetics means in the context of the Crimean Club can be found in the statement of Sid. Born in Dnepropetrovsk (Ukraine), he now lives partly in Moscow and partly in Kerch, where his archive is located. Sid has been trying to move to Madagascar or India since 2022. In his commentary after the first screening of our film about “his” forum, which took place on 7 February 2023 as part of the workshop at the Collegium Helveticum, he summed it up, now with reference to the Russian war of aggression that has been going on since February 2022:
 
                 
                  The Bosphorus Forum has shown us all that two opposing concepts are possible in relation to Crimea. The first is the generally accepted and valid one: a relationship to the territory as an object. It then becomes an object of manipulation – aesthetic, ecological, ideological and, ultimately, geopolitical.
 
                
 
                 
                  However, the Bosphorus Forum, and with it geopoetics – a mode that we have developed in the process, a practical, projective geopoetics – assumes that there are far more connections between people and landscape, between people and territory, much stronger projections than with objects.
 
                
 
                 
                  An example of this is Maximilian Alexandrovich Voloshin, who settled in Koktebel over 100 years ago. Shortly afterwards, a piece of rock broke off near his house. We can now see Voloshin’s profile in the newly created silhouette of the coast. How can this be explained? We can say: Man and landscape are mutual projections. If we think in this way, then landscapes and territories can also be understood as subjects with their historical choices, their directions of development. This also means that space can become a territory of international dialogue, where global tendencies are discussed. This was the basis of our idea to turn Crimea into a global cultural laboratory.
 
                
 
                 
                  […]
 
                
 
                 
                  If we don’t succeed in organising the Forum next year, then in 20 years’ time, in 2043, when the Forum celebrates its fiftieth anniversary (and I would be 80 years old). Then it would be interesting to revive this project, which seems right and promising to me. The idea of this film also seems right to me. If the work of the Bosphorus Forum had not stopped in 2015, if we had continued our dialogue between intellectuals from all over the world who think differently, perhaps this war would not have happened. It divided the world. But everyone knows that it could have been prevented. (Translation by T.H.)
 
                
 
                Spatial poetisations encourage creative work with landscapes and their meanings. The Bosphorus Forum adds social interaction as a premise. Only the meeting of participants in physical space reminds the artistic and scientific spheres as their common denominator, the desire for exchange that comes from engaging with the atmosphere of places, cultural histories and biographies – a collaborative encounter there that cannot be replaced by Zoom. Will Sid’s efforts continue after the war?
 
                For our collaborative ethnography, Cyril and I met the people who remained in Crimea after the annexation in 2014. The last forum was held in 2015. We hoped to witness another forum but its revival has not yet happened. The release of the film has not happened either. Cyril is still postponing it, afraid of negative reactions to a positive, emphatic film on Crimea.
 
                I had to go back to experience its diversity beyond my geographically narrow memories. The peninsula’s history could not be more geopolitically charged. At the same time, its multicultural layers are imbued with historic poetics: Cimmerians, Taurians, Scythians, Greeks, Romans, Goths, Sarmatians, Byzantines, Huns, Khazars, Karaites, Tatars, Venetians, Genoese, Ottomans, Russians, Ukrainians – they all claimed Crimea as their homeland. Even now, isolated by political correctness and the ongoing war, it is a multicultural place that transcends national loyalties. Crimeans see themselves first and foremost as Crimeans, крымчане. I felt I was one of them. I understood that krymchane are hardly seen or heard, unless they actively support either Russian propaganda or the Western narrative of Russian oppression of all Crimeans.
 
                The people we talked to have been to previous forums. They spoke to us in Russian. Most of them have Russian and Ukrainian passports, some have European and Israeli passports. Are they Ukrainian, Russian, Polish or Jewish? We stopped trying to categorise mixed heritage, identities and nationalities.
 
                Patriotic Ukrainians left the peninsula in the 1990s. People who condemn the annexation left after 2014, regardless of their passports. Those who wish to be recognised as liberal, whether in Moscow, St. Petersburg, Berlin or Zurich, adhere to the dogma of sanctions and do not visit Crimea after 2014. The same applies to most of the participants in recent forums. Famous Ukrainian writers such as Yuri Andruchovych, who was invited several times, did not want to take part in the forum on the grounds that Crimea is illegally occupied.
 
                Going to Crimea in the time between 2014 and 2022 seemed to be a performative action under harsh political judgement. Sometimes we were called naïve. Sometimes we encountered hatred. We were a screen of projections here and there. We asked ourselves: what did these forums mean to their participants and to the local population? Looking to the future, will geopoetic efforts build a bridge from the now isolated and condemned Crimea to the rest of the world?
 
                After 2014, the optimism of the Forum has been frozen. We hoped to witness the reincarnation of the Forum but instead the frozen state has infected us too. We were stuck. The discourse of isolation was hard to break through – we could not assess if such a journey would be dangerous. In 2019, when we finally had the money and the courage to go on another field trip, a family member died, Covid broke out, another family was born, the Russian full-scale invasion took place. All this led to a blockade of mind and body that prolonged for me in a way the shock of migration. Should we really finish the film? Would we be discriminated as Crimea-friendly? On the other hand: aren’t we already performing geopoetics in our own way by visiting the traces of the Bosporian Forum, writing the book of essays, editing the film and inviting our audience to participate? And why not?
 
                It took me years to overcome the frozen till anxious state of overassimilation, together with the fear of returning that was partly rational as I was in charge of Cyril who has never been to Eastern Europe and who was my employee in that small artistic research project. I knew I need to compare my memories with the realities of people living in Crimea instead of with books on the shelves of German or Swiss libraries. I found new colleagues and their ideas, their hope and enthusiasm, and also the ease of speaking Russian again. I gained my first language back.
 
                My biographical as well as my academic work has been strongly influenced by geopoetics. Studying Russian and Ukrainian literature has allowed me to reconnect with my native region from an analytical distance, through the indirect route of texts, films and art, along with their contexts. This has enabled me to maintain a connection without physically returning. Texts communicate with each other rather than with their readers. However, as a reader, you can still engage by taking action, reading texts together, against each other, with each other. Kenneth White and Igor Sid have inspired me to add another text to the existing ones, to write down my travel memories and revisit the places I call(ed) home, continuing to create new memories and a new connections.
 
               
              
                5 The End of Geopoetics
 
                Let’s examine the origins of this concept and its different interpretations. This will enable us to understand geopoetics as an academic tool for analysing the modelling of space in literature and art. This will also enable us to observe how ideas migrate between Eastern and Western Europe, between artists and academics, and how they are absorbed by various discourses – scholarly, careeristic and political. Finally, we can see why this notion has an impact beyond documented arts as a mental tool, at least in my quasi-pantheistic experience.
 
                Less normative than ecocriticism, geopoetics is concerned with the representation of geographical spaces in literature. Its perspective draws on poststructuralism when it assumes the made nature of space in the sense of a free “feasibility” of its re-structuring but also ignores it in texts that aim to repair ruptures of identity. In part, this involves constructive compensation for the non-experience of certain spaces, as in Herodotus (cf. Urban 2012, 144), and in part it involves the semantic co-creation of newly formed territories, as in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union.
 
                After being appropriated from fiction, essays and performative art, geopoetics was shortly established as an object of study and an epistemological category in Slavic literary studies (cf. Marszałek and Sasse 2010), returning back as a scholarly perspective to Moscow/Crimea (Sid and Dajs 2013). The concept has also found its way into German (cf. Schellenberger-Diederich 2006; Rohde 2007) and French (cf. Brandt 1997; Bouvet 2008) literary studies, largely independently of research on Eastern Europe. In the latter, it critically turns away from the Francocentric view in favour of transcultural literature (cf. Urban 2012, 145).
 
                Originally, geopoetics came to prominence through the environmental awareness of the Scottish-French poet and philosopher Kenneth White. His derivation of the term can be understood as a natural, quasi-religious and esoteric worldview. For him, geopoetics is a coveted instrument of an ecological pantheism that exercises an anti-urbanist critique of civilisation (White 1988).
 
                In addition, White’s concept of geopoetics emphasises the poetic-creative engagement with experienced spaces: they should not only be preserved but also artistically renewed. In the reception of White by Eastern European writers such as Sid and the West Ukrainian writer Yuri Andruchovych, geopoetic texts and actions are intended to counteract the geopolitical power structures of the post-Cold War era. According to the “scientific” definition, which affirmatively adopts the term from artistic definitions of cultural identity, geopoetics describes its own genre of text: geopoetics interweaves political, spatial-aesthetic and biographical designs in mixed genres such as the essay and positions itself against the nation-state reorganisation of post-Soviet space (cf. Marszałek and Sasse 2010, 45).
 
                However, the aesthetic hybridity of spatially related and biographically or politically coloured narratives is not a unique selling point. Although the interweaving of spatial and ego exploration is characteristic of the transformation period of the 1990s and 2000s, it characterises media products in liminal historical and spatial contexts in general, without being limited to Eastern and Central Europe. Sid’s other activities go beyond Eastern Europe and concern Africa. Separately, the travel poetry of the contemporary poet André Velter, following White, can be described as geopoetic (Bauer 2015, 393). For sure, a lot of other examples can be found in world literature. As in the case of ecocriticism, it is also possible to establish a canon of texts that have a spatial-aesthetic component without their authors having explicitly worked with the term.
 
                Geopoetics is not just a descriptive category for the “typical” Eastern European way of writing. Instead, it is a global concern for literature and other arts that engages with the semantics of geographical spaces. Geopoetics, in a narrow sense, can be understood as a text-immanent reading method that focuses on the text’s spatial representation processes. As such, it examines means of evoking and shaping space, motifs, topoi, mythopoetic strategies, narrative patterns, chronotopoi, strategies of semantic spatial charging, the modelling of boundaries and the dynamics or statics of space (cf. Frank 2010, 27). This perspective is productive in literary spatial studies and is increasingly linked to cultural and media studies.
 
                Thus, geopoetics has jumped from a self-description for literature and creative actions to a name for an academic label and back again: the question of geospatiality in literature generates corresponding literary responses with territorial references that seem to be in response to political events or were even explicitly commissioned. Yuri Andruchovich, for example, has staged his writing as geopoetic (cf. 2003; 2007) in order to suggest that (West) Ukraine is a landscape that culturally belongs to Europe and in the future to the EU, which he legitimises in terms of spatial history. The Russian discourse is concerned with the rediscovery of local spatial representations, such as the Ural text (cf. Abashev 2000). Both support the national cultural ideology through regional valorisation. Interdisciplinar links, e.g. to studies of nationalism and regionalism and to urban anthropology, are obvious here, but have not yet been pursued to any great extent.
 
                While Igor Sid called his umbrella “organisation” the Crimean Club in analogy to the Club of Rome, the project of the Tyumen Club of Careless Travellers, also called the Club of Emotional Journeys, combines art, ecotourism and local history in the Siberia of the 2010s. Its young members organise community-building events in the sense of local anthropology (kraevedenie) in the city and nearby villages for a wide audience. Participants are encouraged to experience the power of the places, to write geopoetic texts during such excursions and to develop positive feelings about their hometown or region: “Writing reports, however, in which the main focus was on capturing and describing the subjective meaning and beauty, was a mandatory requirement for participation in the trips. Thus, there was an intellectual and aesthetic development of the landscape, its intimisation, overcoming the stereotypical and mechanical perception of one’s own existence.” (Bogomyakov 2017, 109)
 
                Geopoetics is a concept found in literary studies, deriving from prose, poetry, performance, and land art. What is particularly intriguing is that it can also be seen as an artistic-social practice rooted in the fundamental principle of ethnography: sensory experience, evocative (re)writing and meaningful understanding, with an interest in local history, phenomenological perception and joy that can be shared with a community of participants: what distinguishes geopoetics in Sid’s version is its play with toponym meanings, inclusive accent.
 
                In summary, Sid’s Club of Crimea performed the concept of geopoetics, which Slavic literary studies appropriated to label the narrative accentuating, modeling and reinventing of geographical places in novels, essays and documentary prose (Marszalek and Sasse 2010). After 2014, these literary scholars choose to ignore Crimea and to dismiss pleas for peace as naive.
 
                After conducting research on the peninsula with Cyril, I turned my Crimea from a lieu de mémoire to a Kraftort. Afterwards, I no longer felt at home at my department because of the omnipresent power games that very much reminded me of Soviet power oppression to all the people under the few privileged ones while at the same time subversive soviet and contemporary Russian art has been the most popular research topic there. However, this was part of my experimental journey to explore the consequences of such a return. We should have the freedom to travel to our childhood homes, meet indigenous people there – intellectuals but not only them – and engage with their ideas, even if they are considered politically controversial or less progressive than our Western ones.
 
                Long story short, back in Switzerland, my colleagues at that time dismissed our artistic research as naive, even though it was them who had appropriated Igor Sid’s geopoetics 15 years previous. To make matters more absurd, I have found out that Sid’s work was excluded from an academic project on performance art in Eastern Europe, arguing that poetic language cannot be used to discuss Crimea during times of war. During times of war, ignorance and opportunism become even more performative strategies for self-marketing.
 
                Sympathising with people in or from Eastern Europe, seeking connections with territories and locals, especially on the fringes of Europe, may seem naïve today. However, it leads to an open result, even if there is a risk of getting stuck, of an identity turn, of not finding a willingness for dialogue or of being dismissed at home. The latter happens all too often anyway, even when the issues are not politicised. Such acts of stabilisation of power are empty, they are above all a ritual: they mark the area of superiority within an existing hierarchy. They tell you that you have to give in, adapt and play the game. What geopoetic art and studies are about, for me, is the opposite. This is also what migration management is about.
 
               
              
                6 Integrating Your Pasts
 
                Geopoetics helped me to close the “gestalt” of migration. Learning from this, I would like to differentiate the concept as follows:
 
                1) geopoetics applies some narrative, rhetorical, medial means of modelling space in art; accordingly, as described above, a methodological approach on conceptions of space provides insights into how such works are organised and on their historical dimensions;
 
                2) community-building performative actions like the Bosphorus Forum, even if it exists as an idea of the past for the future;
 
                3) individual performative actions that stimulate a state of meditation, such as travelling, walking, reading, writing. Here I would like to emphasise the role of conscious projection of places, atmospheres and of going into memory with all the senses and, if you are ready, even to follow the memory back revisiting the first place.
 
                4) Meditative projection allows you to see the past partly again, you visualise it. You may hear something from there and then, together with some olfactory and haptic reminiscences. This process can be valuable if it happens within a controlled framework of zooming in and out. Then it is not overwhelming. You decide how much you want to remember – you can stop and mentally return to the here and now. As long as it happens step by step, projective micro-geopoetics allows old and new spaces and bodily sensations to connect. It is a punctual beaming back and beaming the past into the present, transforming it into a present entity.
 
                5) It does not replace a particular way of life but it allows you to come home and feel that you have had several homes. They are all yours, your history and your town, your forest, your sea, your hill, your family and friends even if you are far away from them, even if it is a cut forever. You do not cut them off, you do not have to choose between then and now. It is a celebration of childhood as part of you and as a perspective: naivety, curiosity, authenticity are allowed. You do not have to be a successful somebody to enjoy looking around for impressions that you respond to. At the same time it is a party with you as an adult. By selective projecting and “landscape bathing” you re-evoke your first loves and fall in love with the new environment.
 
                6) This perception is fostered by travelling through your memories and by arts. One encounters oneself when reading the migration stories of others. I am somehow Lena Gorelik. She is me. We even have the same hair!
 
                7) Space meditations can be introduced through physical activities such as walking, yoga and jogging. For me, jogging through the hills and lakes of Switzerland was like meeting a perfect version of the Crimea. I was no longer playing the role of a particular cultural identity. I felt as if the images of all the countries I had lived in were overlapping, creating something hybrid, alive, and actually safe and beautiful, waiting for a new chapter.
 
                Trauma does not know time but it does know space. Certain landscapes, cities, even glimpses of places and their names can trigger anxiety: they capture the felt memory over long and short periods of time. Involuntary memories can be interrupted by focusing on the space around you. This can be achieved by engaging your senses, for example by touching a nearby object, smelling a leaf or flower, or listening to the sounds of animals, people and vehicles passing by.
 
                My idea was to follow this presence of remembered places that suddenly appear photographically sharp. To be there again, briefly. To allow memory to evoke pieces of the past up to a certain point and then to change the focus. To bring the criminal post-Soviet Crimea to a well-functioning Switzerland, where one can finally recover from the 1990s and the migration to Germany and the family drama it caused. Actually, this kind of self-exploration could help people in general who are suffering from smaller or bigger traumas. Bathing in the landscape makes the memory flow actively (in the imagination but also in writing, filming, telling). When you stop its involuntary flow you work – a little – with the unconscious, with what you really want and need. The resulting text, walk, run gives you a new experience, a new memory.
 
                But first you have to go there again, step by step, regulate the memory and the return to the present. This can take much longer than writing the text. Deleting parts of it. Re-writing. Going back a bit, zooming in and out, and accepting that the process may absorb you regardless of time.
 
                Displacement is not just physical, such as due to war, but also an existential condition of being uprooted from one’s familiar environment. This is often a narrative condition for a character in fiction. The Russian word for displacement is “peremeshchenie”. Therefore, “peremeshchennye prostranstva” refers to displaced spaces of one’s own subjective perception. By looking at them, you can explore your different feelings about them.
 
                In conclusion, regular imaginative use of geopoetical exercises can reduce post-traumatic stress disorder caused by migration (for more information on the latter, see Johnson et al. 2022). You can document, remember, or even intervene in desired territories using creative techniques such as montage, pastiche, sound-over and stream of consciousness. This allows you to create a mental space that is entirely your own, free from the constraints of lost territories, violently shifted borders and the insecurity of permanent incongruence between state, nation and cultural orientation in post-imperial territories, and free from the discoursive projections of Western policies.
 
               
              
                7 De-Assimilation
 
                The alternative ideology of first places, first foods, first loves was also a response to cultural violence. This happens when people with more symbolic power than you tell you which culture you belong to or not – either it concerns your ethnic, political or knowledge culture. My search for our family’s Jewishness and Russianness (“russkost”, in German a wordplay with “Russian food”) coincided with a difficult time for Russian culture as well as for Russian studies.
 
                Geopoetics as a tool of migration management is about a perspective that transcends the process of assimilation including its dictated political correctness that dares to look into suppressed (repressed) biographical “corners”.
 
                My writing allowed me to replace the loss of a sense of community with a kind of manifesto: Sewastopologia proposed an apology for Crimea in Western Europe as long as we want to see it as part of Europe. The landscape imaginations in this book helped me to transcend the German language by a language of associations between places, between times and between languages, as well as between foods. A leitmotif is the idea of my own Café Osthirn with all the food from my childhood and with readings there. It was also a manifestation of liberation from the Germanisation of Berlin. The searching for the right word, which is never right because it is German, because it is language, because it is memory, documents a process of integrating the “russkost” at least into the narrative.
 
                This autoethnography follows the memory as well as the wordplays, the sounds – alliterations, assonances, associations between German and Russian – instead of a strict plot. Similarities are a bridge and at the same time they indicate that it is not the same. Sewastopologia is an apology for who we are, in this sense similar to Gorelik’s novel of the same name. We are people of various languages, countries, foods and people of complex trauma. The book is a farewell to the expectation of being German only and the expectation of following the tradition of Bildungsbürgertum.
 
                Explorations attempts to say: spaces are, they just are, with and without meaning, with and without you, but you can live outside of them and they can live within you. In Explorations, I also deal with traumatic elements of migration in a language of metaphors, puns, associations, achronological anecdotes and narrative stuck, shifting from details evoking memory to vagueness, from emotional to distant. Both books are passionate about geographical space(s), using this passion and even obsession to soothe the dilemma of loss and regain. They show a Crimea of Soviet childhood, perestroika, of imagination and of an overwhelming regional history with multiple collective traumata, a unique multiculturality and its multilingual representations in the arts.
 
                Hence, I propose the state of being touched by the landscape for every displaced person. Geopoetics has inspired me to come to terms with migration from Ukraine to Berlin, from Berlin to Switzerland, from overidentifying myself with being German and with academic work to enjoying the diversity of my identity. First of all, it turned out to be an emancipation from what others think, and also a remigration to a comfort zone of speaking Russian without any national feelings.
 
                All migration stories are individual. But most of them also have a collective dimension, probably even a comparable structure. In this universal narrative of migration, I think the liberation from external expectations – and what you think they might me – is crucial. It is not only about coming to terms with migration but also with the burden of becoming “somebody”. The most measurable one will be highly valued in terms of money and recognition. That is why we have to become lawyers, doctors, professors, entrepreneurs or at least teachers. And this is where I see geopoetics as a means to free oneself from external parameters of value and to gain understanding for one’s own story, including the struggle for compensation, attention and recognition. One step is to re-live, re-visualise and re-experience the first landscapes, and with them the first you, the first smells, and sounds, and to encounter them from the position of an exploring adult.
 
                To conclude, I would like to recall the steps of my de-assimilation journey that geopoetic perception has induced. During this process I have moved away from its analysis to its implementation as an awareness exercise and a writing technique:
 
                1)	Sewastopologia led to a rehabilitation of the Jewish surname on my mother’s side: Gofman (re-Germanised version: Hofmann) was hidden behind more Russian-Slavic names in our family. So I chose Gofman as my “pseudonym”, which is actually a pseudo-pseudonym. It is a Russianised version of my mother’s name. It is the name that my Jewish grandfather who grew up in Belarus used to hide behind his wife’s Russian name all his life. The return to a hidden name reflects above all the desire for a comprehensible family history. But all that is gone, the grandparents are dead and the parents do not talk when they are asked, only when they suddenly want to talk. This, in turn, makes the name fictional. It stands for biographical possibilities and for lost stories. Its choice is also a reaction to being perceived as Jewish (philo-Semitism) as well as to anti-Semitism – a kind of “well, then I’ll see how it is with my Jewishness and take this name first”. There is not much more as this surname; the narration remains on the surface of a completely repressed Jewish identity.
 
                2)	The “russkost” leitmotif allows for a deeper glance, for trying out a provocative simultaneity, a cultural feeling of diversity that includes the de-valuated, overpoliticised “Russianness” or how you might call the things, memories and feelings around Russian language, somehow Soviet food, and family biographies’ connections to Soviet and post-soviet histories. It allows for abandoning the compulsion to decide in either/or. Comparisons, associations and the wide surface of languages establish connections between the familiar and the unfamiliar; it allows a simultaneity of the foreign and the own.
 
                3)	Documentation is a shaky business, it slips. Even where I consciously wanted to be precise and serious and documentary, it suddenly seemed absurd to me, funny, ridiculous, sad, hopeful. In writing, the real is fictional and the written is real because both are seen before the inner eye and experienced imaginatively – not much else, medially conveyed by and to oneself. The book does not make this distinction, it assumes something in-between, it moves between realities; it pushes the written reality into the lived reality, just as it tries to push the lived “facts” (key points, names, dates) into the text as markers of the authentic, the felt, the experienced. The result: documentary cornerstones and metaphorical spaces in between.
 
                4)	Leaving Germany as an adult, enlarging and diversifying my family by remarrying a younger man of mixed ethnicity who considers himself Italian – perhaps this was a kind of realisation of a self-fulfilling prophecy: In order to recover, I needed the idealisation of Switzerland. For me, I decided, it had to be a place of growth, not a prison, as Dürrenmatt and Frisch said. In fact, it was easier to say that I came from the former Soviet Union, because people here breathe a sigh of relief when I tell them I am not German (they do not like Germans very much, and they do not have the heavy history with Eastern Europe that Germans do). It was in Zurich that I began to write about Crimea as I remembered it, and as the majority of Crimeans made up their minds to belong to it, in subversive resistance to the newspapers that seemed to know everything better, and to all the new Eastern Europe experts with a sudden deep specialisation in Ukraine. The opposite of idealisation is much more difficult: the professor who introduced me to Sid’s geopoetic concept by transferring it to Slavic literary studies excluded this episode from their own work. I, on the other hand, cannot help continuing it, and for me it is also the acknowledgement of biographically driven research that has a positive effect on my health. It is not strategically wise, but it feels right. Is it possible to reconcile a career strategy with an emphasis on emigration from the USSR? Looking at the latest books by the professor who supported me to the point of dropping me because of my Crimean past, I had the impression that their main interest was in strategy. If we all have our biographical research topics, this one is about power, the idea of controlling what people (might) think, while celebrating Bakhtin’s ideal of polyphony and bashing Putin’s system. The impression whispers: they use the same power strategies they criticise in their books. They use it in their imperial, authoritarian and “alpha” male way of making careers, in their style of writing and arguing, in their so-called promotion of young researchers and in their way of “leading” in general. It is taboo to name it as long as you have benefited or are benefiting from it. But the Kremlin also lives on the Olympus of Slavic studies. Putin lives in the patriarchs and matriarchs. In their alliances, in their institutions, in their strategies of silencing, in their distribution of breadcrumbs, in their buying of loyalties, in their betrayals, in all the mafia-like mechanisms… impression, you are certainly fiction. What can I know about other people? Let your own experience be your most reliable source. So part of my migration from over-assimilation was the book in which I tried to preserve the memory of my childhood, together with an exclamation mark on German migration policy: Slavs and Jewish Slavs were a kind of second-class citizens in the great tolerant multicultural Berlin of the 1990s! When I moved to Switzerland, I was reminded that I was a migrant, now a double one. It turned out to be a relief not to be under the pressure of Germanisation. In time, it became a relief not to be under the pressure of academisation – the feeling of having and being enough without the approval of professors from the Olympus. In the end, it was the feeling of freedom that I had missed most after leaving the Crimea, including the freedom to choose my own affiliation and not to be told that I was either a Ukrainian, a Jew, a German or a “satellite of the Slavic Department”, even though I had contributed the most ideas and output year after year.
 
                5)	Travelling back, overwriting the memories with impressions from there two decades later.
 
                6)	I have started to speak Russian outside of my inner family with authors all over the world.
 
                7)	I changed my academic writing style to essay writing. I became interested in artistic research and I believe that there is such a thing as academic art. I became interested in the cultural history of the Crimea and the Black Sea region. I became interested in the knowledge cultures of Eastern European studies – largely a lacuna.
 
                I realised that I was postponing this essay because the post-traumatic work of writing never ends. Because it is difficult to return to it. Because my mind tells me: it is already written. It is out, it is gone. Then it feels egocentric to write a reflection on something like geopoetics at a time of war between Russia and Ukraine – countries that I deal with as a literary scholar, countries that I am culturally connected to. In the hope that it might help other people, I have looked at my autoethnographic projects to highlight the crucial moments of my migration history and how migration impacts my perception in performative, poetic and academic terms.
 
                In order to delve into things I’ve written out of my head, I could imagine teaching in a university, where controversial debates are once again welcome, without an ideologically given truth. I could imagine giving a lecture on women’s migration literature. Isn’t lecturing, the solid and even authoritarian role of a university teacher, also a strategy for stabilising the ego that has been shaken by migration between countries, between social levels, between traditional gender roles? Isn’t academic language a suitable meta-language to gain control over the amorphous wound or a deeper insecurity? An opportunity to speak and write about oneself in a disguised way, with a guaranteed recognisation, pretending not to be writing about anything personal at all? Is playing the game in academia a particular symbolic repetition of the identity transition that moving countries in the 1990s required from you?
 
                The substitute home of academia is fading. It is no longer the right time for Russian studies, nor for nuanced Ukrainian studies. You cannot criticise an author whose hometown is being bombed. You cannot read Dostoyevsky without thinking of the war, states Oksana Sabuschko (2022).
 
                My autoethnographic journey with geopoetics has led me from (over)assimilation to emancipatory de-assimilation. From becoming German to getting out of it, to moving on. Travelling back has been a process of research: who is my family, what do I know, why do I know so little, what is Crimea, what is polyphony when intelligent people refuse to talk to each other, what is Ukraine today and what is happening with Russia, why do I know what I know and why do people there tell different things and why is discussion no longer possible, why is it not even possible to organise a Bosphorus Forum at the Black Sea?
 
                Finally, geopoetics helps me to endure cognitive dissonance. After 2014, in parallel with assimilation pressures and polarised positions on Crimea, I was confronted with the postmodern aesthetics of blurred boundaries, deconstructed essentialism and fragmented narratives. In addition, the postcolonial discourse has gained popularity in Slavic Studies. Homi Bhabha (1994) stresses the importance of so-called “third spaces”, blurred identities and all the surrounding ambiguities. This is fine as long as you are not considering yourself a krymchanka and as long as you do not go to Crimea to talk to the homo sovieticus-like people there.
 
                Nevertheless, the ethnographic and autoethnographic approaches appeal to me as productive ways of a) integrating an Eastern European background into one’s everyday life as a Western woman, b) suggesting more democratic rather than authoritarian research methods for Slavic studies, and c) raising awareness of the actually very productive connection between biography and research, rather than hiding “problematic” parts of biographical narratives.
 
                As I argue, assimilation also touches on our academic practices. For example, we often ignore or diminish the knowledge of colleagues in Eastern Europe, their methods and ways of working. We expect them to assimilate to our way of thinking, also in terms of research.
 
                As the Slavic literary scholar Klavdia Smola suggests, strategies of habitus affirmation prevail in “asymmetrical epistemologies” and in “epistemological violence against the subject of our research”:
 
                 
                  Is it viable to conceptualize a “third space” of scholarly perspective using expanded analytical tools and a differentiated, more dialogical theoretical approach? It is not about detecting a higher or a lower level of existing research tools inside or outside the (former) geopolitical boundaries, but rather about the incompatibility of our existing approaches. It is unconscious, because it is also about the prestige of writing this way and not another way, about scholarly authorities, established methodological schools (for example originating in the philosophy of deconstruction becoming an overall scientific tool in humanities since the 1990s), and even stylistic and rhetorical habits – closely related to Bourdieu’s habitus, shared by the people with a common educational background – that offer us the reputation to which we aspire in our professional community and publications in distinguished university presses. (Smola 2024)
 
                
 
                Ultimately, it is about symbolic capital, and this may be particularly necessary for us, adult migrant women in academia, to secure what are often structurally precarious positions.
 
                In recent years I have had dreams in which I was reading unpublished works by Bulgakov. The strangest dream came at the end, when my closest colleague said to me: “Don’t play the victim!” In these dreams I heard my professors, the established people from the Olympus, who promote polyphony, democracy and leftism, telling me to translate, although it had been agreed beforehand that I would moderate a reading with Ukrainian authors (they were afraid of my questions to them although I had prepared and sent them only non-political questions beforehand). I heard them telling me to do inappropriate research because I had gone to Crimea after 2014 to talk to people there. In another dream I heard them telling me to write the way they wanted me to write. In another dream I was forced to give a lecture on Ukrainian literature, even though I had no time to prepare it because of my baby, and after I had prepared the lecture they suddenly forbade me to give it the day before, after someone told them that I was not against the annexation of Crimea in 2014. In another dream I heard them telling me that I would no longer receive funding (“you are no longer funded”) while at the same time they were giving good jobs to fake smiling people. In another dream I was organising a reading and discussion with writers from the former Yugoslavia and those from Ukraine and Russia about the wars, but it was interrupted by a professor from the Olymp who shouted that it was “Putin-like”.
 
                I found myself writing a proposal for a project on “The End of Russian Studies. Cultures of knowledge in times of war” and one on “Biography Work: Ukrainian and Russian Migrants in South Caucasus”.
 
                I will continue to seek dialogue with people and places and among them. Perhaps I will organise the next Bosphorus Forum in the diaspora with Sid.
 
                Emancipation is holistic. It resonates with being the woman you want to be and thinking the way you have reasons to think, not the way the peer group expects you to think, to act and to write. Perhaps the interruption of an academic career was a high price to pay for this freedom, but it feels right. The same feeling as when I sat down on the shore of Lake Zurich after moving from Berlin.
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              1
                The original poem can be found at https://wolnelektury.pl/media/book/pdf/sonety-krymskie.pdf, with the quoted sonnet on pp. 10–11.
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