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ABSTRACT

Nina Katerli: the Discovered Chameleon is the first comprehensive study of the life
and works (until May 1998) o f Nina Katerli, the contemporary Russian woman writer and
political activist. The study will begin with a discussion of Katerli’s life and the major
political and social incidents that affected her life and subsequent writing career,
including the purges, the thaw, stagnation, Gorbachev’s reforms, the fall of the Soviet
Union, and the current political and social scene. This study will also provide a textual
analysis of Katerli’s five writing periods until May 1998: fantasy prose o f the 1970s,
underground works, realistic prose o f the 1980s, non-fiction writings, and contemporary
works. In addition, the study will discuss Katerli’s work against a background composed
o f numerous subjects, including Soviet and post-Soviet politics, feminist theory,
postmodernism, fantasy literature, and general Russian and Soviet literary criticism.
A stylistic chameleon, Nina Katerli has eschewed all literary, philosophical,
♦

ideological, and political classifications, except that o f ‘shestidesiatnik’. The purpose of
this study will be to place Katerli’s works within the context of Soviet and Russian
literature and to determine whether such categories as feminist, New Women’s Prose,
critical realism, fantasy, and postmodernist among others, can be applied either to Katerli
or her works, in essence, to ascertain whether this stylistic chameleon can be discovered,
and, if not, why not.
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PREFACE

This study will provide the most comprehensive bibliography of Nina Katerli’s works
to date, including prose fiction, non-fiction, autobiographies, and unpublished works,
such as an unpublished play, a poem (which is discussed in Chapter One), and several
conference papers. This study will also include information gathered from four personal
interviews with Katerli from 1993 to 1998 (contemporaneously audio-taped), as well as
from written and electronic correspondence with the author. In addition, reference will be
made to secondary literature pertaining to Katerli. These include numerous published
materials (western, Soviet, and Russian), and unpublished works, such as several
documents written by Katerli’s editors (suggesting and often demanding changes to many
of her stories), personal letters, and Elena Efros’s (Katerli’s daughter) Master’s Thesis
from the University of Petrozavodsk (1988), which discusses Katerli’s first two books—
Okno (The Window! (1981) and Tsvetvnve otkrvtki (Coloured Postcards) (1986). I have
also included telephone interviews with Katerli’s editor, Frida Germanovna Katsass, and
Natal’ia Kakshto, the Head of the Philological Faculty at Herzen Pedagogical Institute in
St. Petersburg. Additional sources for this study include various works on feminism,
general Russian literature, Russian and Soviet politics and history, fantasy writing,
science fiction, underground writing, postmodernism, fascism, anti-Semitism, and
nationalism.
Although, this study has attempted to provide the most extensive collection of
Katerli’s writings to date, it does not claim to be exhaustive. Katerli herself is unable to
establish a complete bibliography o f her own work. Every attempt has been made to

establish the full citation of articles by and about Katerli, but in many cases this has not
been possible, as several of the articles provided by Katerli herself lacked sufficient
bibliographic information. Thus, full citations were in many instances unavailable, and
the resulting ellipses have been noted in the bibliography and footnotes of this study.
Transliterations

for

references

and

untranslated

Russian

words

(such

as

‘shestidesiatnik’ and ‘byt’) will be in the American Library of Congress system.
Political, literary and historical terms (such as ‘thaw’ and ‘youth prose’) will appear in
lower case, except where the originator o f such terms has used upper case (such as ‘New
Women’s Prose,’ a literary categorization coined by Helena Goscilo).
As this study will discuss, Nina Katerli’s works comprise a variety of literary styles.
Moreover, in describing her fiction, Katerli disclaims any particular ideological or moral
point of view. A principal assertion of this study is that reviewing the totality of Katerli’s
fiction does reveal a definite normative framework. The term ‘chameleon’ thus describes
Katerli’s stylistic mutability and her desire to ‘camouflage’ the personal and moral
convictions that infuse her fiction.

The nature of these convictions and the reasons

Katerli might seek to camouflage them are what this study will attempt to ‘discover’.
Portions of this study served as the basis for the following conference papers: ‘Nina
Katerli’s Prose and “Publitsistika”’, Annual Conference of the British Association of
Slavic and East European Studies (Cambridge, England, April 1997); ‘The Evolution o f a
“Shestidesiatnitsa”’, Wisconsin Regional Conference for the American Association of
Teachers o f Slavic and East European Languages (Madison, Wisconsin, April 1997);
‘The Biography of Nina Katerli’, Women’s Conference at the Summer Research
Programme at the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana (Urbana, Illinois, June

1997); ‘The Search for Legitimacy in Nina Katerli’s Prose’, Missouri Regional
Conference for the American Association of Teachers of Slavic and East European
Languages (St Louis, Missouri, November 1997); and ‘Passion and Passivity: Nina
Katerli’s Underground Works’ for the, Annual Conference for American Association of
Teachers o f Slavic and East European Languages (Toronto, Canada, December 1997).
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INTRODUCTION

H npocmo numy o dkwhu. 1

For centuries, Russian women have been subject to the patriarchal nature o f Russian
and Soviet society.2 More so than in other European countries, their situation has
substantiated Simone de Beauvoir’s observation that: ‘Condemned to play the Other,
woman was also condemned to hold only uncertain power: slave or idol, it was never she
who chose her lot.’3 Despite the fact that Soviet women obtained the right to vote in
1918, and that shortly afterward new laws granted these women the right to choose their
own place of residence, the right to maintain their maiden name after marriage, equal
rights to education, divorce, equal pay and the right to legalised abortion, Soviet women
could hardly consider themselves emancipated.4 In practice, their newfound rights forced
them to bear a ‘double burden’ of employment and domestic duties. Encouraged to enter
the workforce, Soviet women were still expected to fulfil the traditional roles of nurturer,
mother, wife, caretaker, and servant.
Russian and Soviet women writers have also been subject to the patriarchal nature of
Russian and Soviet society. Notwithstanding I. Grekova’s statement that Soviet women
writers were not been ‘discriminated against in any way ’,5 Russian and Soviet women
writers have indeed suffered greatly as a result of patriarchal social structures. Russian
cultural perceptions o f woman as caretaker, mother, and nurturer, and the perceived
feminine characteristics o f weakness and sensitivity have affected how male critics

conceive of ‘women’s literature’, a term that has always been viewed pejoratively in
Russia and the former Soviet Union as meaning sentimental, emotional, and second
class.6 As a result of the negative perception o f female writers, many Soviet and Russian
women writers, the most famous being Anna Akhmatova, have themselves rejected the
classification ‘woman writer’. As Beth Holmgren has remarked: ‘To achieve a primary
rank in this culture, a woman had to assume the role of honorary man—to project her
image as poet or author, not as a derivative, less-talented poetess or authoress.’7
Similarly, Helena Goscilo has observed: ‘All too aware that any association with that
brand of writing [i.e., women’s writing] automatically consigns them to the status of
disenfranchised secondariness, women authors disavow the role o f gender in art.’8 In
fact, Nina Katerli, the subject o f this study, has herself commented: ‘HaHBbicmnM
KOM nJIHM eHTOM R JU l

HCeHmHHH-IIHCaTeJW HBJWeTCfl

n p H 3H aH H e

ee

CHJIBHOH MyaCCKOH

p y K H . ’9

Refuse as they might to be perceived as ‘women writers’, however, Russian women
writers afe unable to escape this cultural label. As Catriona Kelly has aptly noted: ‘The
bitter fact is this: even those women writers who are in terms of their own subjectivity not
“women writers” are, in terms, o f their own culture’s general values, exactly that.’10
Some critics have likened this reaction on the part of the literary establishment to an
intentional suppression of women’s writing. Joanna Russ notes:

The trick thus becomes to make the freedom [to write] as nominal a
freedom as possible and then—since some of the so-and-so’s will do
it anyway—develop various strategies for ignoring, condemning, or

belittling the artistic works that result.

If properly done, these

strategies result in a social situation in which the ‘wrong people’ are
(supposedly) free to commit literature, art or whatever, but very few
do, and those who do (it seems) do it badly, so we can all go home
to lunch.11

Thus, the possibility o f suppression, intentional or unintentional, male-generated or selfimposed, lends an importance, and even urgency, to the study of Russian and Soviet
women authors. As Helena Goscilo has additionally remarked:

It is the feminist revisionary imperative necessitated by women’s
ubiquitous cultural alienation, their social marginality and exclusion
from ‘the great parade o f culture,’ that confers significance and
validity upon women’s literature as an independent object of study.12
*

Until relatively recently, the contributions o f many Soviet and Russian women writers
to the canon o f Russian and Soviet literature have gone unrecognised.13

Xenia

Gasiorowska commented in 1985: ‘Women writers, though widely read in Russia,
contributed but little to the greatness o f Russian literature, which has no George Sand,
Jane Austen, or George Eliot.’14 Similarly, N.N. Shneidman remarked in 1989: ‘The
number o f Soviet women writing today is indeed small. The index o f any history of
Soviet literature does not list many female authors who merit critical attention.’15
Shneidman’s statement, which Rosalind Marsh has referred to as ‘a masculinist version

o f the Russian canon’, may be challenged on two grounds.16 Firstly, the number of
women writing in the late 1980s was not small.17 In fact, only three years after
Shneidman’s statement, Barbara Heldt noted: ‘There is such a range of women’s writing
in Russia alone today that any list one makes o f promising poets and prosaists will be
obsolete in months.’18 It is highly unlikely that a plethora o f women writers suddenly
appeared in a period o f three years. Secondly, Shneidman assumes that the absence of
numerous women writers from the indices of Soviet literary history means that there are
no good women writers. He fails to acknowledge the fact that many women writers have
been overlooked and ignored. As Dale Spender has noted:

Men o f letters are not blind to the achievements o f women but
instead o f according to them validity in their own right, men take
from women what they want and leave the rest—which they
determine to be o f no value—to fade from view .19

Of course, this is not to say that every Soviet or Russian woman writer, by the simple fact
that she was ignored or overlooked, is necessarily talented. But, in order to assess the
talent, or lack o f talent, o f Soviet and Russian women writers, and whether or not they
should be added to the indices of literary history, they first must be ‘rediscovered’.
Fortunately, since the early 1980s, there has indeed been increasing scholarly interest
in Soviet and Russian women’s studies, and, in particular, in Soviet and Russian
women’s writing.20 In the last few years, a number of academic surveys devoted to
Russian and Soviet women authors have appeared. These works include: Dichterinnen

und Schriftsellerinnen in Russland (1992), by Frank Gopfert; Dictionary of Russian
Women Writers (1994), edited by Marina Ledkovsky, Charlotte Rosenthal, and Mary
Zirin; A History o f Russian Women’s Writing 1820-1992 (1994), by Catriona Kelly;
Women in Russia and the Soviet Union—an Annotated Bibliography (1994), edited by
Rochelle Goldberg Ruthchild; ‘Afterword: Histories and Fictions’ in Dialogues/Dialogi:
Literary and Cultural Exchanges between Tex) Soviet and American Women (1994), by
Adele Barker; Women Writers in Russian Literature (1994), edited by Toby W. Clyman
and Diana Greene; Engendering Slavic Literatures (1996), edited by Pamela Chester and
Sibelan Forrester; and Dehexing Sex: Russian Womanhood During and after Glasnost
(1996), by Helena Goscilo.21
While the field o f Russian and Soviet literary research has thus very properly brought
to prominence many talented but previously neglected Soviet and Russian women
writers, this scholarship has at the same time overlooked the writings o f individual
Russian women authors whose work was entirely written or published in the post-Stalin
period, and in particular, women writers o f the so-called ‘generation of the 1960s’, the
‘shestidesiatniki \ 22 Literary criticism o f women writers of the post-Stalin period has
primarily produced general surveys o f contemporary Soviet and Russian women’s
literature, as well as numerous articles on such popular authors as Liudmila
Petrushevskaia and Tat’iana Tolstaia.23 These works have added greatly to the study of
Soviet and Russian women’s literature, but many gaps still exist.
In an effort to help fill these gaps, this study will examine the life and works o f a
single post-Stalinist Russian woman author, and self-proclaimed ‘shestidesiatnik’, Nina
Semenovna Katerli (1934 - ). Like many Soviet women writers, such as I. Grekova, and

Liudmila Petrushevskaia, Katerli began writing relatively late in life, publishing her first
story at the age o f thirty-nine. The author o f four collections of stories: Okno (The
Window) (1981), Tsvetnve otkrvtki (Coloured Postcards) (1986), Kurzal (1990)24, and
Sennaia Ploshchad’ (Havmarket Square) (1992), Katerli has also written three
autobiographies, as well as several conference papers, and ‘publitsistika’ (socio-political.
journalism), encompassing human-interest articles and articles on purely political
subjects.25 Her longest work to date, Isk (The Lawsuit) (1998), chronicles her court case
against the right-wing historian Aleksandr Romanenko. As will be discussed below, this
event, which gained Katerli considerable notoriety, has hitherto been overlooked among
western historians and political scientists.
Nina Katerli’s writing falls roughly into five thematic and chronological periods: (i)
fantasy prose o f the 1970s; (ii) underground works; (iii) realistic prose of the 1980s; (iv)
non-fiction works; and (v) recent prose of the 1990s. These periods are not sharply
delineated, however, and writing styles or devices predominant in one period sometimes
spill over* into or appear unexpectedly in others. For example, although I have called
Katerli’s first period of writing ‘fantasy prose’ and her second period o f writing ‘realistic
prose’, Katerli continued to incorporate nuances of fantasy into her realistic prose.
Furthermore, one of her most recent works, ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’ (‘From the Life
o f the Best City’) (1996), is, in fact, one o f her most fantastical. Concurrent with the
development o f her fiction writing, Katerli has also written a range o f non-fiction works,
such as her human interest articles, which she began publishing in the early 1980s. As
Katerli’s prose style became more realistic, her non-fiction took on an increasingly
political cast, focusing primarily on the issues o f anti-Semitism, nationalism, and fascism.

The central characters of Katerli’s prose are ‘sovki’, average Soviet people. Katerli
has remarked: ‘Moa npo3a - 06 HCKajieHeHHLix

h

o6 MaHyri>ix

j ik w ix ,

BHpocnmx

b

nepeBepHyTOM MHpe,’26 and through the depiction of this world, the Zeitgeist of the late
Soviet and early post-Soviet era emerges. The majority of Katerli’s stories are set in
Leningrad and Moscow, and more specifically, in these cities’ communal flats,
workplaces, food shops, buses, and streets. Katerli’s stories focus on the daily lives,
moral dilemmas, and spiritual crises o f the ‘sovki’. Carl Proffer has stated that by
reading Katerli, we may find out ‘exactly how different people live from day to day in
Soviet capitals.’27 The primary focus of Katerli’s stories, however, is not on daily life
itself, but rather on the individual characters in her stories. As Deming Brown has aptly
written of Nina Katerli:

Although she immerses her characters in the atmospheric detail of
city life...Nina Katerli is primarily concerned with issues that
'transcend time and place—the relationships between men and
women, women and women, parents and children, the fears and
anxieties o f middle-age, the onset of illness and approach o f death,
the cruelty or indifference o f one person to another, the motives that
bring people together and tear them apart, the sources of
misunderstanding.28

7

Katerli’s focus on the minute as well as on the eternal resembles many o f the aspects
o f ‘byt’ (everyday life) literature. According to Teresa Polowy ‘byt’ literature is noted
for:

all the details and activities o f daily life that taken together
constitute its practical or mundane side—as well as for its themes
that reflect the host of problems found in the popular press and in
rudimentary sociological

surveys, and for its treatment o f

interpersonal and familial relationships.29

Similarly, Monika Katz defines ‘byt’ literature:

a retreat o f the protagonists into the private sphere remote from
politics and economics. Social reality is represented with regard to
’its effect on people’s consciousness; important questions are
presented from the viewpoint of the individual...Of central
importance is the individual, who strives for self-realisation beyond
the working world.30

As stated earlier, this study will include an analysis not only of Nina Katerli’s prose
fiction, but o f her non-fiction writings as well. Unfortunately, relatively little attention
has hitherto been paid to the non-fiction writings of Russian women authors of the postStalin period.31 Female writers of this period, who have written non-fiction works, such

as Iuliia Voznsenskaia, Natal’ia Gorbanevskaia, and Irina Ratushinskaia have primarily
written about their own experiences, rather than about general political or social issues.
In contrast to the numerous male ‘voices for the nation’, such as Evgenii Evtushenko and
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, there are very few, if any, female ‘voices for the nation’. An
exception to this is, perhaps, Tat’iana Tolstaia, a well-known prose fiction writer, who
has written virulent anti-feminist articles that have attracted a great deal o f attention. 32
Nina Katerli’s non-fiction writings have been overlooked, both by literary critics who
focus exclusively on her fiction, and by political scientists and historians, who appear
unaware of her extensive commentary on the recent rise in fascism, nationalism, and antiSemitism in Russia. In fact, William Korey has incorrectly written: ‘The criticism of
Romanenko did not extend beyond academia to the broad arena.’33

This lack o f

recognition may arise from the fact that St. Petersburg has always been placed second in
terms o f political importance in the Soviet Union and, within Russia, women writers (and
women in general) are not usually taken seriously as political actors, an element
contributing to Boris Eikhenbaum’s view o f women as the preservers of history. One
goal o f this study will thus be to bring Katerli’s non-fiction work to light, to place it in
the context o f its time and of Katerli’s overall body o f work, and, perhaps, to help redress
the gender imbalance in the analysis of political writings that have sustained the
inaccuracy o f Eikhenbaum’s observation of women solely as preservers, rather than the
makers, o f history.

9

PREVIOUS LITERATURE ON NINA KATERLI
It is both surprising and disappointing that Nina Katerli, who has published several works
of fiction and non-fiction, and who has had her works translated into German, Bulgarian,
Polish, Hungarian, Macedonian, Japanese, English, and other languages, has received
little critical attention in the West. Most of the prominent surveys of Russian literature,
such as Wolfgang Kasack’s Dictionary o f Russian Literature since 1917 (1988), Edward
J. Brown’s Russian Literature since the Revolution (1982), and Viktor Terras’s The
Handbook of Russian Literature (1985) fail to mention her.

Similarly, references to

Katerli are absent in numerous recent books on Russian literature, such as N.N.
Shneidman’s books Soviet Literature in the 1980s: a Decade of Transition (1989) and
Russian Literature 1988-1994: The End o f an Era (1995), and Nadya Peterson’s book
Subversive Imaginations: Fantastic Prose and the End of Soviet Literature. 1970s-1990s
(1997).34
Although often overlooked in the West, Katerli is not completely unknown there, first
coming to attention in 1981 with the American publication o f her underground work
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ (‘The Barsukov Triangle’).

However, the critical attention

Katerli has received, both in the former Soviet Union and abroad, has been primarily with
respect to individual works mentioned within the context o f a general discussion o f
Russian literature, social trends, or women’s writing, without taking into account the
entire corpus o f her work. For example, Carl Proffer, in the Introduction to his anthology
The Barsukov Triangle, the Two-Toned Blond, and Other Stories (1984), mentions ‘The
Barsukov Triangle’ within a discussion of Soviet literary history from 1961 to 1984.
Similarly, Nicholas Zekulin, in his article ‘Soviet Russian Women’s Literature in the
10

Early 1980s’ (1993), mentions Katerli’s story ‘Polina’ (1984) alongside other stories,
such as I. Grekova’s ‘Kafedra’ (‘The University Department’) (1983) and Tat’iana
Tolstaia’s ‘Ogon’ i pyl” (‘Fire and Dust’) (1987), written by Soviet women authors in the
1980s.

‘Polina’ is also mentioned in the Introduction of Sexuality and the Body in

Russian Literature (1993), edited by Jane T. Costlow, Stephanie Sandler and Judith
Vowles, as one o f many Russian stories containing the themes o f sexuality and death.35
The lack o f attention to Katerli’s complete works has contributed to an
overgeneralization and over-simplification of her style, techniques, and artistic choices.
For example, Carl Proffer classified Katerli as a ‘byt’ writer, solely based upon his
reading of ‘The Barsukov Triangle’.36 While it may true, as mentioned above, that
Katerli’s writing in many respects resembles ‘byt’ literature, her writing also has
elements o f fantasy. Thus, Proffer’s statement is not incorrect; rather it is incomplete. In
her recent book, A History o f Russian Women’s Writing 1820-1992. Catriona Kelly
comments that Katerli’s prose fiction is filled with male protagonists and, in contrast,
only ‘cameos’ o f female protagonists. Kelly writes:

Nina Katerli...is the author o f clever stories which, though often
including striking cameos of women characters (see especially her
long tale ‘The Farewell Light’, [‘Proshchal’nyi svet’] 1982[sic]), are
composed o f the fragmentary and vacillating recollections of
nondescript middle-aged men, who yet display a serendipitous
capacity for wayward and fantastical observation.37

11

Kelly’s statement regarding Katerli’s preference for ‘cameos o f women characters’ as
portrayed through middle-aged male recollection may not fully take into account such
Katerli stories as ‘Polina’, ‘Solntse za steklom’ (‘The Sun Beyond the Glass’) (1989), and
‘Dolg’ (‘Duty’) (1989), all of which have female protagonists and focus on the female
experience.
Also referring to ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, Deming Brown states: ‘On the whole, Katerli
seems to like her teen-age characters and those in their early twenties more than their
parents.’38 Brown’s statement is incorrect with respect to ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, in
particular, as Katerli’s sympathies strongly lie with the main character, a man in his mid
forties, as well as with his elderly mother.39 Both Brown’s and Kelly’s statements exhibit
a close reading of one particular story (the same story in fact), but, unfortunately their
generalisations do not accurately describe Katerli’s writing as a whole.

As will be

demonstrated over the course of this study, and contrary to Brown’s assertion, the
majority of Katerli’s characters are middle-aged men and women, her peers.
Furthermore, Katerli herself has stated that she prefers to depict characters ‘cBoero
B03pacTa h noHTH HHK or/ja He nmny o m o jio ^ b ix moflax.’40 Finally, false statements have
been made with regard to Katerli’s publication history.

In the Introduction to his

anthology Out Visiting and Back Home: Russian Stories on Aging (1998), Thomas
Hoisington stated that Katerli ‘only began publishing since the recent political changes in
Russia.’41 On the contrary, Katerli began publishing in the early 1970s.
While issue may be taken with some o f Brown’s observations regarding Katerli’s
writing, he has in fact contributed a great deal to the study of her prose fiction,
commenting on several of her stories— ‘Chudovishche’ (‘The Monster’) (1977),
12

‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, ‘Polina’, ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’
(‘Between Spring and Summer’) (1983), and ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’ (‘Coloured Postcards’)
(1986)— in his book The Last Years o f Soviet Russian Literature: Prose Fiction 1975-91
(1993). Brown has both praise and criticism for Katerli. He considers her to be sensitive
and perceptive, but at the same time, criticises her portrayal o f her male protagonists.42
Additional contributions to understanding Katerli’s writing have been made by Helena
Goscilo, who has written about Katerli in her anthology o f Soviet women writers,
Balancing Acts (1989), which also includes a small bibliography o f some of Katerli’s
works.

Furthermore, Goscilo contributed the entry on Katerli for the Dictionary of

Russian Women Writers, which provides a general survey of Katerli’s writing.
In contrast to the W est, literary critics in R u ssia and th e S o v ie t U n io n , h ave b een
w ritin g about N in a K aterli’s p rose fictio n sin ce th e late

1970s. O verall, their co n clu sio n s

h av e b een favourable, portraying K aterli, as B row n d o es, as a p ercep tive h um anist and
student o f the hum an p sy ch e.

Iak ov G ordin w rites that K aterli ‘npm om biB aiom aaca

HaHBHOH,* Ha caMOM a ejie BecbMa XHTpoyMHa.’43
K aterli:

‘Ee 3a^ana: Bbipa3HTb CBoe OTHOinemie

h as great co m p a ssio n for her characters:

S im ilarly,

I. P ru ssak ova w rites o f

k MHpy.’44 S h e a lso n o tes that K aterli

‘Ee jno6oBb HanpaBJieHHaa, KaK jia3epHbiH

Jiyn.

3 t o jnoSoBb-cTpaaaHHe, jnoboBb-xcajiocib k caMtiM cjia6biM h fieccnoBecHbiM, k t c m ,
k t o He b CHJiax 3a cefia n o cT o a ib .’45

As a result o f the apparent ‘humanism’ of Katerli’s writing, some Russian critics
consider her to be a typical ‘woman writer’. For example, in a personal letter to Katerli,
Inna Soloveva writes that Okno is ‘npHBJieKaTenLHaa, cepaeuHaa, aceHCTBeHHaa’.46 In
reference to ‘Zhara na severe’ (‘Heat in the North’) (1988), V. Lavrov writes:

‘conyBCTBHe aBTopa k

jkchckoh

He3a#aHJiHBOH

cy,zn>6 e .’47 In contrast, A. Zhitinskii has

remarked:

CocTpa^aa rep o io , H m ia KaTepjm He o n y cx a er ca £ 0 yTemHTejiBHOH
acajiocra, He cipeMHTca k npHMHpeHHio c h h m , ecjm e r o aymeBHBie
KanecTBa He BLmepacHBaioT npoBepKH.

B

s t o m , noacajiyn, o c h o b h h c

OTJiHHHa paccKa30B o t Tax Ha3UBaeMOH ‘aceHCKOH np03Bi’.48

At first glance, Zhitinskii’s comment appears to be laudatory o f Katerli’s writing. The
compliment, however, only expresses the literary establishment’s negative and
disapproving perception of women writers and ‘women’s prose’.
Perhaps m ore than w estern critics, S o v ie t and R u ssian critics h a v e attem pted to p lace

V. M u sak han ov

K aterli’s p ro se fictio n w ith in a sp e c ific literary gen re or cla ssifica tio n .

c a lls K aterli a ‘b y t’ w riter, stating: ‘aBTOp 3a o G b ia ch h b im h c o 6 i> ith h m h T exym ero

a

Bcer^a CTpeMHTca nocTHHB b trrae, yBH^en> c b c t ueJioBeHHOCTH 3a M opouam en cyeTOH
TexynxH .’49
K h m el’n itsk a ia

T. K h m el’n itskaia co n clu d es that K aterli w rites
refers

to

as

‘ncnxonorHHecxHH

peajiH3M’,

‘b y t’

stating:

and

w h at

‘B CTpaHHtm

CXa30HHtm, HO 3HaXOMBIH H 6JIH3XHH n o MHO»CeCTBy TOHHBIX nOBCe^HeBHBIX ACTaJieH
coBpeMeHHoro

btrra, b x o a h m

m bi,

HHTaa p accxa3w

KaTepjm .’50

In contrast, I.

P ru ssak ova, in referen ce to ‘T svetn ye otkrytki’, su g g ests that K aterli’s w ritin g is
‘jiHHHaa’ rather than ‘b y t’ literature.51 R eferring to K aterli’s early w ork s,

A. R o m in states

that K aterli w rites pure fantasy, and notes: ‘H irna Karepjra nm neT o caMBix, xa3anocB
6 m , oGtmeHHBix Benjax, h o yMeeT yBHflen* npHBBiHHoe b HeBepoaTHOM (J)aHTacTHHecxoM
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paicypce’.52

Similarly, Katerli’s friend and mentor, the prominent writer Veniamin

Kaverin, has remarked that she ‘ntrraeTca coe£Hmm> xooHeHHtm o n u r c He3aypsmm>iM
BOofipaxeeimeM.’53 Musakhanov compares Katerli’s fantasy works to the ‘TpaxmUHii
neTep6yprcKOH noBecra -

ot

Torojia nepe3 ^ocToeBCKoro #o A. Bejioro.’54

I.

Prussakova states that Katerli’s fantasy works resemble those o f Evgenii Shvarts, and
both Prussakova and Andrei Ar’ev liken Katerli’s works to the fantasy and satire of
Mikhail Bulgakov.
Although such labels, classifications, and analyses may be incomplete or lacking in
depth, critics’ contribution to the study o f Katerli’s works must not be disregarded. Many
critics, such as Goscilo, Brown, and Kelly, offer insightful analyses of specific works as
well as essential background biographical and bibliographical information. Other critical
writing serves as a starting point, and perhaps even a springboard to a more
comprehensive understanding of Katerli’s writings.

For example, Zekulin’s refers to

‘Polina’ as a ‘new phenomenon’ in Russian literature, which raises the question of
whether Katerli’s writing can be understood as mainstream ‘women’s prose’, or whether
her writing represents a new development altogether.55 The fact that numerous critics
(western, Soviet, and Russian) have written about Katerli’s prose fiction, indicates that, at
least, Katerli is being taken seriously as a writer. This study will attempt to synthesize
the various commentary surrounding Katerli’s writings and to offer the fuller analysis
made possible by an in-depth review of her entire body of work.
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METHODOLOGY
This study will adopt a feminist life and works chronological analysis of Katerli’s prose
fiction and non-fiction works from 1973 to May 1998. It has been noted above that many
Russian women writers have rejected being labelled ‘women writers’. Moreover, many
Russian women writers have rejected the ‘feminist’ label.56 Katerli has referred to herself
as ‘He <j)eMHHHCTKa’. At the same time, however, she has also referred to herself as a
‘couycTByiomafl H^e^M <J>eMHHH3Ma’,57 and a ‘imcaTenb c, b o 3 m o> k h o, noflC03Harejn>Hi>iM

(JjeMHHHcnmecKHM BocnpHjrraeM’.58 Regardless of her apparent ‘unconscious feminist
sensibilities’, Katerli does not appear to assume an explicit feminist agenda in her prose
fiction or non-fiction works. As Toril Moi has commented: ‘Being female does not
necessarily guarantee a feminist approach.’59 However, Katerli’s apparent rejection o f a
specific feminist agenda, which she considers to be similar to the intentional didacticism
o f socialist realism, does not necessarily mean that feminist themes are absent from her
writing. 'In fact, paradoxically, the portrayals of many of Katerli’s male and female
characters might appear to reflect her ‘unconscious feminist sensibilities’.60 As Helena
Goscilo has rightly noted: ‘Any discussion of feminism in literature, of course, is well
advised to take into account an elementary critical distinction between intention and
reception.’61 Similarly, Catriona Kelly has justly stated: ‘It is arguable that feminist
criticism should concentrate precisely on such paradoxes, searching for hidden motifs in
inner contradictions rather than following the obvious linear schematism of the
narrative.’62
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Although it is not within the scope o f this study to discuss feminist theory at length, it
is necessary at least to attempt an understanding of feminism. However, it is not, and
may not ever have been, possible to speak o f one homogeneous feminism. As Mary
Eagleton has rightly noted: ‘It is probably more appropriate to talk of feminist theories
rather than feminist theory.’63 Toril Moi has similarly commented: ‘Given the feminist
insistence on the dominant and all pervasive nature of patriarchal power so far in history,
feminists have to be pluralists: there is no pure feminist or female space from which we
can speak.’64 This issue o f feminist diversity calls to mind the proverbial story of four
blind persons, each o f whom feels a different part of an elephant—tusk, trunk, leg, and
side—each o f whom thereby arrives at a different conclusion regarding the animal’s
shape. The moral o f the story is that without a certain commonality of definitions and
approach, the result is not diversity but confusion.
For the purposes o f this study, therefore, I have chosen to apply the concise definition
o f feminism advanced by Gayle Greene, in her book, Changing the Story—Feminist
Fiction afid the Tradition (1991). Green quotes Adrienne Rich, stating: ‘Feminism is a
renaming o f the world.’65 Feminism challenges the tradition, the literary canon, and the
numerous sociological, political, historical, economic and literary structures, in which
women have repeatedly been allotted the subordinate and inferior position. Sydney Janet
Kaplan has noted the two directions in which feminist literary criticism can venture— one
that focuses on the rediscovery o f neglected women authors, and the other which assesses
‘who establishes the literary canon and whose interests it serves.’66 According to Gayle
Austin, the process o f rediscovering women writers, also known as gynocriticism, has
three stages: ‘Working Within the Canon’, ‘Expanding the Canon’, and ‘Exploding the
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Canon’.67 By examining the works o f Nina Katerli, we are ‘expanding the canon’ of both
Russian and post-Soviet literature.
Assessing ‘who establishes the literary canon and whose interests it serves’, is
exposing the phallocracy and patriarchy o f the existing canon, in essence, as Gayle
Greene has also remarked: ‘deconstructing predominantly male cultured paradigms and
reconstructing a female perspective and experience in an effort to change the tradition
that has silenced and marginalised us.’ 68 Such an approach is reminiscent of such francofeminists as Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, and Helene Cixous, whose work focuses on the
binary relationships of men and women and attempts to deconstruct existing patriarchal
structures in society, language, and culture.69 An essential element of French feminism is
the attention paid to omissions or silences, by reading ‘between the lines for desires or
states of mind that cannot be articulated in the social arena and the languages o f
phallocentrism’.70 The feminist critic must become, as Greene has also noted, a ‘myth
decipherer.’71 Thus, my particular feminist approach in this study will incorporate the
direction’of feminist literary criticism, as purported by Sydney Janet Kaplan, which
focuses on the rediscovery o f neglected women authors, as well as elements of French
feminism, namely that o f omissions or silences.
The current trend in literary criticism appears to be departing from the New Criticism
of the 1960s, in which literary texts were analysed in isolation, in essence, without
additional biographical, cultural, or historical information about the author or his or her
background. Instead, many critics seem to be employing a life and works approach.
Especially with regards to Soviet and Russian literature, an understanding of the writer as
a human being and the cultural, historical, political context in which he or she worked

would appear essential to a full understanding o f his or her work. As David Shepherd has
commented: ‘We are compelled by Soviet meta-fiction to recognise that contexts are no
less important than texts.’72 Furthermore, as a result of the patriarchal persecution and
subjugation experienced by Soviet and Russian women authors, it would be careless to
study the works of Soviet or Russian women writers without taking their particular
historical,

cultural,

and political

context into

account.73

In light

o f this

interconnectedness, the first chapter o f this study will recount the life and background of
Nina Katerli.
In proceeding with an analysis o f Katerli’s works, however, I have not abandoned
certain Formalist methods o f textual analysis, namely the Formalist theory o f the
importance o f ‘fabula’ and ‘siuzhet’ in an analysis of plot.74 Consequently, Chapters
Two, Three, Four and Six will provide a textual analysis of Katerli’s prose fiction in
terms o f plot, theme, narration, and characterisation. Chapter Five will look at the themes
and narrative style o f Katerli’s non-fiction works.
As noted above, Chapter One will discuss the most significant political and historical
events, as well as literary trends, which affected Katerli personally. The rest o f this study
will then discuss Katerli’s works roughly in chronological order.

Chapter Two will

review Katerli’s fantasy prose of the 1970s. Chapter Three will examine Nina Katerli’s
underground works— ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and ‘Chervets’ (‘The Worm’) (1990).75
Chapter Four will investigate Katerli’s realistic prose of the 1980s. Chapter Five will
analyse Katerli’s non-fiction works. Chapter Six will discuss Katerli’s recent works, in
other words, her prose fiction from the early 1990s to May 1998. Finally, the Conclusion
o f this study will draw together the various historical, literary, and ideological strands
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discussed in prior chapters in order to assess Katerli’s writing style, themes, and her place
among post-Stalinist writers, particularly post-Stalinist women writers.

An essential

aspect o f this last assessment will be an evaluation of feminist themes and sensibilities
over the course o f her career.
It has been said that change is the price o f survival. As the following pages will show,
Nina Katerli is something o f a literary chameleon. Her writing style has evolved in
response to the changing background o f the post-Stalinist literary and political
environment.

At the same time, however, certain other aspects o f her writing,

particularly characterisation and theme, have remained relatively consistent throughout
her career. In describing and rediscovering this literary chameleon, this study will not
only bring to light the life and career o f a fascinating Russian woman, but explore the
Zeitgeist of the post-Stalinist and post-Soviet periods.
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CHAPTER ONE
NINA KATERLI (1934- )
IIojiummecKaR cumyaifux MODtcem ompammbCR na
ncuxojiozuu uejioeemJ

INTRODUCTION
As stated in the Introduction, a life and works chronological approach acknowledges the
importance of analysing both text and context, namely incorporating an appreciation o f an
author’s biographical background, as well as relevant historical, political, and cultural
information into the study o f a literary text. This approach is particularly applicable with
regard to the study o f Russian and Soviet women writers, as their writing, as well as their
conceptions o f themselves as writers, have been influenced by numerous historical,
political, and cultural factors.

Nina Katerli is a fascinating individual and political

activist whose life deserves careful consideration for several reasons. A study of her life,
*

combined with an examination of her prose fiction and non-fiction writings, will add to
our knowledge o f Soviet women writers of the post-Stalin era. Moreover, Katerli is one
of very few Russian women who writes both fiction and non-fiction and is a political
activist.2 Her documentation of her experiences as an activist against Russian nationalist
and anti-Semitic organizations will enrich our understanding o f the contemporary social
and political situation in Russia. Finally, broadening our study o f Nina Katerli to include
an analysis o f her life and times until May 1998 will deepen our understanding of
Katerli’s prose fiction and non-fiction writings.

This chapter will discuss the most significant political and historical events, as well as
literary trends, which affected Katerli personally. They include principally the purges,
the Leningrad Affair, the Doctors’ Plot, the marginalisation o f Soviet Jews, and the anti
cosmopolitan campaign.

This chapter will also examine Nikita Khrushchev’s secret

speech o f 1956 and its effect on Katerli, as well as on the ‘shestidesiatniki’ (the
generation o f the 1960s). This chapter will then consider Katerli’s disillusionment with
Leonid Brezhnev, particularly following the 1966 Siniavskii-Daniel” trial, as well as the
subsequent proliferation of ‘samizdat’ (self publishing), and its influence on her writing.
I will include an analysis o f ‘perestroika’ and ‘glasnost” and their effect upon Katerli,
discussing whether she, like many o f her contemporaries, suffered from a spiritual and
artistic crisis in the aftermath o f Gorbachev’s reforms. In addition, I will examine how
these reforms encouraged Katerli to take political action, and how such action affected
her prose fiction. Finally, I will attempt to analyse how Katerli the writer has been
influenced by the fall o f the Soviet Union.
The principal sources for this chapter’s analysis will be Katerli’s own autobiographical
works.3 Like many Russian and Soviet writers, Katerli documented and recorded not
only the changes taking place in her country, but also the role these changes played in her
own development.4 Nina Katerli has written three autobiographies, two o f which have
been published. ‘Kto ia?’ (‘Who Am I?’), written in 1993, and published two years later,
is Katerli’s first autobiographical work.5 She also wrote an autobiographical essay,
entitled ‘Sovok—moi geroi i moi chitatel” (‘The Average Soviet Person—My Hero and
My Reader’) in 1993 for the ‘Women in Russia and the Former USSR’ Conference held

in Bath, England.

Katerli’s third autobiography, ‘Odin iz variantov’ (‘One o f the

Variations’) was published in 1996.
An analysis o f Katerli’s autobiographical writings will contribute to a general
understanding of autobiographies by Russian women, and in particular, o f women of the
post-Stalin period.6 According to Beth Holmgren, the interest in autobiographies by
Russian and Soviet women has risen in recent years. Holmgren comments: ‘Over the last
two decades, feminist scholars have been engaged in a massive project o f recovering and
reinterpreting the autobiographical writings of women.’7 This interest is partially a result
o f the abundance o f autobiographies and memoirs by women. As Barbara Heldt has
remarked: ‘Russia has more powerful women poets and autobiographers than women
novelists.’8 Among the earliest and most famous of these works are the memoirs of
Catherine the Great, published in France in 1850, and of Princess Dashkova, published in
London in 1858.
As will be demonstrated throughout this chapter, Katerli’s autobiographical works
provide a*detailed self-examination o f her personal development, as well as the political
and social environment and its effect upon her life.

In this respect, Katerli’s

autobiographies run contrary to the tradition, if one can speak of a tradition, of women’s
autobiographical writings.

In particular, critics have noted the Russian woman

autobiographer’s sense o f marginalisation and fragmentation.9 In this regard, Catriona
Kelly has commented that female autobiographers rarely ‘made women’s subjectivity and
psychology the centre o f analysis.’10 At the same time, however, Katerli avoids subjects
and themes in her autobiographies pertaining specifically to her understanding of herself
as a woman and the role it played in her individual and artistic development, which,
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according to Beth Holmgren, is typical o f autobiographical texts written by Russian
women. Holmgren states:

The problematic status o f female selfhood in Russian society—its
secondary value, adjunct roles, conformist virtues, conventionbound sexuality—remains, for the most part, a muted or non-issue, a
concern that many women writers sense and circumvent, but choose
not to confront.11

Also like other autobiographical texts written by women, Katerli’s autobiographies
evidence a positive and hopeful attitude.

As Barbara Heldt has commented: ‘In

autobiography, women view the significance o f their own lives, usually after most o f it
has been lived and they reshape its disappointments into gains o f experience.’12
It should be noted that the goal o f this chapter is to provide a cultural/literary, rather
than an historical analysis of Katerli’s autobiographical works. This approach requires us
to recognise that autobiography acts not only as a lens through which to observe people,
places and events, but also as a mirror reflecting the writer’s own self. This approach
also requires us to acknowledge that no lens or mirror is free from distortion. In fact,
several o f Katerli’s friends have refused to accept her autobiographies as true analyses of
her character. Boris Strugatskii, the well-known Soviet science-fiction writer and friend
of Katerli, remarked that ‘Kto ia?’ was not an accurate portrayal of Katerli, and that she
was far too critical of herself. Katerli responded by saying: ‘51 3Haio k t o a. Oh,
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Strugatskii’s and Katerli’s comments call to mind Jane Gary Harris’s broader
observation: ‘What is most important for autobiographical discourse is the perceived
evolution or attitude or the transformation o f mood that emerged through the selfreflective process, not the fictionality o f narration or lack thereof.’14 Similarly, Shari
Benstock has noted: ‘Autobiography reveals the impossibility of its own dream: what
begins on the presumption o f self-knowledge ends in the creation of a fiction that covers
over the premises o f its construction.’15 As will be discussed in later chapters, Katerli’s
narrative style, that o f the introspective and ‘self-reflective’ narrator, is perhaps very
much related to Katerli’s own contemplative and pensive personality, so apparent in her
autobiographies, which calls to mind Dorrit Cohn’s statement: ‘The vanishing point o f
the autobiographical genre is the precise starting point for interior monologue as a
fictional genre.’16
As the above quotations suggest, it is important to remember that Nina Katerli’s life
story is, above all, a story.17 In many instances, the same themes and issues that arise in
Katerli’s autobiographical works find their way into her prose fiction and non-fiction
writings. As a result, Katerli’s recounting o f her life and of the political and social
environment in which it has taken place forms as much a part of her literary canon as her
‘non-autobiographical’ works. Thus, to understand the prose and non-fiction of Nina
Katerli, it is necessary to review the political forces at play during her life, not only from
the standpoint o f their influences on her, but o f her perception of them.
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What are the themes and issues that figure prominently in Katerli’s autobiographies?
One is that o f labels and classifications. With one exception, Nina Katerli refuses to be
categorised, wishing to distance herself from the many historical and literary groups and
movements o f the post-Stalin era. The one term, however, which Katerli embraces, is
that o f ‘shestidesiatnik’. It is this identification that has most affected Katerli’s personal
and artistic development, and that features prominently in her autobiographies. Other
recurring themes in Katerli’s autobiographies include filial relationships and antiSemitism. Finally, the title of Katerli’s first autobiography, ‘Kto ia?’ (‘Who Am I?’),
expresses the search for meaning and identity that is at the heart o f both her
autobiographical writings and her personal interviews. For Katerli, this sense of self is
very much connected to her place within her political and social environment. As Sarah
Pratt has noted: ‘The Russian concept o f the self...is very often a concept of self in
relation to others, a self informed by a sense of community.’18 Thus, in these three
autobiographies, Katerli embarks upon a series of psychological journeys in which she
observes how various people and circumstances, as well as the socio-political climate o f
the Soviet Union, have played a role in her psychological and artistic development.

EARLY YEARS
Bom on 30 June 1934, Nina Semenovna Katerli spent the first twenty years of her life
living in her parents’ communal flat in Leningrad’s Petrogradskii Region, well known as
the city’s intellectual and artistic centre. Katerli’s parents were members of Leningrad’s
cultural and literary elite, and as the only child o f two established writers, Katerli enjoyed
a privileged childhood. She spent her early years attending literary conferences at the
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Union o f Writers’ Building, going to classical music concerts, visiting museums, reading
both Russian and western classics, and observing gatherings of Leningrad’s most
successful and famous writers.
Katerli, like many other Russian women autobiographers, attributes greater influence
on her childhood and development to her mother rather than to her father.19 As Susan
Stanford Friedman states: ‘The child’s ego develops as it comes to realize its difference
first from the mother and then from the eternal world in general.’20 In addition, Barbara
Heldt argues:

The mother-daughter relationship, which is often written about
extensively in Russian women’s autobiographies, has a complexity
rarely found in works o f fiction...understanding one’s mother is, for
better or worse, the preface to self-understanding in many Russian
female autobiographies.21

Nina Katerli writes extensively about her mother, Elena Iosifovna Katerli (19021958), examining her character, background, and the influence she had upon her
daughter’s life .22 A Communist Party member and prolific writer, Katerli’s mother
enjoyed such privileges as a private car, a servant, and a summer home in a prestigious
district. Katerli’s mother filled the house with her friends, co-workers, and literary circle,
and it was this atmosphere—and her mother’s values—that dominated and defined both
the home and Katerli’s childhood. Although Nina Katerli now opposes the ideological
positions held by her mother, she refuses to criticise her, speaking in her memoirs only of
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her mother’s strength and citing her mother as the role model upon which she based her
own character and morals. Katerli describes her mother as:
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Elena Katerli, the daughter of a provincial doctor, was raised in a cultured and
intellectual home, where she spoke French and played the piano. It was this privileged
lifestyle that Elena Katerli ‘abandoned’ in 1921 to work in a Leningrad cooperative.
Nina Katerli has written little of her mother’s first marriage, only remarking that it ended
in divorce, and shortly after, she married Nina Katerli’s father, Semen Farfel’. Nina
Katerli d6 es mention that her mother decided to retain her maiden name, but denies any
claims that this decision was related to Farfel’ being a Jewish surname. Rather, as Nina
Katerli states, her mother’s decision was due to the fact that she had already changed her
name once, for her first husband, and she simply wanted to retain her maiden name.
Elena Katerli began publishing her works in 1927, at the age of twenty-five, and went on
to publish several novels and over three hundred articles. In 1931, Elena Katerli became
an official member o f the Communist Party. She was the Deputy Editor-in-Chief o f the
journal Leningrad, from 1938 to 1941, and she worked at the front as a war correspondent
for the journal Na strazhe rodinv (Guarding the Motherland), from 1942 to 1945. Her
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final position was that o f Second Secretary o f the Governing Body o f the Leningrad
Section o f the Union o f Writers, from 1942 to 1955.
The period 1942-1955 was one o f the most difficult and repressive for Soviet writers.
The most significant incident occurred in 1946, when the writers Mikhail Zoshchenko
and Anna Akhmatova were expelled from the Union of Soviet Writers as examples o f the
new tough line taken by Andrei Zhdanov, Stalin’s advisor on cultural and ideological
affairs. Nina Katerli states that she is uncertain of her mother’s true political opinions,
what she thought about the situation o f the Jews, Stalin’s purges, and the
‘zhdanovshchina’, or Andrei Zhdanov’s strict cultural and ideological policies. Nina
Katerli explains, or perhaps even justifies her mother’s participation in the system and
position in the Union o f Writers by describing her mother as a ‘^opeBomoimoHHWH
poMaHTHK H3 H H T eju m reH ip m , B epH B m aa b t o , h t o

npe,zma3HaHeHHeM jiH T e p a iy p b i

aBJiaeTca o6pa30Bamie Hapo/mBix Macc.’24 Elena Katerli was an advocate of socialist
realism, which is evident in the themes o f many o f her stories.25 She died in 1958, only
two years after Nikita Khrushchev delivered his secret speech, exposing some of the truth
behind Stalin’s purges and other acts of terror, and speeding up the process o f deStalinisation. Nina Katerli claims that, due to her mother’s untimely death, the two o f
them never had the opportunity to discuss her mother’s true beliefs about these issues.
In contrast to Nina Katerli’s detailed description of her mother, she does not even
mention her father’s name in her autobiographies, and refers to him only sparingly
throughout the works. When asked in a 1994 interview why she had not written or talked
about her father, Katerli stated that they were very different people, and never understood
one another. Perhaps the largest impact her father had on her life was his identity as a
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Jew, which, it appears, Katerli’s parents did not want to pass on to their daughter.
Katerli’s father, a Jew by birth, was a committed atheist and Communist. Although
Katerli carried her father’s surname, Farfel’, she adopted her mother’s nationality, having
‘Russian’, rather than ‘Jewish’ written in the nationality section o f her passport.26 Katerli
remembers her parents telling her: ‘Tw po,ztHJiaci>

h

acHBemt

b

P occhh,

kto

ace

tm

enje?’27 Even as a young child, however, Katerli was aware o f her father’s identity, and
even more, she was aware o f blatant anti-Semitism. She remembers that once, while at a
restaurant as a child with her father, they were refused service because they were Jewish.
Moreover, Katerli claims that because of her Jewish surname, and restrictions on Jewish
entry into higher education, she was unable to study at Leningrad State University.
Nina Katerli’s parents met while working as journalists at Leningradskaia pravda.
After leaving the newspaper, Katerli’s father served as a correspondent during World War
Two, and wrote documentary prose under the pseudonym F. Samoilov, in memory of his
grandfather, Samuil, who was also a journalist.

Semen Farfel” s writing career was

drastically altered by the infamous Leningrad Affair, which occurred in 1948, after the
death o f Andrei Zhdanov, when a power struggle ensued to determine which of Stalin’s
lieutenants would succeed him.28 Charges were fabricated in order to arrest and execute
many o f Leningrad’s most prominent politicians, such as A.A. Kuznetsov, the former
Secretary o f the Communist Party in Leningrad. The Leningrad Affair also led to the
arrests and executions o f several Leningrad academics.

Executions of Leningrad’s

leading local governmental officials were carried out in July 1949. Katerli’s father was
spared, but lost his position at the Military Pedagogical Institute, most probably because
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o f his friendship with many o f the intellectuals and writers who were arrested. After
losing this job, he never quite regained the stature he had previously enjoyed.29
Most o f Katerli’s earliest memories recall the less positive aspects o f her childhood,
reflecting Pamela Chester’s view that: ‘Some women writers, debarred from many
aspects o f their culture’s discourse, created a rival tradition o f an anti-Edenic childhood
garden.’30 One o f Katerli’s earliest childhood memories is o f an event that took place in
the kitchen o f her communal flat when she was three years old. While her mother was
cooking, the young Katerli, who was cuddling her kitten Kuzia, innocently substituted the
kitten’s name for Stalin’s name in a song praising Stalin as a good Communist. She
sang: ‘H

yjiubKoio Ky3H,

c m o tp h t c

co b ctc k h h

npocTon HenoBeic!’31 Her mother, most

likely afraid o f what eavesdroppers might think or say, openly and harshly reprimanded
her child:

‘M o j i h h . ..

3Haenn>, Kaic o h
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oShuhtch,

c t b w h o ? ! 3 t o tk q

ecjra y3HaeT, h t o

tb i

neciw npo TOBapmna CrajniHa!

noeim* ee o KaKOM-TO KOTe?!’32 Katerli

felt incredibly ashamed, and immediately wrote a letter to Comrade Stalin, to beg his
forgiveness, a letter that her parents immediately destroyed.
As the above story demonstrates, Elena Katerli raised her daughter to have a strong
moral code, a sense o f duty to her country, and a firm belief in communism. However,
Katerli states that even at a young age, although most likely not on a conscious level, she
was aware o f the discrepancy between propaganda and reality. She writes that she grew
up believing:
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The fears and anxieties of the young Katerli were neither irrational nor unjustified.
Katerli’s parents, as members of Leningrad’s literary elite, had experienced the
‘zhdanovshchina’ and knew all too well how dangerous the political situation was in the
Soviet Union in the late 1930s and 1940s.34 Thus, fearing for their daughter’s safety,
Katerli’s *parents most likely taught her to believe that these ‘enemies of the people’
existed everywhere, and that in the struggle against them, it was also possible that
mistakes might be made and innocent people unjustly punished.
Two innocent people who were punished as ‘enemies o f the people’ were Nina
Katerli’s aunt and uncle. Katerli’s uncle, a high ranking military officer, was arrested in
1937, and shot soon thereafter. Following her husband’s arrest, Raia, Katerli’s aunt,
feared that she would be arrested and her three children sent to an orphanage. Katerli
recalls that a few months after her uncle’s execution, the police did in fact come to collect
Raia and her children. As the police struggled to round up the children, Irina, the eldest
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of the three children, held up a little doll to one of the policemen, and begged him to take
the doll instead o f her mother. The policeman shoved the young girl aside. Raia was
taken away and arrested for being a ‘Ch.S.I.R\ (Member of the Family of a Traitor to the
Homeland), and the children were taken to an orphanage. The nursemaid discovered
where the children were being kept and immediately informed Elena Katerli, who, after
managing to collect some money, made her way to the orphanage, bribed the officials,
and rescued the three children.
From June 1941 to May 1944, Nina Katerli, along with her mother, Raia’s children,
and other family members, lived at her grandfather’s house in Komarovo, a small town
just outside o f Leningrad. One evening during the winter o f 1942, one of the workers
from the railway station delivered a note. Elena Katerli and her sister quickly gathered up
a few things, grabbed Irina and went off to the railway station. Katerli was told later that
Raia was on a train filled with other prisoners that had stopped for just a short while in
Komarovo. Raia had thrown a note out of the window, asking to see her daughter for
possibly the last time, as the train was taking her to a prison camp and her fate was
uncertain. When the two women and Irina arrived at the station, they ran along the
platform, trying to find Raia. It was very dark, and the snowstorm made it difficult to see
anything. Finally, they heard Raia’s voice and they pushed Irina up to window to see her
mother. Raia screamed out, saying that she could not see her daughter’s face because of
the darkness. One o f the railway workers quietly went up to Irina, and put a lantern
above her head, so that she would be visible to her mother. Fortunately, this was not the
last time that Raia would see her daughter. Raia was released from prison the next year,

but was forbidden to leave the city where the prison was located and spent her remaining
years working at the prison and living just opposite it.
Several years later, Katerli experienced another unfortunate incident. In 1948, as a
schoolchild, Nina Katerli remembers coming home one day to her mother, who was
sitting naked at her dressing table, nervously smoking a cigarette. Ekaterina Boronina, a
writer and family friend, had been arrested for writing a story about an unhappy orphan
child. Katerli’s reaction to the news of Boronina’s arrest was one of a young girl wishing
to be a strong and committed Communist like her mother.

Katerli, in fact, often

reprimanded herself for not having her mother’s strong will and determination. As a
fourteen-year-old schoolgirl, Nina Katerli wrote in her diary:
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The young Katerli promptly expressed her agreement with the government’s decision to
arrest Boronina—it was not good to write such lies about society. The young zealot
along with her mother immediately set forth to bum every book Boronina had given them
in order to eliminate any trace of their contact with her. Looking back, Katerli comments
how she rationalised such acts by telling herself:
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CjiynaiOTCH ohih6 kh, ohh HeH36e>KHBi, noKa BOKpyr Hamen P o^ hhbi
KJioKoneT KanHTajracTHHecKoe OKpyaceHne, noKa nepe3 rpammy
3a6paci>roaiOT raycHBix huihohob, a BHyipn CTpaHBi ^encTByioT
AHBepcaHTBi,

roTOBBie
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coHHajmcTHHecKyio pecnySjiHKy... ‘jiec py6aT - njemcH jictht’,
npHxoAHTca HHor^a caxcaTB hcbhhobhbix, hto6 bi He ynycraTB
BparoB.36

UNIVERSITY YEARS
From a very young age, Nina Katerli had a strong desire to be a writer. As soon as she
could read and write, she was keeping a diary and writing poems. The seven-year-old
Katerli, missing her mother terribly while she was staying with her grandfather in the
countryside, wrote the following poem to her mother:

IlepBBIMH KpHKHyjIH HepHBie nTHHBI
TpycTHO CTano MHe

T o p e , KaK ir r m ja , Ha cep,zm e ca^HTCH
rpyCTHO B HyXCOH CTOpOHe

TpycTHO 6 e 3

MaMBi, 6 e 3 nanBi p o ^ H o r o
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TpycTHO 6e3

poahhli

MHe.

Tope, KaK imma, Ha cepmte yac cejio,
TpycTHO B HyJKOH CTOpOHe.37

Despite her love for writing, however, Katerli’s parents had tried to dissuade her from
pursuing a writing career as soon as she began expressing such a desire:
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Furthermore, in order to write and pursue a liberal arts degree, Katerli would have had
to study at Leningrad State University, and, as mentioned earlier, Katerli knew that
studying at the University was out of the question because her father was a Jew. She
writes:

Kor.ua a yHHJiact e m e
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yHHBepcHTeT He npHHHMaioT. n on eM y? A noTOMy. H Bee. 3HanHT
TaK H a ^ o .39

In this regard, Mark Popovsky noted in 1980:

There is no legislative basis for Soviet measures which prevent Jews
from entering universities, institutes, and even secondary schools of
languages and mathematics. It is known, however, that there are
many places o f higher learning to which Jews are not admitted at all,
particularly military and party schools and those connected with
diplomacy and foreign trade. It is also very difficult for a young
man [or woman] o f Jewish extraction to enroll in a university faculty
o f journalism, history, philosophy, or philology.40

Thus, the young Katerli never entertained any serious ideas o f becoming a writer. By the
late 1960s, when Nina Katerli decided to write, her mother had been dead for over a
decade, and she was estranged from her father. It was Katerli’s friends, colleagues, and
husband tvho supported and encouraged her decision. In fact, Nina Katerli knew that her
mother, as a writer o f Socialist Realist prose, would most likely have disapproved of her
daughter’s writing.
In 1952, Nina Katerli enrolled at the Lensovet Technical Institute. Disliking both
physics and chemistry, and being terrified o f mathematics, Katerli decided to study
chemical engineering.

Katerli’s first year at the Institute was also the year of the

infamous Doctors’ Plot, Stalin’s last great purge.41 In 1953, a number of Kremlin doctors
(most of whom were Jewish) were charged with conspiring to assassinate top Soviet
officials on instructions from the West. Following the arrest of these doctors, an anti41

Semitic fury swept the nation. Fortunately, Katerli’s father was again spared, but the
anti-Semitic campaign would have other effects on her.
Katerli recounts coming down the stairs of the Institute one afternoon, at the height of
the anti-Semitic frenzy, and overhearing students calling out the names o f the Jewish
students enrolled at the Institute and deciding their fate and future at the Institute. When
they arrived at Katerli’s name, they decided to allow her to remain at the Institute, due to
the fact that, in their eyes, she was not really Jewish, because, as mentioned earlier,
‘Russian’ was written under the nationality section on her passport. Katerli recounts that,
outraged, she marched up to the students and screamed:

SI ceiraac nee noifzty
CoBeTCKHH
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When Katerli returned home that evening, she explained the situation to her mother.
Quietly, so that no one in their communal flat could hear, Elena Katerli warned her
daughter never again to speak so boldly, saying that such statements could easily land her
in prison. For the next few days, every car, every taxi Katerli heard out the window, she
imagined to be the secret police car coming to escort her to a Siberian labour camp.
Apart from Nina Katerli’s relationship with her mother, Katerli writes and speaks very
little about her family or personal life. She does write that soon after finishing school,
42

she accepted the first marriage proposal she received, afraid that it might be the last. She
married a man named Shardianovich in 1952 and they divorced in 1957. The marriage
left her with her first child, a son. In 1959, Katerli married her second and current
husband, Mikhail Efros, a fellow student at the Institute, and soon after had her second
child, a daughter, whom she named Elena after her mother.
It is unclear exactly when Katerli began questioning her political, religious, and
ideological beliefs. A few months after the Doctors’ Plot, on 5 March 1953, Joseph
Stalin died. Katerli remembers:

ToptKO ptmana nepejj ero nopTpeTOM, yBHB paMKy nepHOH JieHTOH.
T ouH ee,

Bce-TaKH He pi»majia a ntrrajiact 3aptmaTB. Cjie3 noneM y-

t o He 6 b u io , 6 b u io ropaejiHBoe nyBCTBo npHHacTHocTH k B c j i h k o h

OSmen Ee^e.

E b u ih m b ic jth o t o m , h t o

ecjm

6 b i m o x c h o 6 b ijio

ceiroac xce oxziaTB 3a Hero 3KH3HB - oxzjana 6 b i. H o cjie3 - He
'H yB C T B o y ip a T B i -

6 b u io .

He 6 b u io . H x o r ^ a b aKTOBOM 3 a jie H a m e r o

HHCTHTyra He TpaypHOM MHTHHre a cjiB iin a jia h b h - t o pBm aH H a, a

3aB H ^0B ajia.

H CTBmnna c e 6 a 3a t o ,
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h t o H e M o ry n jia x a T B .43

Katerli’s feelings with respect to Stalin’s death are conflicting. She appears almost to be
more disconcerted by her lack o f tears than she is by the death itself. Katerli does not
comment on these conflicting feelings in her autobiographies, but perhaps they signify a
growing sense o f disquiet or discontentment with the system. However, even a year later,
when her first child was bom on the anniversary of Stalin’s death, Katerli remembers
thinking how unfortunate it was for her son to be bom on such a sad day.
expressing this sadness to her midwife, the woman said to Katerli:

‘T b o h c b ih

After

po^Hjicn b

caMLm CHacTjiHBMH fljra Hapoaa zjeHt.’44 At the time, Katerli did not agree with the
midwife.

THE KHRUSHCHEV YEARS
Following the death of Joseph Stalin, state controls over literature were relaxed to some
degree.45 What followed was the period that subsequently became known as the thaw
(ottepel’) 1953-1964, so named after the 1954 novel by Il’ia Erenburg, and a period that
was to have a great impact on the development of Katerli’s worldview and socio-political
ideas.46 The thaw was a political phenomenon that came about as authorities attempted to
preserve an equilibrium between contending conservative and liberal forces in the period
after Stalin’s death.47

Notwithstanding a liberalisation of writing and publishing,

censorship and repression were prevalent. As Alec Nove has remarked: ‘While the scene
was not wholly bleak, and repression was neither massive nor bloody, the arts did suffer a
decline.’48
This decline, as well as the repression that helped to induce it, were neither steady nor
gradual. As Ronald Hingley has noted, it may be more appropriate to think o f the 195344

64 period as ‘a series of thaws separated by intervals of re-refrigeration.’49 In this regard,
historians and political scientists have written of three distinct thaws. The first thaw
occurred in the years immediately following Stalin’s death, when such works as Vladimir
Pomerantsev’s essay ‘Ob iskrennosti v literature’ (‘On the Sincerity of Literature’) (1953)
were published. The second thaw occurred three years later, when Nikita Khrushchev
began a policy o f de-Stalinisation, culminating in the secret speech on 25 February 1956,
in which he denounced Stalin for his abuse o f power within the Party. Consistent with
Hingley’s statement regarding ‘re-refrigeration’, that same year the Soviet Union and its
satellites invaded Hungary. One year later, in May 1957, Khrushchev met with a group
o f writers, warning them to adhere to the principles of socialist realism and to remember
that they were servants o f the Party. The third and final thaw occurred in 1961, when
Khrushchev launched his official anti-Stalin policy at the Twenty-First Party Congress. It
was shortly afterwards that Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was permitted to publish his novella
Odin den’ Ivana Denisovicha (One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich) (1962) and his
story Mafrenin dvor (Matrena’s House) (1963).
The political climate of the 1950s and 1960s had an enormous impact upon Nina
Katerli.

As stated above, Katerli is a self-proclaimed ‘shestidesiatnik’.

The term,

‘shestidesiatnik ’, first used in 1960 by Stanislav Rassadin, has generated a great deal o f
controversy in the last ten to fifteen years.50 Although it is not within the scope of this
dissertation to examine fully the varying definitions o f ‘shestidesiatnik’, it is necessary to
discuss it in the context o f its significance for Nina Katerli. The literal definition o f
‘shestidesiatnik’ is ‘a person o f the 1960s’, but there is no consensus on the
characteristics o f this generation.51 In fact, ‘shestidesiatnik’ has been used to signify
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anything from a dissident, to a liberal, to a conformist. Svetlana Carsten has defined a
‘shestidesiatnik’ as ‘a man, an intellectual in his late fifties or early sixties, prominent
during the time o f Khrushchev’s reforms and emerging again during Gorbachev’s
“glasnost”’ era.’52 Hedrick Smith has referred to the members of this group as the
‘Khrushchev generation’53 and the ‘Children o f the Twentieth Party Congress’,54 while
the critic Lev Anninskii, somewhat condescendingly, refers to them as daydreamers.55
N.N. Shneidman defines ‘shestidesiatniki’ as ‘moderately liberal intellectuals who
believed in the social function and the ethical essence o f literature...they were
sympathetic to the literary dissidents but refused to join them.’ 56 In Katerli’s words,
‘shestidesiatniki’ are ‘moa h , Btipocnme npn Gramme,
H a caMOM A eJie

Bee 6 b u io

He

Tax, xax

o h h AyM ajiH, h t o

h

b

60- x roaax oco3HaBnme, h t o

Bee 6 l d i o

jio x c b io , h

3axoTeBnme

y3HaTt npaBAy.’57
The unifying characteristic of the ‘shestidesiatniki’ is their reaction to Khrushchev’s
secret speech, which included a sense o f betrayal, disillusionment, and a desire to develop
a ‘true’ understanding o f themselves and their country. As Svetlana Carsten has written:

On the whole, from the mid-1960s there began an evolution for the
‘shestidesiatniki’ who gradually came to realise, often independently
o f each other, that they had so far been participating in a kind of
mass hypnosis or collective lie as they later came to refer to
it...From then onward they started to ‘squeeze drop by drop the
slave out of themselves’.58
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Carsten’s comment is reminiscent o f Katerli’s statement:

5L B im e jia , n j e

aaray,

n o H a jia -

KaK a o u ia p aH L in e, n o flH a jia c t

KOJieH, CT3B HOpMaJIfcHBIM HeJIOBCKOM.

nojiHOCTBio

H36aBHJiaci»

AeficTBHTejiBHocTH -

ot

Ho

c

3TO He 3HaHHT, HTO a

coB eT C K oro

no^xo^a

n p ocT O H3 n p oco B eT C K o ro n ejio B eK a a

k

crana

aHTHCOBeTCKHM.59

Katerli also has written:

Pa3o6jianeHHe ‘KyjiLTa’ a npHHaaa jienco, h h

Ha ceicyim y He

ycoMHHBinHCb, h t o Bee 3Jio^eHCTBa CTajiHHa —npaBfla. O m ym em ia,
nocne,noBaBnm e
nejiOBeica,

3a

sth m ,

m o>kho

cpaBHHTt

c poag^eHHa npHBBncmero CH^en.

c

omymeHHaMH

b TeMHOTe - b t c c h o m

' anjHKe, r/je m ea corayT a, h o t h CKpioHeHti, no^6opo,aoK npnacaT k
KOJieHaM. HeaoBeK BtiSpajica H3 ammca, pacnpaBHJi 3aTeKmee Teno,
nmpOKO oTKpbui rna3a, B3^oxH yn - h t o j ib k o Tyr B nepBtie noH aa,
HacKonLKO yacacHbiM 6 h j i o er o nojioacem ie h x a x o e cn acT te -

cBo6 oAa.60

Katerli’s sense o f awakening and freedom was shared by many others from her
generation. The dissident Liudmila Alekseeva has written:
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Young men and women began to lose their fear o f sharing views,
knowledge, belief, questions. Every night we gathered in cramped
apartments to recite poetry, read ‘unofficial’ prose, and swap stories
that, taken together, yielded a realistic picture of what was going on
in our country. That was the time o f our awakening...to us the thaw
was the time to search for an alternative system of beliefs. Our new
beliefs would truly be ours; having gone through Stalinism once, we
could not stand for another ‘progressive’ doctrine being imposed on
us from above.61

In addition, the acute western critic, Max Hayward, has noted o f Andrei Siniavskii:

The process set off by Stalin’s death, and the revelations about him
at the Twentieth Party Congress in 1956 had affected most
' intellectuals o f Siniavsky’s generation in much the same way:
disillusionment, not to say disaffection, was all but universal.62

In addition, it is significant to note that the effect of Khrushchev’s secret speech and
the further revelations o f the early 1960s specifically on the lives of women and women
intellectuals and writers has not received much critical attention. This raises the question
of whether the ‘shestidesiatniki’ are a generation solely of male writers with male
concerns. In fact, except for Bella Akhmadulina and Irina Rodnianskaia, there are very
few women who have been classified as ‘shestidesiatniki’.
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As Stephen Lovell and

Rosalind Marsh have remarked: ‘It has not been generally acknowledged that
Khrushchev’s revelations at the Twentieth Congress had a considerable impact on women
writers as well as the men in [this] generation.’63 Even Katerli, when asked to name any
well-known female ‘shestidesiatniki’, was unable to do so .64
Although all o f the ‘shestidesiatniki’ were have been affected by the secret speech,
their reactions varied, and it is this diversity which makes it difficult to establish a single
definition for this generation.’65 Many ‘shestidesiatniki’ became dissidents.

These

include: Joseph Brodskii, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Lidiia Chukovskaia, Georgii
Vladimov, Vladimir Voinovich, and Natal’ia Gorbanevskaia, to name a few.

Roy

Medvedev has defined a dissident as

someone who disagrees in some measure with the ideological,
political, economic or moral foundation that every society rests
on...but he does more than simply agree and speak differently; he
’openly proclaims his dissent and demonstrates it in one way or
another to his compatriots and the state.66

Ronald Hingley, in contrast, has a less radical and more passive image of the Soviet
dissident. He writes: ‘Few dissidents have been out-an-out revolutionaries anxious to
overthrow the Soviet system. Rather they have sought to reform it from within, and
largely by an insistence on legality.67 This definition is similar to Katerli’s: ‘/friccimeHT
- 3 to HejiOBex, KOToptm KaKHM-jin6o o6pa30M npojrajiHji aKTHBHocn», HanpaBJieHHyio
npoTHB peaoiM a.’68

According to Medvedev’s definition, Katerli would not be a
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dissident, but according to Hingley’s definition and as well as her own, she could be
classified as a dissident. As will be discussed later in the chapter, Katerli states that she
was questioned numerous times by the KGB after publishing Treugol’nik Barsukova’
(‘The Barsukov Triangle’) in the United States in 1981 and ‘Chervets’ (‘The Worm’) in
‘samizdat’ in 1982. She considers her artistic independence to have been a defiant stand
against the System.
This apparent inaction or lack o f radical dissident action on the part o f the
‘shestidesiatniki’ has generated a great deal of criticism regarding their importance or
significance to Soviet and Russian history, literature, and culture. Most iconoclastic
younger Russian critics, such as Viktor Erofeev, claim that since the ‘shestidesiatniki’
were able to publish their works in the Soviet Union, they were part o f the system that
oppressed, tortured, and arrested dissidents—those with enough courage to speak out and
challenge the Party and government. Milan Kundera expressed a similar sentiment in his
novel The Unbearable Lightness of Being: ‘Whether they knew or didn’t know is not the
main issue; the main issue is whether a man is innocent because he didn’t know. Is a fool
on the throne relieved o f all responsibility merely because he is a fool?’69 As Svetlana
Carsten has noted:

The younger critics applied such labels [to the ‘shestidesiatniki’] as
‘liberal dissidents’ and ‘Leninist romantics’ or ‘proponents o f pure
Marxism’ because too often the term ‘shestidesiatniki’ evoked in the
1980s the image of someone who stood close to politics and came

once again, as back in the 1960s, to advocate a Leninist version o f
socialism .70

The writer and critic Aleksandr Terekhov echoes this sentiment, stating that following the
reforms o f ‘perestroika’, the ‘shestidesiatniki’ reappeared to claim their role in society as
the spiritual leaders o f the nation, similar to their behaviour following the Twentieth
Party Congress.71
The ‘shestidesiatniki’ have also been criticised for continuing the literary traditions of
socialist realism, insofar as their stories generally have an explicit moral or message.
This calls to mind an observation made by Max Hayward, who noted in 1964:

Most o f Soviet literature in both Stalin’s time and after him would
be meaningless purely in terms of aesthetic or general literary value,
which has traditionally been secondary to the extra-literary functions
'which Soviet writers have had imposed on them or which they
impose on themselves.72

T h e w riter V arlam S h alam ov, fam ou s as a ch ron icler o f th e w orst cam p s in S talin ’s tim e ,
e c h o e s th e a sse ssm e n t o f m an y critics o f th is didactic sty le o f w riting: ‘E c tb Kaxaa-TO
rjiyiooHaHinaa nenpaB ^a

b

tom . H to HejiOBenecxoe cTpa^am ie CTaHOBHTca npe^vieTOM

HcxyccTBa. H to aom aa KpOBt. M yna. Eojib BMCTynaiOT b BH^e xapTHHLi. craxoTBO pem ia,
poMaHa. 3 t o B cer^a <|>ajn>im>, Bcer^a. H n xaxon PeMapx He nepe^acT 6om> h rop e bohhbi.
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Xyace

B c e r o t o , h t o pjix x y q o m iH K a 3aim ca n >

-

3 t o 3HauHT OT^enaTBca o t 6 o jih ,

o c jia 6 im > 6 o j i t - c b o k ) B H y ip n , 6ojib . H s t o Toace n n o x o ,’73

However, it may be impossible to expect the ‘shestidesiatniki’, who were trained as
writers in a system that strictly enforced the didacticism of socialist realism, suddenly to
eliminate utopian or sermonic elements from their writing.

As Nadya Peterson has

remarked specifically o f elements of socialist realism in contemporary Russian literature:
‘It is premature... to proclaim that the traditional ways of Russian literature in the Soviet
period are no longer operative; in order for that to happen a new generation o f writers
untainted by the Soviet experience would have to appear.’74 Similarly, it is unfair to
expect those bom and raised under the terror o f the Soviet regime not to be influenced by
an environment characterised by terror, persecutions, and fear.

It may be equally

impossible then to expect the ‘shestidesiatniki’ to eliminate all elements of socialist
realism and a sense o f didacticism from their writing. Perhaps the ‘shestidesiatniki’
deserve more sympathy and understanding than the young critics give them. As Max
Hayward has commented:

The majority of Soviet writers have acquitted themselves with
honour in a situation which required more courage, patience,
intelligence, and fortitude than could ever be imagined by people
who live in more fortunate circumstances. One day it will perhaps
be shown that not only in Russia, but the whole world is indebted to
Soviet literature for keeping alive, in unimaginable conditions, that
indefinable sense of freedom which is common to all men.’75
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After finishing her studies, Katerli performed scientific experiments and research at a
secret scientific institute. Due to the top-secret nature of this work, and the fact that
Katerli’s father was Jewish, she had difficulty obtaining the position. As Mark Popovsky
has noted o f Jews in the Soviet science industry: ‘As a Jew, he [or she], will find it hard
to get a job at a research institute, even as a laboratory assistant.’76 Katerli’s husband
phoned a friend and asked him to ignore the fact that Katerli’s father was Jewish, and she
got the job. Katerli has describes those years as ordinary and simple. Although she was a
model worker and often had her portrait on the wall as ‘Worker o f the Month’, she was
quite dissatisfied with her job. She knew that she was not meant to be an engineer.

PafioTy xHMHKa a crapajiacb bbiiiojiilhtl aofipocoBecTHO, CHHTaa,
h to 6tm> njioxHM pafioTHHKOM CTbmHo. Ho, Eoace, kuk oto 6bijio
tockjihbo

h

HemrrepecHo!

TexHHHecKHe

cnocofiHOCTH

* OTcyTCTBOBajra y Mena aficojnorao, a 3Hajia, hto onffl6jiaci» b
Bbifiope npotJeccHH, h to a HHKyztf>nnm>iH HHaceHep.77

She became so unhappy with her job at one point that she decided to pursue a doctoral
degree, but she quickly gave up the idea. Notwithstanding Katerli’s dissatisfaction with
her job, her career as a chemical engineer did influence her writing in significant ways. It
enriched her understanding of the average Soviets (‘sovki’) who would eventually
become the heroes and heroines o f her prose.
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BREZHNEV YEARS
Leonid Brezhnev rose to power in October 1964, and Khrushchev’s thaw was replaced by
a period that became known as stagnation (‘zastoi’)—a term denoting the unyielding
conservatism o f the protracted Brezhnev period.78 The years 1964 to 1966 were relatively
calm as Brezhnev was consolidating his power; but by 1966, Brezhnev had begun a
tightening o f governmental controls and a strengthening of censorship that formed part o f
a plan o f ‘discreetly rehabilitating the great dictator [Stalin].’79 It was during this period,
that, as Carl Proffer has remarked, liberal reforms were replaced with a ‘neo-Stalinist
isolationist position’.80 In pursuing his aims, Brezhnev primarily relied upon Mikhail
Suslov, Chief Party Ideologue, and Iurii Andropov, Chairman of the KGB. As Stephen
Cohen states:

By the end o f the 1960s, Stalin had been restored as an admirable
leader.

Serious criticism o f his wartime leadership and of

*collectivisation was banned, rehabilitations were ended and some
even undone, and intimations that there ever had been a real terror
grew scant. People who criticized the Stalinist past...could now be
prosecuted.81

Brezhnev himself did not have much interest in literature, but the literary freedom that
intellectuals had experienced during the thaw had given rise to widespread dissident
activity, and he felt compelled to crack down on this rebellion.82 A clear example of
Brezhnev’s conservative policies was the trial of Andrei Siniavskii and Iulii Daniel’ in
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February 1966, in which both writers were convicted of having published works abroad
and were sentenced to seven and five years imprisonment, respectively. Siniavskii and
Daniel’ were among many writers and intellectuals who were persecuted in the late 1960s
and 1970s. In 1969, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was expelled from the Writers’ Union. One
year later, Aleksandr Tvardovskii lost control o f N ow i mir. which was, at that time, the
last vehicle for liberal expression and dissent in the Soviet Union.

In 1974, Andrei

Sakharov won the Nobel Peace Prize, but was refused an exit visa to receive the award.
Whereas, in the early 1960s, writers such as Evgenii Evtushenko, Andrei Voznesenskii,
Vladimir Vysotskii, and Bulat Okudzhava had been able to publish their works in the
Soviet Union, by the 1970s and 1980s, they could only publish abroad. These and other
repressive policies compelled many writers and intellectuals to emigrate. In 1972, Joseph
Brodskii emigrated; in 1974, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was exiled abroad and Viktor
Nekrasov emigrated, and in 1980, Vladimir Voinovich was forced to emigrate. Katerli
herself did not wish to emigrate, a theme, as will be discussed throughout the study, that
figures prbminently in her prose fiction.
By the mid 1960s, Katerli writes, she had lost her faith in and fear of the government,
the Party and the KGB, and had already formed her own independent beliefs:

Toraa a yxee 3Hajia - c xeM a. H n poraB x o r o - 3Hajia Toxce.
3n(J)opHa xpymeBCKOH o rren ejin

Kommjiacb, 6 l u i o

xcho,

h to

TOTajmTapH3M HHKyzja He y n ien BMecTe c o C ram m uM . OrajniH
yMep, h o a ejio ero x c h b c t . . . T e n e p t a rop /jo H H T an a 3anpem,eHHBie

k h h th . . .npe)K^e

ueM rnaBHtiM ju w Mena cTann He imeojiorHHecKHe,

a HopMajiLHBie, HejiOBenecKH hchhocth .83

Katerli also began reading ‘samizdat* and ‘tamizdat’ (published abroad) manuscripts.84
Stephen Cohen has remarked that ‘samizdat’ ‘sprang up to express the uncensored views
not only o f political dissidents but o f a larger segment of the Soviet intelligentsia that had
been emboldened, after Stalin’s long reign of terror, by Khrushchev’s reforms o f 19531964, and then frustrated by the conservatism o f Khrushchev’s successors.’85 It was
actually at her workplace, pretending that she was reading top-secret materials, that
Katerli read Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Arkhipelag (The Gulag Archipelago) (19735) and Lidiia Chukovskaia’s Protsess iskliucheniia (The Process o f Expulsion) (1979), as
well as works by Andrei Siniavskii, Boris Pasternak, Osip Mandel’shtam, Anna
Akhmatova, and Mikhail Zoshchenko.

THE WRITER EMERGES
Katerli became increasingly dissatisfied with her career. In the late 1960s, she began
writing, mostly out o f a need for self-affirmation and self-expression: ‘IlycTB a njioxoii
HHxeeHep, 3aTO a yMeio cornuam*.’86 She began by writing ‘parables’, as she calls them,
in the 1960s, and informed only her closest family members and friends o f her decision to
write. Neither of her parents could share in this decision. Katerli’s mother had been dead
for over a decade, and her father had moved away. When asked in a 1994 interview why
she waited until the late 1960s to begin writing, Katerli stated that it was not until she had
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been released from the ‘chains o f slavery’ that writing became possible. She has also
commented:

M H e 6 b d io yac e 3a TpH/maTB, h j

HaHHHajia B3pocjieTB

fly m o n .

J\o

o t npH po^ti HH$aHTHjn»Haa,

T oro

a

a o u ia

b

ochobhom

3MOijHflMH, TenepB npHHajiacB pa3MBnnjiaTB, OTKptreaa AJia c e 6 a
o6meH3BeCTHBie

HCTHHBI...

MHe XOTeJIOCB rOBOpHTB

O CBOHX

o tk p b ith h x , h o npOH3HeceHHBie BCJiyx o h h 3B yqajm 6aHajiBHO, h
Tor,zta a H anajia nncaTB npHTHH, r a e jn o b a a m bicjib MoaceT 6 b itb
n p en o ^ H eceH a Tax, h t o He BBiraaztHT CKyHHBiM M opajm30BaHHeM.87

Because Katerli’s stories departed from socialist realism, she initially found it difficult
to publish her works. She showed some of her stories to Dmitrii Khrenkov, an editor and
family friend. His response was:

H y 3aneM T e6e 3 t o ?

Y

t e6 a ace ecTB xop om aa cneunajiBHOCTB, t b i

HHaceHep! A ...3 T O ... H y , MoaceT 6 b i t b , h m h jio . J J jw Toro, h t o 6 b i
noHHTaTB BCJiyx flOMa... h noneM y o t o nHcarejiBCKHe A era b c h h o
H opoB ar... HeT, neHaraTB s t o HejiB3a.

H He 6yzjy. Meacay npoHHM,

pazm T e6a!88

Nevertheless, Katerli was undeterred and she was determined to write despite the
warnings o f Khrenov. However, another friend and fellow writer, David Dar, had a
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different reaction to Katerli’s writing, encouraging her to continue writing. Dar told
Katerli: ‘IleuaTaTt Bac, yuTHTe, He Gyjjyr. H He H aao. H cjiaBa Bory. Tex, kto

npHjrauHo

HHHieT, He neuaTaioT. n o KpafiHeii M epe, 3,zteci>.’89

Katerli claims to have been influenced by a number o f authors, western and Russian:
William Faulkner, John Cheever, Graham Greene, Lev Tolstoi, Fedor Dostoevskii,
Marina Tsvetaeva, Boris Pasternak, Anna Akhmatova, Iakov Gordin, Bulat Okudzhava,
and Daniil Granin. This influence, however, Katerli claims, has been on her life and
personality, rather than on her writing style. Katerli states that the greatest influence on
her writing has come from the writer Veniamin Kaverin.

Kaverin, who had been a

member o f the Serapion Brotherhood, an independent literary grouping of the 1920s,
believed in preserving a writer’s creative freedom and individuality.

Katerli has

commented: ‘M ohm jnrrepaTypHLiM ymrrejieM 6 bui BemiaMHH KapejmH. M bi
flpyxoum,

h

ero MopajitHaa no3Hinm

b

c hhm

OTHomeHHH jnrrepaTypH Bcer^a aBJixeTCH zuih

MeHa npHMepoM.’90 It was Kaverin’s insistence that literature be treated as a profession,
rather than a hobby, that Katerli admired.

Taking Kaverin’s words to heart and

encouraged by her husband, Katerli left her job in 1976 to pursue a full-time writing
career. Katerli recounts that many o f her friends applauded her decision, but feared that
she would be unable to support herself, but by this point in time she was devoted to her
writing and, she claims, was unswayed by material concerns.
During the 1970s, Katerli renewed her commitment to Christianity, which, she states,
has had the greatest influence on both her life and writing.91 In 1973, Katerli decided to
be baptised. As a child, her mother, Elena Katerli had also been baptised in the Russian
Orthodox Church, and in a certain sense, Katerli felt that she was continuing the family
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tradition.

After her b aptism , K aterli d id

n ot b eg in attending church regularly, but life , sh e

states, w a s m u ch ea sier for her. S he w rites:

‘Tenept yxce

HHKaKaa n ^ e o jio n w He Moraa

6 h c6 h t b MeHH c Tojncy, HHKaKaa bjiuctb He cyMejia 6 m 3acTaBHTt OTCTynHTt ot b c h h h x

xpncTHaHCKHx 3anoBe,zteH.’92

ANDROPOV/CHERNENKO PERIOD
In 1981, Brezhnev became ill, and that same year Iurii Andropov replaced Mikhail
Suslov as Chief Ideologue, quickly establishing himself as the most influential member
of the Politburo.

One year later, in November 1982, Brezhnev died, and Andropov

succeeded him as General Secretary o f the Communist Party. However, a change in
leadership brought no change in the government’s cultural policies. Thus, the years of
Iurii Andropov and his successor Konstantin Chernenko were dominated by a
conservative approach to literature. Andropov imprisoned outspoken dissidents, sent
them to psychiatric hospitals or forced them to emigrate. Criminal penalties were even
established for reading dissident works.
Although Katerli began publishing regularly in 1976, she rose to prominence only in
1981 with the publication of her first collection of stories, Okno (The Window), which
received positive reviews. It was also in 1981 that Katerli published her two underground
works: ‘Treugol’nik Barsikova’ and ‘Chervets’, and that she decided to join the Union of
Writers. The Writers’ Union, as Geoffrey Hosking has noted: ‘[was] part of the writer’s
bloodstream and acceptance of the doctrine o f socialist realism was not only a matter of
security and a quiet life. It also offered certain definite, if meretricious, spiritual rewards
of its own.. .The writer felt himself part of a society, a useful person.’93
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Due to the positive reception o f her first book, Okno. Katerli believed that she would
definitely be accepted into the Union, her only defect being the fact that her father was
Jewish. Katerli was a bit sceptical at first about joining the Union, but she believed that
membership in the Union
C H H T anca t o j i b k o HJieH

‘/ja B a jio

c o u n a jiL H M H

craryc -

HacTOJHUHM

n n c a T e jie M

Coio3a.’94 Kaverin urged her to join, and wrote a letter of

recommendation on her behalf. The process was long and arduous: the Union scrutinised
every aspect of her life and literary career, attempting to ascertain a great deal of
information—what her true thoughts about the government were, who her friends were,
how and what she wrote, and her family background. Katerli was first scrutinised by the
Leningrad Section o f the Union of Writers and then by the National Board in Moscow.
During the summer o f 1981, while Katerli awaited the decision from the Union o f
Writers, her story ‘TreugoFnik Barsikova’ appeared in the American literary journal
Glaeol. published by Ardis Publications. Katerli had no foreknowledge o f the story’s
publication. She found out in July o f 1981, listening by chance to a ‘Voice o f America’
broadcast:

Through the fuzz and static, Katerli heard an excerpt from ‘Treugol’nik

Barsikova’ being read. At that moment, Katerli realised that her life would never be the
same. Friendships with certain official people would cease, and she could bid farewell to
any hope o f joining the Union of Writers.
The next morning, Katerli received a telephone call from the Union, advising her to go
to the KGB office and state that the Ardis publication of her story had been against her
wishes. She then received a telephone call from Kira Kulikova, an author who had just
written an as yet unpublished article from the Leningrad journal Zvezda praising Katerli’s
book Okno. Kulikova informed Katerli that after the ‘Voice of America’ broadcast, three

people with printed copies o f the broadcast had come to warn her that a positive review o f
a book by an anti-Soviet writer would compromise the reputation of Zvezda. Kulikova’s
article on Katerli was never printed.
Katerli received other telephone calls from friends and family, congratulating her. The
KGB itself phoned and requested that Katerli immediately go to its Leningrad
headquarters for questioning, but she refused. The Union of Writers phoned again and
said that she was officially invited to meet with the leadership o f the Leningrad Writers’
Union. The leadership suggested that she write a letter of protest to the newspaper,
Literatumaia gazeta. stating that the publication of ‘Treugol’nik Barsikova’ in America
had been against her will. She refused, and was denied admission to the Union. After
this incident, Katerli could not publish anywhere in Leningrad. Despite these obstacles,
Katerli was undeterred, and with a sense o f inner freedom, continued to write. Her story,
‘Chervets’, for example, was circulated in ‘samizdat’ in 1981.
An incident that figures prominently in ‘Kto ia?’ occurred one year later, in the
summer o’f 1982. Katerli recounts that she received another telephone call from the KGB,
requesting that she meet one of its officers. Believing the caller to be a friend and the call
itself a practical joke, Katerli agreed to meet in the park just near her Leningrad home.
Katerli remarks that when she realised that the officer was not a friend, and that the
meeting was not a joke, she was not frightened, only curious. The officer questioned
Katerli first about her story ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’. She quickly realised that he had
not wanted to meet with her to discuss this story but rather her ‘samizdat’ story—
‘Chervets’. Somehow the manuscript had been given to a woman named Inga, and had
fallen into the hands o f the KGB. The officer asked Katerli if she knew this woman.

Katerli was aware o f who the woman was, but had no idea that she had obtained a copy of
the manuscript. One o f Katerli’s friends must have carelessly given the manuscript to
Inga Not wanting to implicate her friends, or to appear absent-minded, Katerli lied and
said that she had herself given the manuscript to Inga.
The officer then referred to the story as ‘klubnichka’, a Russian slang word usually
denoting pornographic material. Katerli could not understand what the officer meant.
The story was about a science research laboratory; there was nothing pornographic in the
work. What the officer had meant was that both the work and Katerli were anti-Soviet,
and he threatened Katerli with a court trial to determine whether she was anti-Soviet or
not. He then softened his approach, saying that the KGB only wanted to help guide
writers in the right direction, lest they unknowingly go down a path that could lead to
imprisonment.
Katerli writes that she was not afraid. She believed that he was bluffing, trying to
break her spirit. When the agent saw that his tactics were not working, he tried flattery,
stating that the KGB recognised her talent, as did the entire world. When that did not
work, he said that o f course the Union o f Writers would want nothing to do with her, if
they discovered that the KGB was interested in her. She told him that she would inform
the Union herself about their meeting. He could see that he was getting nowhere with
her, and finally asked, out o f curiosity, how she felt when she learned that the KGB was
interested in her. ‘jno6 om>rrcTBo’ was her answer.95 He looked disappointed, and Katerli
asked if he had wanted her to say that she had been afraid. He answered: ‘Hy... a Kaic ace
Torzja paSoTaTL, ecjm
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battle.
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She writes that she was the victor in this

Katerli’s retelling o f this incident, with its use of terms like ‘victor’ and ‘battle’, is
highly dramatic. Whatever embellishment there may have been, it is a fact that following
this informal meeting with the KGB, Katerli was unable to publish. She was not given
any angry or harsh responses; her submissions were simply set aside. Finally, at the end
o f 1983, Kaverin wrote a letter to the Secretariat o f the Union o f Writers, requesting them
to reconsider her application, and she was accepted.

THE GORBACHEV AND YELTSIN YEARS
The biggest change in Katerli’s personal career was precipitated by events on the national
level. Mikhail Gorbachev rose to power in 1985, and realised that, in order to achieve his
goals, he would need the assistance o f writers and other intellectuals.97 The first stage o f
‘glasnost” took place in the years 1984-1987, when Aleksandr Yakovlev, Gorbachev’s
ideological advisor, initiated the publication of works by several previously banned and
controversial authors, such as Andrei Bitov, Iurii Trifonov, Vasilii Shukshin, Viktor
A stafev,’Vladimir Makanin, Anatolii Pristavkin, Franz Kafka and George Orwell. Soon
works appeared by deceased Russian writers who had written in the period o f Russian
Modernism in the 1920s. These writers included Anna Akhmatova, Nikolai Gumilev,
Osip Mandel’shtam, Evgenii Zamiatin, Boris Pasternak, Boris Pil’niak, and Andrei
Platonov.

In addition, works appeared that had been written by contemporary and

recently deceased writers, who were known to have experienced various kinds o f
censorship, such as Lidiia Chukovskaia, Iulii Daniel’, Vladimir Dudintsev, Vasilii
Grossman, Fazil Iskander, Vladimir Voinovich, Andrei Siniavskii, Vladimir Maksimov,
and Vasilii Aksenov.
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In the mid- to-late 1980s, Katerli became more involved in the political sphere. Like
many o f her generation, she embraced the newly found freedom offered by the Gorbachev
reforms o f ‘perestroika’ and ‘glasnost” . She attended meetings o f ‘Klub perestroiki’
(‘The “Perestroika” Club’), and participated in the political process, from which she and
her contemporaries had been excluded for their entire lives. Katerli writes: ‘M h Bceraa b
to h

huh
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noxBHJiact BocxHTHTejiLHaa B03MOXCHOCTB rpoMKO roBopHTL npaB^y...’98

In 1989,

Gorbachev created a two-tiered parliament o f the Congress o f People’s Deputies, and
Katerli was nominated as a candidate for the lower house. She states that she had only
agreed to run because she was promised that she would not make it to the final round.
Although the democrats were behind her, the local Party committee politely requested
that she not run, wishing for another person to run—ostensibly a local dairy-maid.
Katerli refused. Ironically, neither she nor the dairy-maid received enough votes to be
elected.
After 'Katerli’s brief experience in the political arena, she decided to become
politically involved in other ways, namely by writing political articles. One of these
articles resulted in a very long and arduous court trial.

In 1988, the journal

Leningradskaia pravda asked Katerli to write an article about the nationalist group
‘Pamiat” (Memory). She was not very interested in writing the article, but her husband
encouraged her.

On 9 October 1988, Katerli published the article ‘Doroga k

pamiatnikam’ (‘The Road to Monuments’), in which she accused Aleksandr
Romanenko’s book, O klassovoi sushchnosti sionizma (About the Class Essence of
Zionism), published in 1987, o f containing Nazi ideology." Romanenko immediately

filed suit for libel, and thus began a two-year-long court trial, which ended with
Romanenko dropping the charges. There were nasty proceedings that at times became
dangerous for Katerli.

She received threatening letters and telephone calls and had

obscenities and threats shouted at her in public. She relates that she even considered
emigrating. She ultimately decided that she could never leave her homeland as it would
kill her spiritually to leave her country and her people.
During the course o f the trial, experts were called in to define ‘anti-Semitic’ and ‘Nazi
ideology’. After they supported Katerli’s use o f such terms in reference to the ideological
nature o f Romanenko’s books, he had no hope of winning his case, and withdrew his
accusations. The next year, Katerli wrote a 333-page book Isk (The Suit), in which she
elaborated upon her anti-fascist and anti-Nazi views and detailed the entire trial process.
Subsequent to the trial, Katerli has had no further contact or problems with
Romanenko.100
Although the most celebrated political event o f Katerli’s life revolves around antiSemitism', she ascribes her convictions to general, humanistic sentiments, advocating
individual freedom regardless o f race, gender, religion, or belief. Katerli contends in ‘Kto
ia?’, for example, that she fights against anti-Semitism ‘He

kqk

eBpefiica, a xax pyccxaa,

BMCTynaiomaH b 3anjnTy npaB eBpeeB h He t o jil k o , mo6bix raoaen,
HejiOBeuecKHe npaBa nonnpaioTca, m»e HaimoHajibHoe

hlh

aoctohhctbo

rpaxczjaHCKHe h
ymiHToxceHO.’101

She equates xenophobia with spiritual sickness, and opposes all political groups that
advocate such ideals.

For Katerli, this sickness has taken the form o f fascism and

nationalism in contemporary Russia, and she writes political articles in order to warn her
fellow citizens o f these dangerous ideologies. She has commented:
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C y m e c T B y e r c to j ib k o b h ^ o b <j>amH3Ma, h t o mbi ro KOHija He 3HaeM
— h to

e c n » <j>amH3M. C erozura m ozm AyMaioT to jib k o o c b o h x

HacynjHBix n p o fin eM a x , o to m , n e r o o h h x o t h t . O h h c o b cc m 3a6bniH
o B o iffle [BTO paa M n p o B a n B o iiH a ] h THTJiepe.102

In addition, in 1993, Katerli, along with several other political activists, began publishing
an anti-fascist magazine called Bar’er (Challenged, but due to lack o f funds, they have
ceased publication.
From 1988 to 1993, Katerli occupied herself mostly with political activity and
political writings, and almost abandoned her fiction writing.103 The political situation was
in a state o f chaos and turmoil, and she states that she could not sit and passively watch
the constant turn o f events. Her only hope was that she could return to prose fiction
writing when the situation in Russia became more stable. In 1993, believing that the
political Situation had sufficiently stabilised, Katerli once more began regularly writing
and publishing prose.

In a 1995 interview, she stated that she never again wanted

completely to abandon prose writing.
Prior to ‘perestroika’, the greatest obstacle faced by Soviet writers was the censorship
exercised through the government organ Glavlit. In the late 1980s, however, the State
lost control o f literature and literary organisations. The elimination of state censorship
and the establishment o f a new era of literary pluralism were made official through the
Law on the Press, o f August 1990, which granted all journals the right to register as
independent organs. It was hardly surprising in this new atmosphere that many literary
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journals chose instantly to reject the patronage o f official writers and other related
organisations, whose chief aim had been to defend mediocre writers against change.
However, the ramifications o f the journals’ opting out from the long established
bureaucratic system were complex to say the least. The most unpleasant and destructive
battle was fought between Vladimir Karpov, the First Secretary o f the USSR Writers’
Union and Fedor Burlatskii, the Chief Editor of Literatumaia gazeta. over the right of
ownership and control o f the paper.
The thick monthly journals, such as N o w i mir. Znamia. and Druzhba narodov. which
had enjoyed an increase in print-run immediately after the rise of Gorbachev, began to
experience financial problems. Without state support, these journals could not afford
paper, and the malfunctioning postal system impeded delivery. The dilemma concerning
the thick monthly journals presented significant difficulties for the future o f Soviet and
Russian literature, as well as for the future o f intellectual debate and discourse, as the
journals had historically provided a means for literary and socio-political expression,
unless, of course, the government disapproved. As Ytsak Brudny states:

In Russia and the Soviet Union the ‘thick journals’ were and are (a)
well-recognized means o f shaping public opinion, (b) accepted
arenas o f permitted socio-political debate, and (c) important
institutional bases o f informal groups of politically like-minded
members o f the intellectual elite, usually headed by its leading
representative.104

67

Alec Nove has also noted:

Periodicals are...vitally important as organs o f opinion, expressing
(whenever it is allowed) the ideas of various intellectual stratae.
Also, it has been the case for many decades that they have devoted
space to challenging ideas on history, economics, the village,
sociology, and politics, which did not find a welcome in the
specialist professional journals.105

New journals such as Aprel’ (April). Vest* (News), and Zerkala (Mirrors) sprang up in
order to fill the void created by the decline of the older journals. This in turn encouraged
the creation o f a parallel press in the form o f such journals as Chasv (Clock). Predlog
(Pretext). ‘Glasnost” . and Referendum.106 Subject to the demands o f a market economy,
writers had to be sensitive to the tastes and interests of a mass, rather than an intellectual,
readership. These tastes and interests often ran to non-‘literary’ subject matter that had
previously been banned: pornography, astrology, and detective fiction.
As a result of the numerous political and cultural changes, several Russian authors
discovered that their new freedom limited, rather than liberated, their creativity. Viktor
Erofeev writes: ‘At the end o f the 1980s... Soviet literature...met with a violent death.’107
Similarly, Rosalind Marsh has noted: ‘Writers and critics began to imply that ‘glasnost”
had not helped Soviet literature, but, paradoxically had helped to destroy it.’108 Faced
with such problems, many writers, such as Tat’iana Tolstaia experienced a crisis of
creativity, and found themselves unable to write. Katerli, however, has apparently not
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experienced such a crisis. Without completely transforming her writing style, she has, as
will be discussed further in Chapter Six, somewhat adapted her contemporary prose
fiction by incorporating such current subject matters and themes as AIDS and foreign
travel.
Another problem faced by writers was increased dissension within literary
organisations. Many liberal writers grew restless with the Union’s refusal to change. In
1988, the Union still regarded socialist realism as an integral component of Soviet literary
theory. Frustrated, in March 1989, a group of writers, including Ales’ Adamovich, Bulat
Okudzhava, Anatolii Rybakov, Vladimir Dudintsev, and Anatolii Pristavkin, formed
‘Aprel” , a pro-‘perestroika’ writers’ organisation.109 The same year, the Federation of
Women Writers was created as a separate division within the USSR Writers’ Union, a
division which Katerli herself did not join. The Leningrad branch of the Writers’ Union
finally split up at the end o f 1989, when a tiny minority of extreme reactionaries left the
Union in disgust, claiming that the branch had been overrun by Jews. In reaction to the
politicisation o f literature, in June 1990, a group o f writers established an apolitical
association o f writers that included such authors as Viktor Astafev, Viktoriia Tokareva,
and Anatolii Kim. By December 1991, there were two national writers’ unions, and three
local unions each for St. Petersburg and Moscow. After the formal dissolution of the
USSR in December 1991, yet another organisation was formed. The founding conference
of the new Commonwealth o f Writers’ Unions was held on 10-11 January 1992.110
By the end of 1991, the Soviet Union was gone, Boris Yeltsin was in power, and the
writers’ community was completely fragmented.

Russian literature had become an

eclectic mix o f alternative prose, coarse prose, and New Women’s Prose, to name a few
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of the numerous literary styles and movements.111 Robert Porter has defined Russian
literature o f the 1990s as ‘literary pluralism—a juxtaposition not just o f genres and
philosophies, but o f high-, middle-, low-brow, not to say, trashy literature.’112 Although,
as stated above, Katerli incorporates some contemporary subject matter into her current
prose, she has, as will be discussed in Chapter Six, stayed away from ‘popular’ graphic
themes, such as violence, and murder. Katerli’s themes and preoccupations remain the
same throughout her various writing periods—namely the ‘sovok’ and his or her various
concerns.

CONCLUSION
An overview of Nina Katerli’s life presents in miniature a sweep o f much of Soviet
history.

On the intellectual front, there is movement from extreme censorship to

freedom; on the political front, from brutal dictatorship to indifferent anarchy. For the
purposes of this study, o f course, these grand movements— deserving of study in their
own right—serve as a backdrop to the simpler questions posed by this chapter: What can
we learn from Nina Katerli’s autobiographies and her recounting of her life, and what can
it teach us about her prose fiction?
The fact that Katerli has written three autobiographies suggests at the least an interest
in or fascination with her own identity and development. As the psychologist Jacques
Lacan has stated: ‘The human being has a special relation with his own image—a relation
o f gap—of alienating tension.’113 A similar opinion has been expressed by Sigmund
Freud:
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Another procedure...regards reality as the sole enemy and as the
source o f all suffering with which it is impossible to live, so that one
must break off all relations with it if one is to be in any way
happy...one can try to re-create the world, to build up in its stead
another world in which its most unbearable features are eliminated
and replaced by others that are in conformity with one’s own
wishes.114

Nina Katerli’s search for identity and meaning, as will be seen in the following chapters,
parallels her characters’ search for meaning in a chaotic and confusing world.
Katerli’s autobiographies recount her story in her own voice. Thus, in addition to
analysing the texts o f the autobiographies themselves, it is important to discuss the way
in which Katerli chooses to retell her life story. For instance, it is interesting to note the
absence, as well as the presence, o f certain items in Katerli’s autobiographies. Nina
Katerli never criticises her mother for the fact that she was a member of the Communist
Party and a participant in a system that persecuted and killed millions of people. The
absence o f any criticism of her mother may be related to the fact that Katerli herself was a
product o f and participant in that system, and criticising her mother would be, in a sense,
criticising and judging herself.

Her stated inability to cry at Stalin’s death and her

recounting o f her confrontation with the KGB officer in 1982 might similarly be seen as
an effort to portray herself as an opponent of the system, and a dissident, and may be a
subconscious attempt at repentance for having belonged to— and supported—a system
that she now rejects wholeheartedly.
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Another notable omission is Katerli’s failure to discuss her relationship with her
father.

This omission suggests a strained relationship that may be reflected in the

prevalence o f the father-daughter conflict in many o f her stories.

In fact, Katerli’s

autobiographies only identify one significant male influence in her life, Veniamin
Kaverin. At the same time, the majority o f Katerli’s narrators are male and many o f her
stories revolve around male characters. This is unusual for Soviet and Russian women
authors. The predominance o f male protagonists in her prose fiction, taken together with
Katerli’s eschewing o f the feminist label, indicates that issues of gender and gender
conflict may play a larger role both in her life and her stories than might appear solely
from a reading o f her autobiographies.
The fact that Katerli refuses to be labeled a feminist is consistent with her general
rejection o f categorisation and classification.

Like Aleksandr Galich, whose original

surname is Ginzburg, Katerli does not consider herself Jewish.115 Furthermore, she
claims that she currently struggles against anti-Semitism, as stated earlier, ‘He KaK
eBpeifrca/a

KaK p y c c K a a , B b ic T y n a io m a a

b

3ammy eBpeeB.’116 Despite Nina Katerli’s

refusal to label herself a Jew, the issue o f anti-Semitism is very significant and important
to her, as is seen in her current political struggles against neo-fascism and anti-Semitism,
as well as the presence of numerous Jewish characters, and the themes o f anti-Semitism
and emigration in her works.

Anti-Semitism is of course only one example o f a

phenomenon that runs through Nina Katerli’s life and times: the fact that classification
may be not only unwelcome but lethal. The persecution and liquidation of classes o f
people—bourgeoisie, anti-Soviet elements, cosmopolitans—was a reality hammered into

Nina Katerli from the age o f three when her childhood rhyme could have resulted in her
family’s arrest and execution.
As w ill b e d isc u sse d in su bseq u en t chapters, th e unrem itting ch an ges in th e S o v ie t
p o litic a l and so cia l clim a te h a v e affected K aterli’s p ersonal and artistic d ev elo p m en t.
K aterli d eclares that sh e h as assu m ed several ro les th roughout h er life: the ch ild w h o w a s
a d ev o u t C om m u n ist, th e reb ellio u s student, th e m other, th e w ife , th e writer, and th e
p o litic a l activist. S h e states, h o w ev er, that th ese ch an gin g ro les h ave ceased , and that sh e
is fin a lly at a state o f se lf-k n o w le d g e and self-a w a ren ess. S h e h as com m ented: T
hto

c B03pacT0M uejiOBeK CTaHOBirrcx xyxce.

caMHM

co 6 o h ,

6 e3 MaHep.’117

He cornacH a -

oh

o bo pst,

npocTO CTaHOBHTca

At the sam e tim e, h o w ev e r, K aterli b e lie v e s that sh e is still

e v o lv in g . S h e co n clu d e s ‘K to ia?’ w ith the rhetorical question:

‘Ho r/je rapaHTHa,

hto

h

3 to - He ouepeflHaa pom*?’118

It is upon this issue o f change, and human beings’ response to it, that Katerli’s
autobiographies and prose fiction fuse into a single body of work. Existing within a
constantly changing literary and political environment, she has become a stylistic
chameleon, assuming, adapting and mixing various writing styles. As subsequent
chapters will show, this preoccupation with classification, evolution, self-transformation,
and discovery finds expression in the issues and themes of anti-Semitism, images o f men
and women, relationships between fathers and daughters, and the universal themes o f
morality, personal integrity, love and family.
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CHAPTER TWO
FANTASY PROSEi 1973 -1981

OanmacmuKa u pecuibMcmb edunu. 3m o dee
pa3H0R3biHHbie cmpanu odnoeo HedenuMoeo Mupa.
OanmacMazopuH Jieofcum e ocuoee tfuewiwaifuu u
ecmecmeemo npomjmem ce6x 6 My3biKe, e oicueonucu, e
jiumepamypeJ

Nina Katerli’s fantasy prose period comprises the years 1973-1981. This chapter will
describe the historical background o f Katerli’s fantasy writing, and will question whether,
and to what extent, ‘fantasy’ is a valid definition for Katerli’s prose fiction o f the 1970s,
as well as consider whether this period o f Katerli’s work falls neatly within the category
that Nadya Peterson has called the ‘fantastic decade’.2 Through a textual analysis of
Katerli’s main fantasy works, this chapter will demonstrate how her particular writing
style draws upon many Russian and western traditions of fantasy and the fantastic, while
at the same time displaying its own unique features. I will discuss how Katerli’s works
compare to other Soviet writers of fantasy, such as Evgenii Zamiatin, Evgenii Shvarts,
Mikhail Bulgakov, and the science-fiction writers Boris and Arkadii Strugatskii, and to
what extent her works reflect the views of Andrei Siniavskii on the value of fantasy. In
addition, I will confront the larger questions arising from Katerli’s decision to write
fantasy, including whether this decision was merely a means of circumventing censorship
or whether it was a stylistic choice permitting sharper comment on the absurdity of
Russian society.
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Nina Katerli began writing in the late 1960s, just over a decade after Nikita
Khrushchev delivered his Secret Speech, which, as discussed in Chapter One, had a
significant impact on her artistic development. In essence, Katerli felt as if, for the first
time in her life, she was free to think for herself and to form her own convictions and
beliefs, and she wanted to express these personal observations through the written word.
In general, she was not concerned with ‘profound’ political and philosophical issues.3
Rather, Katerli was, and still is, fascinated with the ‘sovok’ (average Soviet person) and
his or her daily concerns, as well as with the eternal themes of love, marriage, happiness,
the elderly, and death. In this respect, Katerli’s fantasy prose writing fits the definition of
‘feminine writing’, as postulated by Barbara Heldt. Heldt writes: ‘Feminine writing is
about how all the little things in life go wrong.’4 The focus on personal and daily
difficulties, rather than ‘big’ philosophical and political themes, Heldt states, began in the
1960s with the youth prose writers as a direct reaction to the didacticism of socialist
realism. Similarly, Svetlana Carsten has noted:

By choice or artistic impulse, they [youth prose writers] started
addressing problems o f a more personal nature...They turned to the
typical dilemmas o f life: love, personal relations, relationships with
parents, disillusionment with society’s values.5

Fantasy literature, in particular, provided a powerful tool for a critical examination of
the realities o f Soviet life. As Robert Porter has noted specifically of alternative prose
writers:
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Some writers included elements o f folklore, myth and parable in
their works. Others made use o f a variety o f symbolic devices and
supplemented their narratives with fantastic subplots, placing them
in a realistic setting....They explored new vistas by creating
allegorical narratives in which they drew hidden parallels between
the fantastic world and Soviet reality.6

Similarly, as Charles Rougle has stated: ‘Fantasy...has been used from time immemorial
as a means o f capturing and holding the attention of readers in order to cajole and exhort
them to adopt and act upon the author’s vision of reality.’7
Katerli’s particular ‘vision o f reality’ reveals a world o f confusion, uncertainty, and
constant change. Katerli states that her fantasy stories ‘BBipasKaioT yGeayteHHe b tom, hto
mm

He noHHMaeM hoohchhbix co6uthh, hto hhkto He MoaceT hx HaM oGbhchhtb, h hto

5KH3HB, 6 nenoM, CTpaHHaa BemL.’8

Katerli’s statement supports Robert Porter’s

comment with regards to intellectuals’ response to Soviet life:

A feeling for what is ‘normal’ is...a difficult thing to define; many
intellectuals in Russia under the old regime no doubt felt that in their
private fragmented world—their ‘atomised’ society, to use a term
from political science—their personal lives were normal, what was
abnormal was public life, with all its rituals and rhetoric. In effect,

83

Brezhnevite public life at all levels had become a parody of real
life.9

For the purposes o f this study, I have adopted Nadya Peterson’s definitions o f
‘fantasy’ and ‘the fantastic’ as ‘any narrated instances that cannot be explained
rationally.’10 Another essential, and seemingly contradictory, aspect of fantasy, and even
more importantly, o f Russian and Soviet fantasy, is its close relationship to reality. As
Amy Mandelker and Roberta Reed have remarked:

One hallmark of Russian literature... in almost every important work
is the close relationship of the fictional world to the everyday
empirical world we live in. However, in Russian works, employing
the supernatural does not dominate the pattern even when it may
form an important part.

Typically, the great works of Russian

' literature are firmly fixed in recognizable everyday reality.11

Similarly, as Marilyn Minto has commented o f Russian fantasy in the nineteenth century:

Russian writers o f the fantastic tales were so obsessed with such
philosophical and social dilemmas, that they found it virtually
impossible to conjure up a world o f pure make-believe. Incursions
into the supernatural, into ‘other worlds’, provided them with a
prism through which to see and interpret reality.12
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The common thread running through the above observations is that fantasy distorts the
form o f the ‘real’ world, in order to depict the substance of that world more precisely. It
is perhaps Tzvetan Todorov who has provided the definition of fantasy that can best be
applied to Nina Katerli’s fantasy works:

In a world which is indeed our world, the one we know, a world
without devils, sylphides, or vampires, there occurs an event which
cannot be explained by the laws o f this same familiar world. The
person who experiences this event must opt for one o f two possible
solutions: either he is the victim o f an illusion o f the senses, of a
product of the imagination—and the laws of the world then remain
what they are; or else the event has indeed taken place and is an
integral part o f reality—but then this reality is controlled by laws
'unknown to us....The fantastic is that hesitation experienced by a
person who knows only the laws of nature, confronting an
apparently supernatural event.13

Critics, however, are divided over how to label Katerli’s first period o f writing.
Katerli herself refuses to label this period, referring to it simply as ‘peajincTHHecicaa h
ncHxojiorHHecKaa npo3a’.14 She has also remarked: ‘IIpocTO a ninny npo3y n nojn»3yioci»
TeMH npneMaMH, KOTOpue MHe Heo6xoAHMBi Ha aaHHtm

m o m c h t . ’ 15

A. Zhitinskii has

called Katerli’s early works ‘peajmcmaecKaa <J>aHTacTHKa’.16 A. Romin and Elena Efros
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have referred to these works as ‘(fcairracTHHecKHe npHTHn’.17 In a personal letter to Nina
Katerli, praising her book Okno (The Window) (1981), Leonid Panteleev referred to these
stories as science fiction.18 Finally, Katerli’s friend and mentor Veniamin Kaverin
referred to her early works as ‘ncnxononiHecKafl npo3a’.19 I have chosen to classify
Katerli’s first period o f writing as ‘fantasy’, primarily based upon Tzvetan Todorov’s
definition o f fantasy as the hesitation experienced when confronted with elements o f both
the normal and absurd worlds.

PUBLICATION HISTORY
Katerli’s fantasy period began in 1973, with her first publication, ‘Nash petukh’ (‘Our
Rooster’) in the Leningrad journal Koster (Bonfire). and ended with the publication o f her
first collection o f short stories, Okno. in 1981.20 During the course of the eight years of
Nina Katerli’s fantasy writing period, she published several stories which she did not
include in Okno. such as ‘Dobro pozhalovat”

(‘Welcome’) (1974),

‘Groza’

(‘Thundefstorm’) (1975), ‘Osen” (‘Autumn’) (1975), ‘Kontsert’ (‘Concert’), and
‘Pobeda’ (‘Victory’) (1976).21
Within Nina Katerli’s fantasy period, there exists a gradual transition away from
fantasy, to a more realistic style o f writing. I have placed Katerli’s fantasy works into
three groups, which follow both a thematic and chronological pattern. Katerli’s earliest
works, which are the most fantastic include: ‘Groza’, ‘Osen” , ‘Kusok neba’ (‘A Piece o f
Sky’) (1981), ‘Prokhor’,22 ‘Okho-kho’ (‘Oho-ho’) (1976), ‘Nagomaia desiat” (‘Mountain
Street, Number Ten’) (1976), ‘Bezotvetnaia liubov” (‘Unrequited Love’) (1976), ‘Vse
chto ugodno’ (‘Whatever Is Best’) (1981), and ‘Ozero’ (‘The Lake’) (1977).
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These

works feature characters such as talking insects and animals, magicians, the sky, and even
Death. The plots are very simple, usually with a very simple moral at the end. They are
very short in length. ‘Ozero’, ‘Groza’, and ‘Osen” , for example, are each two pages
long.
Toward the middle o f the 1970s, Katerli began introducing more realism into her
stories, focusing more on the daily lives and inner struggles and emotions of her
protagonists. Elena Efros has commented of Katerli’s later fantasy works:

B
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Such works include: ‘Volshebnaia lampa’ (‘The Magic Lamp’) (1981), ‘Chudovishche’
(‘The Monster’) (1977), ‘Sorokopud’ (‘Forty Poods’) (1981)24, ‘Kollektsiia doktora
Emil’ia’ (‘Doctor Emil’s Collection’) (1979), ‘Den’ rozhdeniia’ (‘Birthday’) (1981),
‘Chelovek Firfarov i traktor’ (‘The Man Firfarov and the Tractor’) (1978), ‘Pervaia
liubov” (‘First Love’) (1981), ‘Zel’e’ (‘Greenery’) (1979), and ‘Okno’ (‘The Window’)
(1977). The final period o f Katerli’s fantasy writing, includes only one story, ‘Doroga’
(‘The Road’) (1981), which serves stylistically as a bridge to her realistic period.
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p r o s e f ic tio n w e r e a e s th e tic a s w e ll a s p o litic a l.

The most significant change to Okno was its title. The original title o f Okno was
Chudovishche. the name o f one o f the stories in the collection. The title was changed
because the editors feared that the title ‘Chudovishche’ would cause the book to be
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viewed as depressing, dark, grotesque, and hopeless, and that the heroes would be
perceived as evil monsters. Katerli heeded their suggestions and changed the title to
Okno.
There are over nineteen stories which Katerli was advised to withdraw from Okno.
Fifteen of these stories never saw publication either in Katerli’s subsequent books, or in
literary journals. One o f these fifteen stories, ‘Den’ v Moskve’ (‘A Day in Moscow’),
was altered slightly and renamed ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ (‘Farewell light’) and was
published in 1981. V.M. Akimov, an editor, did not like the ending of ‘Zver” (‘Wild
Beast’), also excluded from Okno. and suggested that Katerli ‘make the ending not so
harsh’29 Akimov also stated that ‘Doroga tuda i obratno’ (‘The Road There and Back’),
another story pulled from Okno. had an unclear ending.30 Another editor, V. Kukushkin,
was pleased in general with ‘Doroga’, but he disapproved of the negative relationship
between the father and his youngest son. He suggested that Katerli rewrite several parts,
having the father help and encourage the son, rather than criticise and ridicule him.31
Katerli did not follow the suggestions regarding ‘Doroga’, but she did withdraw the
nineteen other stories, agreeing with the censors and editors that the reasons for their
exclusion from Okno had more to do with their poor literary quality, than their
controversial form or content.32
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TEXTUAL ANALYSIS

PLOT
As discussed above, Nina Katerli’s fantasy prose deals with the ‘sovok’ and his or her
daily concerns, as well as deeper moral and emotional themes. For this reason, it is
necessary to address the Formalist concept of plot. The Russian language has two words
for plot: ‘fabula’ and ‘siuzhet’. ‘Fabula’ concerns the most basic understanding of plot,
namely the chronological circumstances or events that occur in any particular story. Ewa
M. Thompson has defined ‘fabula’ as ‘the chronological summary of the events of the
plot of a novel or short story.’33 Similarly, the Formalist critic Boris Tomashevskii has
observed: ‘The story [‘fabula’] is the aggregate of motifs in their logical, causalchronological order.’34 ‘Siuzhet’, on the other hand, addresses the deeper philosophical
issues and significance o f the story, or, as Ewa M. Thompson has also noted ‘what
actually happens within the story of a concrete narrative.’35
*

By analysing ‘fabula’ and ‘siuzhet’ separately, we discover multiple layers of meaning
in Katerli’s texts, as well as the dichotomy o f the everyday and eternal themes.

In

essence, the ‘fabula’ is the fa?ade, the framework, the outer world of ‘byt’ (everyday life),
daily survival, trivialities, and difficulties.36 In contrast, the ‘siuzhet’ addresses the inner
world of these characters, and their emotional and psychological reaction to the
difficulties o f the daily lives represented in the ‘fabula’. Thus, it is with ‘siuzhet’, as
Edith Clowes states, that ‘plot becomes a subject for moral or aesthetic discussion rather
than a moving force for the narrative.’37

Two o f Katerli’s earliest stories, ‘Osen” and ‘Groza’, represents mankind’s mystical
battle with the power and might o f Nature. In the tradition o f supernatural nineteenthcentury Russian literature, these two stories are reminiscent of Aleksandr Pushkin’s
Mednvi vsadnik (The Bronze Horseman) (1833), its protagonist battling the Neva River.
The ‘fabulas’ o f these stories are rather short, spanning a momentary period in time.
‘Groza’ takes place in one afternoon, and tells o f a young musician who continues to play
his violin throughout a torrential thunderstorm. Nature is portrayed as both sublime and
threateningly powerful. The musician is the only person on the street, and thus appears to
be the only one to confront, and perhaps defy, the power of the storm:
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The musician defies the storm by adapting it to his purpose, using it to accentuate his
music. As Anatoly Vishevsky has stated:

A thunderstorm is music; it brings to life the paved courtyards,
buildings, monuments, palaces, trees, and a stone statue o f a
musician who plays in harmony with the music of nature. Only
humanity is not touched by this feast of life; its life is governed by
other laws.39

91

‘Osen” describes the transition from summer to autumn and its effect upon the
physiognomy o f Leningrad and upon the daily realities o f its citizens: ‘ITo yipaM Tenepb
TeMHo... Ilocjie paboTLi Toace

tcm ho.

H omm>

hhkto h h

Ha Koro He

cm otpht

-

BceM

HeKor^a, Bee 6eryT, Tamar TJDKenLie cyMKH, Tomurrcfl y aBTofiyca.’40 Like ‘Groza’,
‘Osen” depicts Nature as all-powerful and somewhat sadistic, and as a force that wreaks
havoc and destroys. By using the word ‘again’, the narrator expresses the cyclic power o f
Nature, and mankind’s continual submission to this force.
These two stories are quite unlike the majority of Katerli’s other fantasy stories and
her prose fiction generally. ‘Groza’ and ‘Osen” are far more symbolic, philosophical,
and poetic, in a sense, than the remaining stories which will be discussed in this chapter.41
Their ‘fabulas’, as stated above, are both rather uncomplicated, focusing on a simple
theme, that of Nature. This simplicity, however, raises yet another Formalist concept,
that of ‘ostranenie’, which Victor Erlich has defined as ‘making strange.’42 This idea was
first developed by Viktor Borisovich Shklovskii in ‘O teorii prozy’ (‘On the Theory of
Prose’) (1925), in which he distinguished between the material of the story, or raw
outline, and the treatment o f the story in an actual work of art. In essence, a seemingly
‘normal’ event, such as a thunderstorm, when scrutinised in detail, is no longer accepted
as a given, and instead, produces a sense of ‘dislocation’ or ‘strangeness’, in which the
protagonist, due to a heightened sense of awareness, is unable to accept a previously
accepted ‘normal’ event or occurrence.43
The ‘siuzhets’ o f these two stories differ quite markedly from each other.

The

‘siuzhet’ o f ‘Groza’ focuses on the thoughts and actions of one man assessing his
relationship to nature, and perhaps, on a larger scale, assessing the relationship of society
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to forces outside o f its control.

This ‘siuzhet’ reflects a defiance and resistance to

Nature’s power, presenting one man—a musician—as a symbol o f all mankind and his
means of self-expressive defiance, it is important to note, is his music, his art, perhaps
expressing the importance and significance o f the artist in society.

The ‘siuzhet’ of

‘Osen” , on the other hand, focuses on the entire city of Leningrad, rather than one
individual, and rather than acting in defiance to Nature, this narrator simply accepts the
inevitable onslaught o f autumnal weather.
‘Kontsert’ is very different from most o f Katerli’s prose fiction, in that it is a
children’s story. The ‘fabula’ focuses on the experiences of a young schoolgirl in her
singing class. The young girl is informed quite bluntly by her teacher that she does not
have a good voice and should therefore sing quietly, so as not to upset the other singers in
the class. However, during a choral performance at a local hospital, the young girl is
overcome with courage and self-confidence and begins to sing very loudly, believing that
she is singing better than ever before and even better than many of her fellow classmates.
After the’concert, she is reprimanded by her teacher so loudly, and she vows never to sing
like that again. However, the next day the teacher apologises to the young girl.

It

appears that the acoustics had been such in the hospital, that it was impossible for the
patients to hear the entire choir. The only voice they heard was that of the young girl. If
it had not been for her loud, albeit discordant sounds, the patients would have had a silent
concert.

The ‘siuzhet’ o f ‘Kontsert’ concentrates on the very positive and uplifting

themes of believing in oneself and being true to oneself.
The ‘fabula’ of ‘Pobeda’ follows the unfortunate happenings in one day of a very
unlucky woman’s life. The story begins with the woman frustrated, because the soap
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slipped out o f her hands and now it is, she surmises, probably wedged somewhere
underneath the bathtub, definitely out o f her reach. Next, she goes into the kitchen, but
can’t light a match to light the stove, and then she decides to get dressed, but a button
comes off her skirt.

The story finally ends when she has decided to board a tram.

Realising that she does not have enough money, she suddenly looks down and sees a
ticket for the tram, and suddenly ‘nomuia,

hto

noSeanjia.’44 The ‘siuzhet’ of this one-

page story appears to be much more complicated and intricate than its ‘fabula’. Although
concentrating on the ‘byt’ o f one character, the story seems actually to be confronting the
deeper issues o f life’s frustrations, and in that sense, is a vivid example of ‘feminine
writing’, as defined above by Barbara Heldt.
In 1976, Katerli published ‘Tri novelly’ (‘Three Novellas’)—a collection o f three
stories, including: ‘Okho-kho’, ‘Nagomaia desiat” , and ‘Bezotvetnaia liubov” .

The

‘fabulas’ o f these three stories are reminiscent of the magic folk tale, which Vladimir
Propp defines as

a genre with a remarkably consistent and unified structure...every
unit is defined not by its external and largely accidental
characteristics, as had been the case in earlier classifications of folk
tales, but by its role in relation to the totality of units to which it
belongs.45

Thus, unlike the two stories previously discussed, ‘Okho-kho’, ‘Nagomaia desiat” , and
‘Bezotvetnaia liubov” are magical, rather than supernatural, stories with intricate and

compact ‘fabulas’. ‘Okho-kho’ tells the story of a tiny insect-like creature named ‘Okhokho’, who lives in the upholstery o f his master’s couch. When the master dies, his
daughter and son-in-law proceed to rid the flat of its furniture, and throw the couch, along
with ‘Okho-kho’, into the river. ‘Okho-kho’ somehow manages to survive the ordeal and
spends the rest o f the story wandering about the streets of Leningrad and reminiscing
about his master and their happy days together. The ‘siuzhet’ of this story demonstrates
Katerli’s focus, as will be seen in subsequent chapters as well, on the Tittle man’
(‘malen’kii chelovek’), as seen in Aleksandr Pushkin’s Mednvi vsadnik. often portrayed
as an average, solitary, and somewhat overlooked urban dweller. In addition, Katerli’s
insect is reminiscent o f Kafka’s arthropod in ‘The Metamorphosis’ (1915), a creature
who, like ‘Okho-kho’, is ostracized from, and misunderstood by, society, thus calling to
mind the loneliness and solitude of the average person in contemporary society.
‘Nagomaia desiat” , like ‘Okho-kho’, has fantastical characters, and has an even more
intricate ‘fabula’. The title of the story is the address o f death—Mountain Street, number
ten. Four characters— ‘Vliublennyi’ (In love), ‘Nachal’nik laboratorii’ (Head of the
laboratory), ‘Zhizneliub’ (Lover of life), and ‘Odinokaia zhenshchina’ (Lonely woman)—
receive letters, stating that on the seventh o f April at seven o’clock in the morning they
must appear at Mountain Street, number ten, signifying the date and place of their death.
Reminiscent of the grotesque stories o f E.T.A. Hoffmann and Edgar Allen Poe, and
Vladimir Nabokov’s Priglashenie na kazn’ (Invitation to a Beheading) (1938),
‘Nagomaia desiat” develops an eerie and mysterious tone through its treatment of life,
death, and the afterlife.46

Nagomaia desiat” examines four very distinct approaches both to life and death.
‘Vliublennyi’ loves his life, and does not fear or resent his approaching death. When he
realises that he does not have much time left to live, he decides to devote the rest o f his
life to the woman he loves.
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‘Nachal’nik laboratorii’ is primarily concerned with finishing his research project. When
he discovers the time and date o f his death, his only thought is that he must find someone
to carry o’n his research after he has died. ‘Zhizneliub’, like ‘Vliublennyi’, loves life. In
fact, he loves life itself, rather than any particular person or aspect of life. However,
unlike ‘Vliublenyi’, ‘Zhizneliub’ refuses to accept that he will soon die. In fact, his selfsacrificing wife volunteers to take his place.48 When ‘Odinokaia zhenshchina’ discovers
that she, too, will die on the seventh of April, she is oveijoyed. She has lived a dull and
unfulfilling life, full o f sacrifice and hardship, and is ready to put an end to her misery.
Once she discovers that her pain will soon end, she feels a sense of freedom: ‘IfejiBix

TjBa^uaTB ipn aha fiyzty xchtb xax xony.’49
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When these four characters all arrive at Mountain Street, number ten at the appointed
time, the death experience is described as a walk through a field of flowers, with the sun
shining on their journey toward death. Whereas the ‘fabula’ provides the framework for
the story, the ‘siuzhet’ addresses the significance of these four very distinct views of life
and death. Like the force o f Nature portrayed in ‘Groza’ and ‘Osen” , death is here
portrayed a powerful and inevitable part of life. Although no specific ‘approach’ to life
or death is overtly lauded, it would appear that, of the four ‘approaches’ in ‘Nagomaia
desiat” , ‘Vliublenyi’s’ is presented in the most positive light.. He loves life, but at the
same time, accepts, unlike the protagonist in ‘Groza’, that he is subject to forces beyond
his control.
Like ‘Nagomaia desiat” , ‘Bezotvetnaia liubov” also takes place in an urban setting
and has a fantastical ‘fabula’; but, unlike the stories described above, it does not contain
fantastical characters. ‘Bezotvetnaia liubov” tells the story of a man who suffers when
he is rejected by a woman he loves. He finally manages to rid himself of his emotional
pain wheh he sells this ‘unrequited love’ to a poor sales clerk. The young sales clerk
buys the ‘unrequited love’ because she is desperately lonely, and figures that any love,
even if not reciprocated, is better than none at all. When she first meets the object of her
love, she is overjoyed and ecstatic. However, when this man fails to return her love, she
begins to suffer terribly. She attempts to sell back the ‘unrequited love’ to the man who
sold it to her. When he refuses, she surreptitiously places the ‘unrequited love’ in his bag
and runs out o f the store. The ‘siuzhet’ of this story, like those of many of Katerli’s
fantasy stories, focuses on a specific moral or emotional dilemma, in this case the value
and desirability o f love when it is not reciprocated.
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The ‘fabulas’ of Katerli’s story ‘Ozero’ and her play Kazhdvi polden’ na ploshchadi
are her most fantastic. Both stories take place in unfamiliar times and locales. ‘Ozero’
begins with a weeping young woman standing on the banks o f a dark and grey marsh.
She cries because a magician has transformed the man she loves into the grey marsh.
Following in the nineteenth-century Russian literary tradition o f the self-sacrificing
woman, this character begs the magician to undo his magic, and instead to turn her into a
marsh50. The magician tries to convince the woman that the wicked youth is undeserving
o f her love. She will not relent, however and the magician agrees to undo his magic, and
suddenly the lake is transformed from a grey marsh to a beautiful crystal-clear lake,
symbolising the young woman’s beauty and innocence.

Like the ‘siuzhet’ of

‘Bezotvetnaia liubov” , the ‘siuzhet’ o f ‘Ozero’ addresses the issue of love and, in
particular, the fact that love can cause suffering and pain.
The ‘fabula’ o f Kazhdvi polden’ na ploshchadi is the most complex and intricate of
those discussed thus far in the chapter. Kazhdvi polden’ na ploshchadi tells the story o f a
writer, called the ‘Storyteller’.

At the beginning of the story, he realises that the

characters o f his stories have come to life and believe that they are real human beings.
Despite the Storyteller’s efforts to convince his characters that they are simply figments
o f his imagination, they continue to believe in their own existence. Fearing that the
Storyteller will attempt to destroy them, they devise a plot to take over the city. The
characters are eventually destroyed, but only after much bloodshed and destruction. The
‘siuzhet’ o f this story is more philosophical and political than many of Katerli’s other
fantasy stories, addressing the role of the writer and literature generally in society. The
Storyteller learns the costly lesson about the power o f words and their capacity to affect
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deeply the lives o f people, a theme reminiscent of Boris Pasternak’s Doktor Zhivago
(1957).
Katerli’s remaining fantasy stories are set in Soviet urban environments in the 1970s,
and like ‘Okho-kho’, their ‘fabulas’ focus on the problems o f the ‘little man’, or ‘little
person’.

‘Kusok neba’, for example, is about a young woman who is bothered

incessantly by a tiny slant of light that comes through her window and shines in her face,
preventing her from sitting comfortably at her table and reading. ‘Prokhor’ tells the story
of a man and his friendship with an elephant.

The ‘siuzhets’ o f ‘Kusok neba’ and

‘Prokhor’ examine the relationships between ‘normal’ humans and their feelings o f
tenderness for another—a slant of light, in ‘Kusok neba’ and an elephant in ‘Prokhor’.
Katerli’s stories ‘Sorokopud’, ‘Zele’, and ‘Vse chto ugodno’ are set in the present day
in urban settings and have realistic characters, but also contain unexplained or mysterious
elements. ‘Sorokopud’, for example, tells the story o f a research scientist who witnesses
the death o f someone in a metro station:
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3aMeTHJi.’51 The incident somehow has given him a heightened understanding and
knowledge, and he begins to think in numbers and figures. ‘Zele’ is a story about a man
who makes herbal concoctions that enable him to predict the future. ‘Vse chto ugodno’
recounts a man’s strange experiences one night in Leningrad. The story begins when the
main character, Sergei, decides to leave a noisy party, and, as he wanders along the street,
he notices an elderly woman who has passed out on the street comer. He manages to
wake the drunk woman up and takes her to her home. He soon discovers that she is a
soothsayer and that her home is a place o f magic. After leaving her house in the early
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hours o f the morning, Sergei is unsure o f whether the entire incident was real or
imagined. The ‘siuzhets’ of these stories, unlike many o f those previously discussed, do
not focus on one specific moral dilemma. Rather, these ‘siuzhets’ appear to be concerned
with the human condition and the fact that life is filled with bizarre people and
unexplained incidents.

On a deeper level, they point to the irrationality and

incomprehensibility of society and life in general.
‘Chudovishche’ (1977) marks a significant change in Katerli’s use o f ‘fabula’ and
‘siuzhet’, with increased emphasis on ‘siuzhet’ and on deeper emotional and
psychological elements.

The ‘fabula’ o f ‘Chudovishche’ is rather simple, unlike the

‘fabulas’ o f Kazhdvi den’ na ploshchadi and ‘Nagomaia desiat” . It tells the story o f the
inhabitants living in one communal flat and their bizarre experiences with one o f their
tenants—a ‘chudovishche’ (monster). This monster is an angry, spiteful creature, who
transforms his fellow tenants into pots and pans, puts warts on their noses, and creates
blizzards and heat waves in the kitchen. Although the protagonist is a fantastic creature,
the ‘fabula’ is very realistic in its depiction of the lives of these communal flat dwellers.
The monster is simply a personification and combination o f all the ugliness and
difficulties faced by those living in a communal flat. Eventually the monster begins to
age and loses his power over his fellow tenants. However, instead of taking advantage o f
the monster’s declining powers to exact revenge, the tenants simply express pity for the
monster and sorrow for his condition.
The ‘siuzhet’ o f ‘Chudovishche’ is told in flashback and follows the life o f one
particular tenant—a young woman—as she reflects on her experiences with the monster.
Thus, the time sequence o f the ‘fabula’ and the ‘siuzhet’ are different, corroborating
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Elena Efros’s statement about Katerli’s prose: ‘CioxceTHoe BpeMa He coBna^aeT c
<J>a6yjii>HBiM.’52 The ‘fabula’ spans the period of time in which the woman lived in the
communal flat, whereas the ‘siuzhet’ encompasses both the ‘fabula’ time and the
flashback. Perhaps the varying lengths of the ‘fabula’ and the ‘siuzhet’ express a belief
that everyday life is ephemeral and is quickly replaced with new moments and
experiences, whereas the inner world of thought and introspection is much more profound
and significant. Rather than focusing solely on the living conditions of a communal flat,
Katerli explores issues of aging, revenge, anger, and compassion through the character o f
the ‘chudovishche’ and its fellow tenants.53
The story ‘Chelovek Firfarov i traktor’, like ‘Chudovishche’, focuses less on the
narrative action o f the story than on the introspective lives of its characters.

This

approach is reminiscent o f Viktor Shklovskii’s statement: ‘The story [‘fabula’] is, in fact,
only material for plot [‘siuzhet’] formulation.’54 Also like ‘Chudovishche’, ‘Chelovek
Firfarov i traktor’ has a realistic setting, but at the same time contains fantastic characters.
‘Chelovek Firfarov i traktor’ tells the story o f Nikolai Pavlovich Firfarov, a bachelor who
lives a quiet but lonely life. When he goes out to his garage one morning to check on his
car, he finds a tractor in its place. At first, the presence of this vehicle annoys him, but he
soon develops a relationship with it. The tractor takes him to work, wakes him up in the
morning, and helps him with his shopping.

Soon, however, the neighbours begin

complaining about its presence. The tractor, seeing that it is ruining Firfarov’s life,
decides to leave. This ‘siuzhet’ is primarily concerned with how the loss of his beloved
tractor affects Firfarov. A once lonely man has been transformed into a happy and

contented individual. When the tractor leaves, he returns to the life he once knew.
Knowing that he cannot change his fate, he passively accepts the loss of the tractor.
‘Kollektsiia doktora Emil’ia’ and ‘Volshebnaia lampa’ are about magical belongings
and the effect they have on the characters in the story. ‘Kollektsiia Doktora Emil’ia’ is a
tender story about a man named Laptev, who is a complete failure in life, and Doktor
Emil’, the man who tries to lift him up from his dire condition. A science researcher,
Laptev is socially maladroit and friendless. Doktor Emil’ gives Laptev a magical dog;
whenever Laptev has the dog with him, he is successful and attractive. Popularity and
success, however, transform Laptev into a self-absorbed egomaniac. At the end of the
story, an ill Emil’ phones Laptev to ask for help, but Laptev tells his benefactor that he is
too busy to assist. In a fitting ending, shortly after hanging up the phone, Laptev loses
the dog, and immediately returns to his former state.
‘Volshebnaia lampa’ tells the story of a man named Ivanov, who, when cleaning out
the attic o f his flat, finds a lamp. Upon being lit for the first time, it changes appearance,
becoming beautiful and making everyone happy in its presence. Ivanov dedicates himself
to visiting friends who are ill and depressed taking along his magic lamp, which cures all
their problems. The ‘siuzhets’ o f these stories are similar to those of Katerli’s early
fantasy stories in their focus on one specific moral dilemma. Both of these stories are
concerned with the issues o f kindness, selflessness, and sensitivity.
‘Okno’, like ‘Chudovishche’ is told from the point of view of a young woman who is
looking back on her years growing up. The heroine in ‘Okno’ lives in a private flat with
her mother and father, and the story focuses on a magic window in her parents’ bedroom,
which, when looked through, changes the grey cloudy Leningrad skies into beautiful
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scenes o f green pastures, sunshine and colourful flowers. The young woman’s mother
spends most o f her days staring out of this window. The father, however, dislikes the
window and insists on covering it with a thick blanket. The ‘siuzhet’ of ‘Okno’, like that
o f ‘Chudovishche’, spans a longer period o f time than the ‘fabula’, as a woman re
examines her childhood. The ‘siuzhet’ also focuses on an issue not previously seen in
Katerli’s fantasy works, that of sensitivity to nature.

Perhaps the parents’ differing

attitudes towards nature and light speak to the larger themes of truth and self-deception.
The ‘fabulas’ o f Katerli’s remaining fantasy stories focus more on ‘byt’ than the
stories previously discussed.55 ‘Pervaia noch” and ‘Den’ rozhdeniia’ are both very brief
tales focusing on the thoughts o f one central character. ‘Pervaia noch” tells the story of
Pavel Il’ich Kravtsov, who mourns the loss o f his wife and reminisces about his life with
her. As stated above, the ‘fabula’ includes elements of ‘byt’ and portrays Pavel’s current
life through the accretion o f small details:
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The ‘siuzhet’ o f ‘Pervaia noch” , like that o f ‘Okno’ and ‘Chudovishche’, is told in
flashback. It concerns the relationship between Pavel and his wife. We learn that he was

an inattentive husband, who had no respect for his wife.

In fact, by ignoring her

complaints o f aches and pains, he might perhaps have been responsible for her untimely
death. ‘Den’ rozhdeniia’ tells the very simple story of a woman’s birthday party. The
‘fabula’ focuses on the planning o f the party and the relationship between the woman and
her daughter. The ‘siuzhet’, o f ‘Den’ rozhdeniia’ like that of ‘Pervaia noch” , is told in
flashback, as the woman reminisces about her younger years.
As stated earlier, ‘Doroga’ is the most ‘realistic’ story of Katerli’s fantasy period. The
‘fabula’ concerns one family— Vasilii Ivanovich Ekhlov and his two sons, Boris and
Ivan.

Boris is a successful doctor, while Ivan is an ex-convict.

The father,

understandably, favours Boris, and disapproves of Ivan. However, throughout the story,
it gradually becomes clear that it is actually Ivan, rather than Boris, who demonstrates the
greatest love for his father. Ivan lives with his father and cares for him, and, without
challenging or confronting him, allows his father continually to verbally abuse him.
Boris, on the other hand, lives in the city and rarely travels to the countryside to see his
father. Vasilii Ivanovich Ekhalov is unable to see how mistaken is his assessment o f his
sons and their love for him. However, two days before he dies, he apologizes to Ivan and
blames himself for his son’s fate, and thanks him for taking care of him. Despite these
confessions, Vasilii Ivanovich, in his will, gives everything to Boris, including the house
that he and Ivan had been living in, leaving Ivan homeless.
In many respects, the ‘siuzhet’ of ‘Doroga’ resembles the ‘siuzhets’ of Katerli’s
realistic stories, specifically, in its focus on the inner thoughts of its protagonists—
primarily Ivan and his father. By probing into the thoughts and feelings of Ivan and his
father, including background history and relevant events, their ‘true’ natures are revealed.
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Stereotypes, such as the ‘dutiful’ son, the ‘useless son’, and the ‘wise patriarch’ are
challenged and exploded.

Despite the father’s assessment o f Ivan as a ‘good-for-

nothing’, he is revealed to be the more sensitive, kind-hearted, and loving of the two
brothers. Additionally, the father, who at first appears to be intelligent and insightful, has
falsely judged both o f his sons. The sad fact of this story, is that only the reader, and
Ivan, o f course, are aware o f the father’s misjudgment.

THEMES
As discussed above, the themes o f Nina Katerli’s fantasy works address both the daily
concerns o f the ‘malen’kii chelovek’, or ‘sovok’, as well as the eternal themes o f love,
happiness, relationships, communication, and death. Katerli’s focus is on the individual,
whether it is a man, woman, elephant, or insect, which coincides with Charles Rougle’s
statement that fantasy ‘begins with the premise that problems o f social reality must be
solved not by collective action toward some abstract goal or ideal, but by individuals
striving tb perfect their emotional and moral sensibilities.’57 In the words of Tamara
KhmePnitskaia, Katerli does not attempt a ‘rnoSajitHoe HCTOJiKOBaime MHpa’.58 Thus, as
stated earlier, the themes of Katerli’s fantasy prose do not contain the political and
philosophical themes o f such fantasy works as Mikhail Bulgakov’s Master i Margarita
(The Master and Margarita) (1966-67).59 For this reason, namely the lack of political
content, Katerli’s fantasy prose stands in contrast to the anti-utopian works o f such
writers as Evgenii Zamiatin and George Orwell. In addition, Katerli’s works cannot be
ascribed to the category o f utopian fiction, for reasons outlined by Gary Saul Morson: ‘A
work is a literary utopia if and only if it satisfies each of the following criteria: (1) it was

written (or presumed to have been written) in the tradition o f previous utopian literary
works, (2) it depicts (or is taken to depict) an idea about society; and (3) regarded as a
whole, it advocated (or is taken to advocate) the realization of that society.’60
Katerli’s focus on the individual is evident in her introspective protagonists, who often
find solace and meaning through contemplating life, indulging in reverie, and reminiscing
about the past. The stories ‘Okno’ and ‘Chudovishche’, for example, are built around
their main characters’ adolescent memories. Introspection, of course, does not always
draw forth pleasant thoughts. In some stories, characters relive the guilt and pain o f past
mistakes. In ‘Pervaia noch” , for example, Pavel Kravstov confronts his feelings o f guilt
about his wife’s death. The window, a recurring metaphor in Katerli’s fantasy works,
perhaps symbolises the introspection o f her protagonists, who often find themselves
thinking and wondering while staring out the window. They are almost detached, as if
they are spectators watching a performance through the square window frame, as if to say
that life is confusing and mysterious and only seems to make sense when viewed from a
distance. ’
In this respect, ‘Okno’ begins with a description o f the view from the main character’s
flat: ‘B Hainen KBapTHpe Bee OKHa b b ix o z u it

bo

flBop.’61 The main character in this story

is a woman reflecting on her childhood and her relationship with both her mother and her
father. The two parents’ attitudes to the windows represent their emotional state and their
diverse outlooks on the world. The mother is open and sensitive, and stands before the
window, staring out onto beautiful scenes o f nature. The father, on the other hand, never
looks out the window. Another example of the window metaphor is seen at the end o f
‘Zele’ when Mokshin rides on the tram and stares out the window at the city flashing
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before his eyes: ‘3a o k h o m Tamnjinci, He3HaKOMtie oKpaHHHtie yjnmM. Ceptie, oceBnrae,
He^KHjibie flOMa, capan, KaKHe-TO cKjia,zn>i... H ropoa BHe3anHO

k o h h h j ic h .

TpaMBan

Hecca Tenept TaK, h t o y MoKnraHa Bee njituio b rjia3ax.’62
The desire for love and the pursuit o f love are recurring themes in Katerli’s fantasy
prose. For example, the young woman in ‘Bezotvetnaia liubov” buys ‘unrequited love’,
which she thinks w ill save her from a life o f loneliness. Similarly, the young woman in
‘Ozero’ sacrifices her life for the man she loves, by allowing herself to be transformed
into a lake. ‘Vliublennyi’ in ‘Nagomaia desiat” spends his last days dedicating himself
to the woman he loves. Thus, for many o f Katerli’s protagonists, finding love is the key
to happiness, as Elena Efros’ stated: ‘Ilo BHflHMOMy, H. KarepJiH cunTaeT,
cnocofiHOCTt k

j ii o Gb h ,

Ha h t o Hjm Ha Koro 6 b i

3to

nyBCTBO h h

6 m j io

hto

HanpaBJieHO, caMa

HBJIfleTCJI HCTOHHHKOMBHyipeHHeH rapMOHHH H OmymefflM nOJIHOTbl 2KH3HH - Toro, HTO
AejiaeT uenoBeKa cuacTJiHBBiM.’63 This sentiment is also expressed by Dr. Emil’ in
‘Kollektsiia doktora Emil’ia’: ‘B n^eajie Heofixo^HMO,

hto6 u

KajK^oro uenoBeKa

xotb

KTO-HH6y’m> jh o 6 h j i . /IpyroH nenoBeK h j ih acHBOTHoe —He Baamo.’64
Katerli’s approach to the theme o f love is sometimes untraditional. In ‘Chelovek
Firfarov i traktor’, she tells the story of an ordinary man, who loves and is loved by a
tractor.

In ‘Prokhor’, Katerli portrays the tender friendship between a man and an

elephant, and in ‘Kusok neba’, she examines the attitude of one woman toward a piece of
light. In ‘Kusok neba,’ the main character has been tormented endlessly by the sun
shining in her face. Gradually, the protagonist’s attitude changes from annoyance to pity,
as she personifies the sun-filled sky and sees its ‘eyes’. She remarks:

CipaHHO,

hto

a

noneMy-To #o

chx

nop eme ero KaK cjie#yeT He

pa3rjMflejia... rna3a cepwe, nenajiLHtie, BonpocHTejitHtie 6poBH c
ce^HHon, a no# rna3aMH - Menncn n Mopmnma.65

‘Okho-kho’ tells o f the friendship and companionship between a man and the insect-like
creature ‘Okho-kho’. The monster in ‘Chudovishche’ even engenders compassion and
love from the tenants he terrorised. Love, as well as feelings o f compassion, pity, and
sensitivity, abound in Katerli’s fantasy prose. Love, in any form, and for any individual
or creature is a significant theme in Katerli’s fantasy prose.
Another notable theme in Katerli’s fantasy prose is communication, or rather,
individuals’ inability to communicate with or to understand one another. In particular,
Katerli emphasises the miscommunication that occurs between different generations.
After witnessing what he believes to be irrational behaviour, the magician in ‘Ozero’
states, for example: ‘ff #aBHO 3aMeraji,

hto

y coBpeMeHHon MOJio#exai coBepmeHHo

OTcyTCTByeT npe#CTaBJieHne o Jiornice.’66 The young woman in ‘Okno’ and her father
have different sensibilities, and are unable to understand, or perhaps to accept, the other
person’s point o f view. Finally, in ‘Doroga’, in addition to his misappraisal o f his son
Ivan, the father is unable to understand the younger generation: ‘A MOJio#£>ie Tenept
StmaiOT xyxce crapnKOB, h h

o

neM no#yMan> He x o t h t . ’67

Death is also a significant theme in Katerli’s fantasy prose.

The characters in

‘Nagomaia desiat” , for example, must deal with the knowledge of the exact date and
time of their deaths. A similar theme is developed in ‘Pervaia noch” , which focuses on
how the protagonist is forced to deal with his wife’s death, and in ‘Okho-kho’ when the
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master dies, leaving the tiny creature alone and defenceless.

‘Doroga’ explores the

reactions o f two brothers—Boris and Ivan—to their father’s illness and eventual death.
The young woman in ‘Ozero’ is, in a sense, mourning the death o f the man she loves, and
the tenants o f the communal flat in ‘Chudovishche’ witness the gradual physical
deterioration o f the monster.
In Katerli’s stories, death is portrayed as an unavoidable reality and one of life’s
greatest uncertainties. Katerli’s protagonists do not seek to understand or fight death.68
Instead, in various ways, they attempt to deal with the ramifications of their own death or
the death o f a loved one. The themes of Toss’ and uncertainty are also seen in ‘Den’
rozhdeniia’ and the protagonist’s acceptance o f the fact that she is ‘losing’ her memory:
‘IlaMHTb - KaK IUIOTHLIH, JIIfflKHH
noTjmemt, a Ta

tohho

KOMI

TOJILKO yXBaTHBaeiHb KaKyiO-TO HHTOHKy,

pe3HHOBaa, BbipBeTca,

h

Her ee.’69 Katerli’s protagonists are

confused by life’s uncertainties. In this respect, Katerli’s fantasy works differ greatly
from socialist realist texts in their attempt to provide answers and morals.70 In view of
this fact; Katerli’s fantasy prose resembles Andrei Siniavskii’s prediction that ‘a
phantasmagorical art with hypotheses instead o f an aim and the grotesque instead of
realistic descriptions would replace Socialist Realism.’71 Rather than espousing a specific
political or moral philosophy, Katerli is more interested in an individual protagonist and
his or her impression o f society, which is laden with the fantastic and supernatural.
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NARRATION
Consistent with Katerli’s focus on the individual, as discussed in the ‘plot’ and ‘theme’
sections o f this chapter, many o f her protagonists express their thoughts and feelings
through narrated monologue. Various terms have been used to describe this particular
method o f discourse, including: quasi-reflective discourse, represented speech, narrated
speech, erlebte Rede, style indirect libre, and free indirect discourse.72 As Teresa Polowy
has commented: ‘In this mode, the viewpoint is limited and the voices of the author,
narrator, and protagonist are often blurred.’73 This may derive from Katerli’s own desire
to express herself. As Edith Clowes has aptly commented: ‘Inner monologue frees the
imagination and memory from the restrictions o f an oppressive ideology.’74
The narrative style o f Katerli’s fantasy prose expresses an atmosphere of hurried
confusion.

In particular, this is developed through her use of run-on sentences,

incomplete sentences, short paragraphs, and in the brevity of her stories.75 In addition,
Katerli’s characters often cut themselves off in mid-thought and wander off in reverie.
For example, in ‘Doroga’, Vasilii Ekhalov ponders his ideas about life, and suddenly
returns to the ‘real world’ and the practical details of his home:

^ T O OHH nOHHMaiOT, MOJIOKOCOCBI -

om m > 6b i n p o m eji

ee TeM

HaHaJiaCB 6 b l HOBafl 5KH3HB H

ace n y r e M , b t o m ace c i p o i o .

A

M eac^y t c m

n em ca -T o o c T tu ia , x o j io a b KOMHare co b a u H H , o 6 e ^ a -

t o h h o ! - b flOMe HeT,

Ha h t o . B o t

tag,

a fleH B ra

o to

yac

nziyT , yx o ^ H T aeHeacKH HeH3BecTHO

H anpH M ep, c e if a a c B a H t x a , x o r ^ a p a b o T a e r o b

OMe b tr r a .nBamtaTB m h h jtt H a3a# y a ce KOH m uiacB?76
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Similarly, the main character in ‘Kollektsiia Doktora Emil’ia talks to himself: ‘Haao
6 b u io

aaBHo cflenaTb peMOHT, a a pyicn He flonum. “Hazjo 6 b u io . . . ”

HMeHHo y Hero Bceiyja “Ha^o

6 b ijio ” ? ’77

h

noneMy 5Ke, noneMy

It is almost as if neither the author nor the

characters have the time or the capacity to elaborate a complete thought.
Katerli incorporates various narrative voices and techniques within her fantasy works,
such as combining first- and third-person narration, omniscient narration, and dialogue.
These ‘dissonant voices’ within a single story convey the numerous, often conflicting,
voices that exist in society.78 ‘Doroga’, for example, begins in third-person narration
from the father’s point o f view.79 By the second page, however, the point o f view shifts
to his son Ivan. The narrator states:

‘E c j i h

flOMoii, coBceM He xoTejioct,

3Han,

x o tb h

pa3T.apHTCH OTen h Bee npnnoMHHT -

h

necTHo CKa3an>, He
h to

x o tc jio c b

HBaHy

h z jth

HeM ^ojitme 3aaep3KHTC5i, TeM 6ojn>me

nopBMy,

h

cyMy...’80 By using shifting point of

view, Katerli is able to show both sides of the story, and, in effect, reveals the father’s
incorrect judgements o f his son. These multiple voices reveal Katerli’s belief, as Tamara
Khmelnitskaia has correctly commented: ‘HenB3a CMOTpeTB Ha MHp

to jib k o c

caMoro

ce6a onpaB^BiBaiomnMH B3rjiHAOM.’81 Elena Efros has similarly noted of Katerli’s prose
fiction generally:
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Ecjih b noBecra h j i h
ABa ( h j i h

b

paccKa3e p p e

6 o jiee ) rjiaBHtix rep o a ,

n o K a3 a H B i T a x ,

kbk

hx

b h /jh t

(h jih

to

6onee) cKmeTHtie j i h h h h ,
npoHcxofljmjHe

Ka)K£LiH H3

hhx;

c o 6 b it h h

c jie flO B a re jitH O ,

npoH3Be^eHHe HanncaHO flByMH ( h j i h 6 o n e e ) pa3HtiMH a3fcncaMH.82

Katerli also employs the narrative style know as ‘skaz’, which has been used by such
writers as Mikhail Zoshchenko, Mikhail Bulgakov, and Vladimir Nabokov.83 A.B.
Murphy has defined ‘skaz’ as ‘a narrative by someone other than the narrator or author, a
different character, who puts the whole narrative into popular conversational language.’84
Although undefined, the ‘skaz’ voice acts independently of the narrator. Mikhail Bakhtin
has aptly noted: ‘“Skaz” is not an idiosyncratic use of language, but a special voice
created as a counterpoint to others.’85 In addition, the ‘skaz’ voice often plays the same
role as the chorus in classic Greek tragedies, calling the audience’s attention to the
relevant and significant information in the story. Accordingly, Sidney Monas has noted
that ‘skaz’

is supposed to have a moral, instructional point, to illustrate
something; that is the excuse for telling and listening. But the point
gets lost along the way: the storyteller is caught up in the story itself
or simply succumbs to the delight of having an audience.
himself he expresses and not the moral.86
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It is

In Katerli’s fantasy prose, often the ‘skaz’ voice speaks directly to the audience, which
in effect, draws the audience into the world of the story. At the end o f ‘Kusok neba’, for
example, the ‘skaz’ voice states:

B o t ceSnac bm cxaxceTe:

‘Tax h ecu., HauHHaeTca Tenept

CHMBOJIH3M, HHTepeCHO 3HaTb, HTO OHa HMeeT B BHZty
xycKOM He6a,

He6oci>,

Ayiny

IlO R

3THM

xaxHe-HH6y,zn> eme

TaM hjih

nepexeHBamw’. A BOBce HeT, HanpacHO bbi 3to. Pent HfleT 06 ...
HaTypajiBHOM xycxe Hamero oceHHero JieHHiirpa^cKoro Heba,
flOBOJH>HO

rpH3HOM,

Mejxziy

HenpHBeTJiHBOM xycxe,
norjw^tiBaeT

Ha

npoHHM,

xoToptra

Merni,

3aKorraeHHOM

nofl03pHTejii>HO

ycTpoHBnmcb

Me^ziy

n

h

3jio6ho

TyMbonxaMH

nncbMeHHoro CTOJia.87

Similarly; at the end of ‘Volshebnaia lampa’ the ‘skaz’ voice states:

B o t Ha 3 to m mbi, n o x ca jiy n , h 3axoHHHM Ham p a c cx a 3 , Tax x a x
cx a 3an » HaM 6ojn>m e H en ero, pa3Be h t o npH3HaTBCfl, h t o He t o j i l x o
y HBaHOBa, h o aaxee
pacTepxHHOCTH

h

y

aBTopa b ch 3Ta HCTopiw ocTaBJiaeT nyBCTBo

H3yMJieHHX.

H b u h o b .. .H er! B ce-T axH -

HeT.

B eat

ecjiH

pa3o6paT L ca,

Ho, c apyroh

3 to t

cTOpOHbi, e c jin

npHHHTb BO BHHMaHHe, HTO pOfl HeJIOBeHeCXHH... HO C TaXHMH
QO

MBICJWMH 3KHTI> pem H TeJIBH O HCJIL3JI.

Katerli’s use o f ‘skaz’ resembles that o f Vladimir Nabokov’s in Invitation to a Beheading
(1959):

So we are nearing the end. The right-hand, still untasted part o f the
novel, which, during our delectable reading, we would lightly feel,
mechanically testing whether there were still plenty left (and our
fingers were always gladdened by the placid, faithful thickness) has
suddenly, for no reason at all, become quite meager: a few minutes
o f quick reading, already downhill, and—O, horrible!89

Katerli’s ‘skaz’ narrator frequently uses conversational language.

The narrator in

‘Volshebnaia lampa’, for example, is discussing repairs that should be made to a flat, and
then suddenly interrupts itself and states: ‘Ho pent He 06 yaoOcTBax, a o xjiaMe.’90
Similarly; the abrupt narrator in ‘Zele’ says: ‘HeT,
u e p T e x c e , H eT b 3 t o m CM HCJia.’91

H e 6 y a e M Mb i

ceiiHac

ro B o p H T b o

Katerli’s use of conversational language resembles that

of youth prose writing. As Geoffrey Hosking has noted o f youth prose writing: ‘Words
and expressions are often employed which come from a specific professional or
intellectual milieu: the narrator assumes that the reader will understand them, implying
that he is a close associate.’92 This narrative technique also resembles that of Soviet
ironic writing in the 1960s and 1970s. As Anatoly Vishevsky has stated o f Soviet irony
in this period:
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The writer is usually present in the story as an all-knowing, all
understanding ironic narrator. The writer feels pity for the story’s
heroes, but also an element o f self-pity for common human life
makes them one. The special relationship between the writer and
the reader and their common ironic worldview brings to life ironic
prose that is based on a specific cultural text. This text, though, was
limited in its application and identical stories and characters that
were created as a result eventually brought the subgenre to its
natural end.93

Despite Katerli’s use of multiple voices and points of view, some of her stories are
toldprimarily from one point of view. ‘Pervaia noch” , for example, concentrates solely
on Pavel Kravtsov and his thoughts about his relationship with his recently deceased
wife.

‘Vse chto ugodno’ is told from the perspective of Sergei as he relates his

perception o f his mysterious experiences with the elderly inebriated woman. In addition,
‘Okno’, ‘Chudovishche’, ‘Kusok neba’, ‘Prokhor’, ‘Zele’, ‘Kontsert’, ‘Pobeda’, and
‘Sorokopud’ are told in first-person narration. The first-person narrators of Katerli’s
fantasy prose are introspective and thoughtful individuals.
protagonists in ‘Sorokopud’ states: ‘C yTpa Bee
Buzjy

o 6 b ih h o c t l b

CBoen 3 T 0

6 bui

Toro, h t o co

npocTOM,

x c h tc h c k o m

6 m j io

Bnojrae

CMMCJie, noTOMy

oxmo^b He o6i»iKHOBeHHi»m psmoBon jipm * -

mhoh

For example, the central
o6 h h h o ,

ecnn HMen»

hto, kohchho, b

sto

6 m ji

b

rjiySnHe

IlepBBiH aeHt nocne

cnyHHjiocB.’94 Thus, Katerli’s focus on one point of view and her use

o f first-person narration emphasises her concentration on the individual protagonist,
which, as will be seen in Chapter Four, is typical of her realistic prose.

CHARACTERISATION
The characters o f Nina Katerli’s fantasy prose come from a variety of cultural and
educational backgrounds. Many o f her protagonists are purely fantastical, such as the
magician in ‘Ozero’, the sky in ‘Kusok neba’, and ‘Death’ in ‘Nagomaia desiat” .
Several o f Katerli’s characters are animals or creatures, such as the elephant in ‘Prokhor’,
the monster in ‘Chudovishche’, and the insect in ‘Okho-kho’. However, whether her
characters are insects, monsters, witches, elderly women, or middle-aged men, they are,
with a few exceptions, ‘sovki’, average Soviet people.

In this respect, Katerli’s

characters, as I. Prussakova has noted, resemble those found in the fantasy works of
Evgenii Shvarts.95 Similarly, as Amanda Metcalf has noted of Shvarts’s characters:
‘However “unreal” the setting, there are no “unreal” characters—all live and act in a
perfectly rational manner, although the logic governing their actions may be of the fairy
tale variety.’96
V. Kukushkin has commented that Nina Katerli has no positive or negative heroes.97
She does, however, juxtapose within one story different types of characters with differing
responses to life’s difficulties and dilemmas.

Katerli’s characters are as varied and

numerous as are her themes. They range from real people with names, families and
occupations, to magicians, insects and tractors. Katerli’s characters include men and
women, both young and old. Some characters do not have names. For example, one o f
the central characters in ‘Bezotvetnaia liubov” is simply referred to as ‘the girl’. Other
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characters have names that represents their characteristics, such as those in ‘Nagomaia
desiat” . The characters in ‘Kazhdyi polden’ na ploshchadi’ , are straight out o f a fairy
tale with names such as: ‘Old Man’ (‘Starik’), ‘Witch’ (‘Ved’ma’), and ‘Wind’ (‘Veter’).
Katerli’s use o f fantasy and fairy-tale-like characters portrays the magical and
unexplained elements o f everyday life. Katerli tells stories o f ‘real’ life, but does not
develop her characters as whole beings. These human characters are powerless before
larger characters and forces: magicians, wind, a piece of sky coming through the window
in ‘Kusok neba’.
Nina Katerli does not judge her characters for their lack of success or for their simple
lives. On the contrary, she sympathises with their difficulties and struggles. A. Zhitinskii
states that Nina Katerli sympathises with her characters.98 Katerli sympathises even with
her evil and cruel characters. The monster in ‘Chudovishche’ is a miserable, spiteful
character, who, toward the end of the story, is portrayed as a lonely, sad creature
deserving o f pity:

n o c n e ^ H e e BpeMH
rn a3

H3 K p acH oro

n o c e /je jia -

c

H yaoB H m eM h t o - t o t b o p h t c h , H e y3HaTB e r o :
czjejia jicn

KaKHM-To rpH3HO-pbDKHM,

o a h h m c jio b o m , c r a p e e T H am a H y n o B H m e.

Ha

m ep cT t

cn yxc6y

o h o T e n e p b H e x o m r , c h ^ h nejiLiM H ;jh x m h y c e 6 a b KOMHare h t o
n n m e T , t o B3/u>ixaeT. H b o t c e r o m r a t c t h H jih k z k p a 3 CKa3ajia, h t o

J iy n m e 6 h y x c B e e o c T a B a jio c t n o -c r a p o M y , a t o

CMOTpen* H a

n e in y io .

Hy^OBnme

h c h j i HeT

99
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6 ojn>me

y

H e e f ly m a 6 o j i h t

HeT n o ^ M eT a T t 3a h h m

This sympathy may arise from Katerli’s own strong religious beliefs, which, like the
beliefs o f Lev Tolstoi’s and Feder Dostoevskii’s, may affect her attitude towards her
characters. In addition, this compassion may arise from Katerli’s own desire to come to
terms with her past beliefs and allegiance to Communism. Katerli believes that there is
always a justification for people’s actions. We have no knowledge of what may drive
people to commit certain acts unless we walk in their shoes. The difficulty of life has
turned many people into monsters, and we are called to have compassion for their plight.
One should thus pity the small man with his petty problems and his petty concerns. In
addition, it is important to note that Katerli’s characters do not exist independent o f their
origins or environment. The Monster acts monstrously because he is a monster. That is
his role in this world. Perhaps peace and happiness in the inner world are found through
acceptance o f the limitations of the outer world. In essence, the characters are buffeted
by fate and life circumstances and, in this light, their actions can neither be praised nor
condemned.
Many o f Katerli’s characters are sensitive, hopeless dreamers, romantics, and
defenceless creatures victimised by a harsh and threatening world. Emil’ in ‘Kollektsiia
doktora Emil’ia’ is portrayed as an idealist and hopeless romantic. Okho-kho, an even
more insignificant creature, was ‘coBceM Majiem>KHH, MeHtme nyroBHijBi

ot

najn*TO.’100

One way in which the sensitivity o f these characters is depicted is through their
awareness and observations of nature. Several of Katerli’s heroes find solace in nature, in
nature’s beauty and strength. These characters quite often find themselves thinking about
nature, about the weather, about animals. Their sensitivity to nature is both a metaphor
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for their grander thoughts about life and about themselves, as well as a representation of
their sensitivity as individuals. After Firfarov and the tractor part ways, for example,
Firfarov’s thoughts drift to the day’s weather: ‘Moxpbm
no,HBopoTHH,

h oh

B^pyr BcnoMHHJi,

hto

xojio^
ohbih

BeTep ayHyji H3

3aBTpa-TO yxce oceHt, nepBoe ceHTxbpa,

OHp(J)apoB nocToxji erne HeMHoro y BopoT, noexauicx h nomen aomoh.’101 ‘Zele’ begins
with a description of nature:

B

6 o jn > in o H n o n L iH te c n p a B a ot MOCTa

flHKHe

c

zjoctohhctbom n n a B a j m

yncH. Co 3HaHHeM a e j i a ohh B tuiaB JiH B ajiH H3 boju>i x j i e 6 ,

KOTopbm nocTynaji Tyzja b H3pjmHOM KOJiHuecTBe c HabepexcHOH,
r^e co6pajiacb TOJina. Ilo KpaaM nojitiHbH MpauHo cn^ejm rpx3Htie
rojiybn.102

‘Doroga’ ends with Ivan walking through the forest with his dog after hearing the reading
o f his father’s will: ‘Cojimte ceno, noracna nojiocxa Haa jiecoM. PfaaH c A jil<J)oh
OTnpaBHjiHCb flOMOH nepe3
h

moct...

TenjiLiH, coBceM eme jicthhh,

HeoxaiAaHHO 3aKpanaji aoxcflb...

ip h Shoh.’103

J\oM R b 6 kui

TyroH

Pavel Kravtsov in ‘Pervaia noch” ponders

his relationship with his deceased wife and other related thoughts about life while on a
walk. However, many o f his thoughts focus much more on his observations of nature
rather than on his thoughts about his life: ‘He6o po30Bejio Mexc^y BencaMH. Bojn»moe
.nepeBo, nofl KOTOpbiMoh cnacajicx ot floxyyi, OTCio^a xopomo 6bmo bh^ho.’104
Katerli’s characters do not perform amazing feats or exhibit outstanding strength or
courage.

A. Zhitinskii accurately describes Katerli’s protagonist as “‘MajieHbxoro
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HenoBeKa” -

6ecTajiaHHoro, HeyuaujiHBoro, CTpeMameroca a iy 6ecTanaHHOCTi» h

Hey^anjiHBOCTL npeoflOJierc*.’105 Her protagonists are average people with weaknesses
and failings. They have simple and often petty problems, and they have no grand or
global statements to express. Katerli’s characters bear no resemblance to the heroes of
socialist realist novels. Ivanov in Katerli’s ‘Volshebnaia lampa’ is a simple engineer,
whose life changes when he discovers a magic lamp in his attic. The protagonist in
‘Bezotvetnaia liubov” is a saleswoman who lives an empty and lonely life. Laptev in
‘Kollektsiia doktora Emil’ia’ is a science researcher who has no friends and is a failure in
his personal and professional life.
Although Nina Katerli has a few female protagonists and narrators in her fantasy
stories, such as in ‘Okno’ ‘Chudovishche’ and ‘Den’ rozhdeniia’, the majority o f her
protagonists and characters are men. In fact, Katerli’s presentation o f women in her
fantasy stories follows many o f the stereotypes of traditional Russian literature, such as in
Karamzin’s Bednaia Liza (Poor Liza) (1792). For example, the young woman in ‘Ozero’
and the Wife o f

‘Vliublennyi’ in ‘Nagomaia desiat” epitomise the self-sacrificing

woman, who is willing to die for the sake o f the man she loves. Moreover, Katerli’s male
protagonists often express traditional as well as negative perceptions of women. For
example, commenting on women’s views of romance, the narrator in ‘Sorokopud’ states:
‘Ho

xceHmHHH,

Bee

£0

eflHHOH, aa3Ke Te,

KOTopue

H3o6paacaioT H3 ce6 a

HHTejuieKTyarioK, BepxT 3toh nenyxe 6e3oroBopoHHo. ’106 Katerli does not appear to be

concerned with women or women’s issues in particular in her fantasy prose. Although, as
will be discussed in Chapter Three, Katerli’s underground works, which were written in
the 1970s, have more female protagonists and deal with more issues relating specifically
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to women, it was not until the 1980s, during her realistic prose period, that Katerli began
to focus specifically on female characters and women’s issues.
As stated earlier, by the end o f Katerli’s fantasy prose period, her works had become
much less fantastic and more realistic. In particular, this is evident in her increasing
focus on the introspective ‘realistic’ protagonist. For example, ‘Okno’ tells the story of a
young woman reflecting on her childhood and her relationship with her parents. In ‘Den’
rozhdeniia’ an elderly woman remembers her childhood and contemplates her
relationship with her daughter. ‘Doroga’ focuses primarily on a father and one o f his
sons, and their inability to understand one another. As these characters become more
realistic, with fuller histories, backgrounds, and desires, they are no less buffeted by
circumstances, but the element o f individual, moral choice may be seen to have a greater
role in their lives and fates.

CONCLUSION
Nina Katerli’s fantasy prose incorporates many Russian and western traditions of fantasy
writing. In particular, the close relation between fantasy and reality in Katerli’s stories is
reminiscent o f works by such authors as Aleksandr Pushkin, E.T.A.. Hoffman, and
Nikolai Gogol. The presence o f reality in Katerli’s fantasy prose, and her depiction of
everyday life also calls to mind the ‘byt’ and urban prose of Iurii Trifonov, the
characteristics o f which, as will be discussed in Chapter Four, become even more evident
in Katerli’s realistic prose stories. Her narrative technique style of ‘skaz’ is reminiscent
o f the narrative styles o f Mikhail Bulgakov, Vladimir Nabokov, and Mikhail
Zoshchenko.
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In addition, Katerli’s fantasy prose reflects Andrei Siniavskii’s notion that fantasy has
hypotheses rather than aims.107 Katerli’s fantasy works generally reject notions of
political, historical, or sociological answers to society’s ills. In most cases, she adopts an
indifferent response to this world, only posing questions, airing concerns, and exploring
the absurdities o f life.

Many o f these absurdities are presented through the use of

fantasy— a monster that terrorises his fellow communal flat tenants, a man who falls in
love with a tractor, and a young woman who buys and then re-sells her ‘unrequited love’.
Thus the question remains—did Katerli use such ‘Aesopian language’ purely for aesthetic
reasons, namely her desire to express absurdities and ‘hypotheses’, to use Siniavskii’s
term, or does ‘Aesopian language’ appear in direct response to a fear of censorship?
Although Katerli claims that she wrote fantasy purely for aesthetic reasons, the existence
o f censorship must have been a contributing factor, since she gradually, as the political
situation for writers became less dangerous, began to write more realistic, as opposed to
fantastic, works. Accordingly, Lev Loseff claims: ‘With the use of Aesopian language,
Russian &nd Soviet writers were able to camouflage their political and ideological
beliefs.’108 He has also remarked: ‘The existence of ideological censorship is the obvious
precondition for the rise of Aesopian language in literature.’109
At the same time, however, Katerli diverges from the fantasy tradition, if one may
speak of a tradition, in many respects. In particular, Katerli’s fantasy prose does not fit
neatly within Nadia Peterson’s definition of the ‘fantastic decade’, the mid-1970s to the
mid-1980s.110 In fact, Joseph Mozur calls into question Peterson’s choice of dates. He
suggests: ‘One could argue that it would be more appropriate to date the beginning o f the
fantastic era with its appearance [Mikhail Bulgakov’s Master i Margarita (1966-1967)].
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In that case one would speak in the plural—fantastic decades.’111 Katerli began writing
her first fantasy stories in the early 1970s, and by the early 1980s was already writing her
most realistic stories.

In fact, even in the mid-1970s, Katerli was writing her two

underground works— ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ (‘The Barsukov Triangle’) (1981) and
‘Chervets’ (‘The Worm’) (1990)—which, as will be discussed in the next chapter, are
very realistic. In addition, although Katerli’s use of ‘skaz’ resembles the narrative style
o f the Moscow scenes in Bulgakov’s Master i Margarita, her fantasy prose lacks the
complex plots, the length, and political themes of Bulgakov’s work. Nor do Katerli’s
fantasy works bear any resemblance to the dystopian fiction of Evgenii Zamiatin or the
science fiction of the Strugatskii brothers.112
Katerli had begun experimenting with realism in the mid-1970s.

Although, it is

difficult to know how much her motivation was political and how much was aesthetic. In
a certain sense, Katerli found herself at a fork in the road. As Veniamin Kaverin has
remarked:
*
HanpaBO - ncH xononiuecK aa np03a, coBpeMeHHaa
TpaamuiOHHaa, HajieBO nepeBepHyTwx

h

ojjHOBpeivieHHO

<J>aHTacTHHecKaa rnpa, ocHOBaHHaa Ha

npencTaBJiemrax.

HanpaBO

-

HaOjno^eHHe,

ncnxojiorH uecK oe Hccjie/joBaHHe, n o r m a xapaicrepoB. HaneBO BOoOpaacemre,

anorH3M,

HecooTBeTCTBHe

cHHTaKCHuecKoro

h

CMLicnoBoro nBuaceHHa p eu n. H a k o k o h n o p o re ace acneT y c n e x h
npH3HaHne?.113
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S im ila rly ,

F. C h irsk ov h as noted: ‘M oxcho cica3an>, h t o p ean tH oe zuia H. K arepjm 6 o jiee

MHoro3HaHHO, neM <J)aHTacTHHecKoe.

Tpy/mo cica3aTL, KaK SyaeT pa3BHBan>ca e e TanaHT,

KaKHe er o CTopoHbi 6y^yT flOMHHHpoBan> - (j)aHTacTHKa hjih peajiH3M.’114 W ith
h in d sig h t, it ca n n o w b e see n that K aterli w en t d o w n th e path o f realism , n ever
ab and on in g, h o w ev er, her origin s in fantasy.
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CHAPTER THREE
NINA KATERLI’S UNDERGROUND WORKS
f l o tc u e y e H e n p e d c K d 3 y e M o e ep e M R e n e n p e d c K a s y e M O u c m p a n e J

Nina Katerli, like many Soviet writers o f the Brezhnev period, was forced to write and
publish in the underground. In this chapter, we will examine her two underground works:
Treugol’nik Barsukova’ (‘The Barsukov Triangle’) (1981) and ‘Chervets’ (‘The Worm’)
(1990). As in Chapter Two, this examination will begin with a review o f the historical
background o f these stories, particularly the reasons why Katerli was compelled to
publish these two stories outside o f official channels. This introductory section will be
followed by a textual analysis o f these stories. Finally, the chapter will discuss the
relevance o f these stories to the entire body of Katerli’s work.
While Nina Katerli was writing the fantasy stories that would constitute Okno (The
Window), (1981), she also began writing her two most controversial works— ‘Treugol’nik
Barsukova’ and ‘Chervets’.

‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ investigates the lives o f over

twenty inhabitants o f one Leningrad communal flat and the various issues—great and
small—that make up their lives: relationships, single-motherhood, adultery, the price of
fish, prostitution, anti-Semitism, emigration, queues, death, war, and political
disillusionment.

Katerli has described ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ as: ‘npaB^HBoe

OTofipaxceHne fleHCTBHTejn»HOCTH, He mjraiomeecfl 3aMacKHpoBan> xcecTKyio peajiLHocn*
3KH3HH b ceMHflecjiTMe ro,m>i.’2 Carl Proffer has called ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ ‘an

emotional story o f love, betrayal, and Soviet mores.’3 In the words of Deming Brown,
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‘TreugoFnik Barsukova’ ‘is a harsh episodic portrayal o f a neighborhood of ordinary
Leningraders as they live rather brutish, occasionally violent lives in close quarters, queue
up at food stores, drink and switch sexual partners.’4 Katerli’s second underground work,
‘Chervets’, explores corruption, inefficiency, and anti-Semitism in the Soviet science
industry, by depicting the daily lives o f several science researchers.5
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and ‘Chervets’ represented both a stylistic and political shift
for Katerli. When Katerli had first begun writing, her primary concerns were to produce
works not only o f a certain aesthetic quality, but ones that would also be published by
Gosizdat, the Communist Party’s publishing agency. She states, however, that by the
mid-1970s, she had acquired sufficient artistic and moral confidence to express her ideas
and beliefs more directly, regardless of the consequences:

R nepecTajia nncaTB ajm Koro-To [ana rocyaapcTBa].

nncaTB

rjul

ce6n,

* ny6jiHKOBan>cfl

h to 6 b i

Hanajia

noTOM y3Han> CMory j i h

to jib k o

3£ecB, ny6jiHK0BaTtca co cKaH^ajiOM, h u h m o h

npoH3Be/jeHH5i ocraHyrcji nexcaTB b CTOJie h OyztyT npomnaHH
K o r(zta-HH6y,m> b

apyroe BpeMx.6

Katerli states that she knew that she would never be able to publish ‘Treugol’nik
Barsukova’ in the Soviet Union: ‘if 3Hana,
XCH3HB b
3/tecB

m

to

hto

BpeMB 6Buia oneHB TpyzjHOH, Tax h t o

He Mory ony6jiHKOBan> ero 3/jecB...

% aaxce He nBrrajiacB onybjiHKOBaTB ero

nepecTpoiiKH’7 Shortly after writing ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, Katerli relates

that she gave the manuscript to a friend, hoping to have it published abroad.
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As

discussed in Chapter One, in 1981, six years after writing ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’,
Katerli learned o f its publication in the American journal Glagol.

The story was

subsequently translated and published as ‘The Barsukov Triangle’ in 1985, in the
anthology o f Soviet literature The Barsukov Triangle, the Two-Toned Blond and Other
Stories, edited by Carl and Ellendea Proffer. It was most likely the 1985 publication of
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ that first brought Katerli to the attention of the West. The
publication history of ‘Chervets’ is similar to that of ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’. After
several vain attempts to publish it in various Leningrad journals, Katerli finally decided
to circulate the story in ‘samizdat’ (self-publishing) in 1981.®

‘Chervets’ was later

published in the Soviet Union in 1990, in Katerli’s collection o f stories, Kurzal.
Nina Katerli finally published ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ in Russia in 1991, re-titled as
‘Sennaia Ploshchad” (‘Haymarket Square’) and published it again in 1992, as one o f the
stories in her book o f the same title, Sennaia Ploshchad’.9 Nina Katerli claims that she
changed the title at the suggestion o f friends and colleagues who believed the new title to
be more Suitable to the true meaning of the story. She has also stated that the new title
‘He HMen HHuero o6mero co cicaimajioM [cBJreaHHtiM c 3arpaHHHHtiMH nyfijnncainmiH],
noTOMy hto BpeMx 6 buio yace apyroe.’10 It is significant to note, however, the difference

in the meanings of the two titles. Both of these titles are names of the same geographical
area—the town square in the centre of St. Petersburg named ‘Sennaia Ploshchad” . The
first title, ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, represents the mystical and magical aspect o f the
story, in which numerous people and things are lost, and so is an allusion to the infamous
Bermuda Triangle. The second title, ‘Sennaia Ploshchad” , is the real name of the town
square and perhaps reflects Katerli’s stylistic transition from fantasy to reality. The title
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change may also indicate Katerli’s desire to move with, or to be seen to move with, the
times. The present title of ‘Sennaia Ploshchad” , which is the pre-Revolutionary name of
‘Ploshchad’ Mira’ (Peace Square), is perhaps related to the fact that, in the early 1990s,
the Soviet names o f many streets, palaces, and town squares were replaced with their preRevolutionary names. Because ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ was the story’s original title,
and because it carries a thematic meaning, I have chosen to refer to the story by its
original title.
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and ‘Chervets’ had to be published underground for several
reasons. Although Nina Katerli had begun experimenting with several literary techniques
during her fantasy prose period, such as shifting point o f view and non-linear chronology,
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and ‘Chervets’, as will be discussed further in the chapter, were
far more experimental, and thus, more likely to invite controversy. As Carl Proffer has
summarised the official line on prohibited literary techniques:

'Stream o f consciousness is out...detail and self-analysis are
impossible. The use of grotesque and fantastic must be held to a
bare minimum...chronology cannot be too disorderly let alone
obliterated...departures from normal chronology must be reconstructable without much page turning.11

Likewise, the themes o f ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ concern the then taboo political issues
o f anti-Semitism, emigration, Zionism, and Soviet governmental corruption. ‘Chervets’
was written in deliberate contrast to Soviet ‘science prose’, a genre which sought to play

an important role in the Soviet Union’s development of its national science industry. As
Rosalind Marsh has remarked o f ‘science prose’:

Since the 1930s, the Soviet authorities have exploited all the means
of

communication,

including

literature,

in their

extensive

propaganda campaign for science and technology, which aims at
creating an increased supply of scientific personnel and at spreading
a knowledge o f science among the population.12

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF ‘TREUGOL’NIK BARSUKOVA’

PLOT
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ tells the story of numerous characters living in one communal
flat in Leningrad, exploring not only the difficulties of their daily lives, but their deeper
philosophical and emotional concerns. As Helena Goscilo has observed generally of
Katerli’s writing:

Nina Katerli...recreates in concrete detail modem urban settings,
against the background o f which she explores romantic ties, family
problems, communal living, and the inconsistencies and irrational
destructive involutions of the human psyche.13
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Like the ‘fabulas’ and ‘siuzhets’ o f Katerli’s fantasy stories, the ‘fabula’ and ‘siuzhet’ o f
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ function independently—the former describing the concerns of
everyday life and the latter addressing introspective issues.14 However, unlike the
‘fabulas’ and ‘siuzhets’ o f Katerli’s fantasy stories, the ‘fabula’ and ‘siuzhet’ of
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ are less linear, and are therefore more complicated.

For

example, the ‘fabula’ o f ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ does not focus on a particular character
or story line. Rather, the story is a montage or collection o f story lines, which at times
intersect, and at other times are unrelated. Consequently, rather than having one ‘fabula’,
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ can be said to contain several ‘fabulas’. The story also lacks a
clear beginning and end; there is no climax of action or denouement. The ‘fabula ’ simply
records the real lives o f real people, thereby revealing the monotonous nature o f life,
suggesting that one day is just like the next, filled with the same joys, sorrows, and
difficulties.
In her effort to provide a realistic depiction of everyday urban life, Katerli sets this
story within a very specific geographic location—the city limits of Leningrad. Katerli
meticulously describes local streets, shops, and buildings—all of which are instantly
recognisable to anyone familiar with the city. In fact, as stated above, the title itself
refers to a specific location—Leningrad’s Haymarket Square:
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3 to t

TpeyrojiLHHK pacnojioaceH

b

ijeinpe ropo^a, a

hm chho:

Ha

CeHHOH rnioma^H noa Ha3BaHHeM rniomaat MHpa. BepmHHa ero
npnxoAHTCH KaK pa3 Ha cneHHajiH3npoBaHHi>m

p m G h lih

Mara3HH

“OiceaH”, rue xaxc^oe yTpo Tojncyrca flOBepHHBtie jnofiirrejm
cejie^KH, He Be^aioiipie rae

oh h c to s t.

/Jpyrne yrjiti Taicne: 3/jaHHe

CTaHHHH MeTpo, B03ABHrHyn»ie Ha MecTe ynpa3^HeHHOH c jmija
3eMJiH nepKBH YcneHHH IIpecBaTOH Boropo^HHti -

pa3,

h

aBTo6ycHtra BOK3an - ,nBa.15

Since the nineteenth century, when the square was the venue o f prostitutes, drunks and
criminals, it has had a reputation as a dangerous and squalid area. As stated earlier, the
story’s original title alludes to the infamous Bermuda Triangle. Also called the Devil’s
Triangle, the Bermuda Triangle is an area o f ocean just off the southeastern coast of
Florida where numerous ships and aircraft have reputedly mysteriously disappeared.
Located in the centre o f town, the Barsukov Triangle, like the Bermuda Triangle,
represents an area o f mystery, danger, and disappearance. It acts like a magnet, drawing
people toward it, toward the bus stop, the fish store, the metro station, and, amid this
commotion o f people and activity, people and things disappear.
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ consists of three chapters divided into a total o f twenty-four
subchapters, some o f which are as short as a paragraph. This layout enables Katerli, as
Helena Goscilo has noted, to employ ‘inexplicable shifts in locale and point o f view,
radical temporal jumps, [and] unexpected juxtaposition.’16 It is almost as if Katerli is
using a film projector to pan the entire communal flat, taking note o f every detail of these
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people’s daily lives. Her focus on the daily concerns of her protagonists is established in
the first few sentences o f the story:

Mapira CnflopoBHa TioTHHa, no

o Gb ik h o b c h h io ,

BCTana

b boccm b,

no3aBTpaKajia repxyjiecoBOH Kamen, BtiMBma nocy^y 3a
MyaceM

h

onipaBHJiacB

b

yrnoBoft

“ hh 3 0 k” ,

co6 o h

h

r^e HaKaHyHe

onpe^eneHHO o6emajm c yTpa jxasajh TpecKOBoe $HJie.17

Each of the characters suffers from one or many emotional or physical afflictions. The
character Roza L’vovna Kats expresses the story’s sardonic sentiment: ‘KaxcflOMy xor^aHH6yztf> aocTaeTca HacToamee CTpa^aHne.’18

Another character, Natal’ia Ivanovna

Kopeikina copes with loneliness after her only child has abandoned her.

Antonina

Bodrova is in love with an alcoholic who dislikes her Jewish son. Aleksandr Petukhov
wants to emigrate from Russia. Fira Kats and her husband disagree about the role that
their identity as Jews plays in their lives. The Tiutins are an elderly couple struggling to
survive on their pensions. Their daughter, Anna Tiutina, is trying to raise her children on
her own, after her husband has left her for a younger woman, and Barsukov is an aging
alcoholic who is going mad. At times, many of the story’s ‘fabulas’ intersect. For
example, Aleksandr Petukhov and his neighbour Fira Kats both leave their spouses and
emigrate to Israel. Moreover, several of the older women in the flat gather frequently to
shop and talk about the dramas and activities that take place in their communal flat.
Throughout the story, however, Katerli develops other ‘fabulas’ that reach neither a
climax nor a conclusion. The story ends with the funeral of Petr Tiutin and the narrator’s
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stream o f consciousness thoughts about life, death, and loss. It is significant that Katerli
concludes ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ with a funeral. There is finality; there is an end, but
there are no answers, no resolution. The survivors are left to ponder unsolved mysteries
and quandaries o f life until they meet their own end, whenever and however that might
come. Until then, life will drag on, day by indistinguishable day, consumed with caring
for children and grandchildren, queues, shops, divorce, and adultery.
The ‘fabula’ o f ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ incorporates both fantasy and reality in its
depiction o f everyday life, primarily, as will be discussed below, in the scenes involving
the Barsukov Triangle.

It is the presence o f fantasy that creates an atmosphere of

confusion and uncertainty, which, to these characters, is as ‘real’ in their lives as are the
conditions o f their flat and the long queue to buy fish. Thus, rather than being a purely
‘fantasy’ story, ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ is a realistic story with elements of fantasy. The
presence o f fantasy in the story does not weaken, but rather intensifies Katerli’s themes o f
disorientation and turmoil, making ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ one of her most powerful
stories.19'
As discussed in Chapter Two, the ‘siuzhet’ and ‘fabula’ often have different
chronologies. In ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, the time sequence of the ‘fabula’ covers a
relatively short period o f time, approximately six months. The ‘siuzhet’, however, takes
place over a much broader time span in which, through the use of flashback, we discover
the backgrounds of these characters. We learn about Roza Kats’s husband, who went to
fight in World War Two and never returned. The young Roza assumed that her husband
had been killed, and raised her son as the widow of a veteran. Forty years later, she
learns that he had simply fallen in love with another woman and decided to begin a new
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life with her. We learn the history o f Anna Tiutina’s relationship with her ex-husband.
When the story begins, Anna is a single-mother, struggling to support her children. We
learn that her husband left her for a young socialite and now refuses to play any role in
the lives o f his children.
We also discover the background o f Natal’ia Ivanovna Kopeikina’s relationship with
her son Oleg, who has become a criminal and, after years o f verbal abuse, has finally
abandoned her.20 Kopeikina spoiled and doted upon her son, and perhaps her selfless
attitude played a part in creating a selfish and apathetic individual.

The narrator

comments:

HarajiM HBaHOBHa KonemcHHa BBipacmaa ctm a o^na. ilBjnracB
Me/jcecTpoH, bck) 3KH3HB OHa paboTajia Ha nojrropM ctbbkh h nacTO
6pajia OTnycK aeHLraMH, hto6 li y MajiBUHiea 6 buio Bee He xyace
apyrax fleTefi, KOToptie pacTyT b 6jiaronojiyHHLix ceMtax c
' OTItaMH.21

Although the action o f the story takes place in the present day, Katerli rounds out these
characters by detailing their life stories, thereby giving context and understanding to their
present actions and emotions and also revealing the narrator’s sympathy and compassion
for these characters.
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THEMES
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ deals with the theme o f loss in its various manifestations. As
stated above, the title itself represents a ‘real’ place where, like the Moscow scenes o f
Mikahil Bulgakov’s Master i Margarita (The Master and Margarita) (1967-8), numerous
mysterious events occur and several people disappear. Barsukov, an aging alcoholic, is
the first person to disappear in the Triangle. Moments before disappearing, he telephones
Lazar’ Kats:

Ajuio, - pa3^ajica .zjajieKHH tojioc EapcyKOBa, Koraa JIa3api»
HaKOHen noflomeji k Tejie(j)OHy. - Ajuio! CjiymaHTe h 3annci>maHTe
juw HayKH. ToBopHT EapcyKOB H3 TpeyrojitHHKa. ft ra6Hy. COC.
MecTonojioaceHHH b npocTpaHCTBe onpe^ejiHTt He Mory. Ckojilko
BpeMeHH - Toace He 3Haio. Btixofla OTCiojja HeTy h Mraa... MTJia
' HeobtncHOBeHHaa. CnjioiiraaH. Eeno-3ejieHaa. Bhahmocth hhkbkoh.
TnGHy... Tcmho

h

Bbixoaa HeT. TnGHy CMepTLio xpa6pwx

bo

cnaBy...22

Barsukov speaks as if he is a pilot who has lost his way in a terrible storm, and who
knows that he will soon die. It is unclear how or why Barsukov disappears. Perhaps he
drinks him self to death. Perhaps he is killed, or maybe he simply goes mad. The mystery
is never solved.

Perhaps his disappearance symbolises life’s many inexplicable

happenings, or maybe it is symbolic o f the unexplained ‘disappearances* o f intellectuals,
politicians, and dissidents that occurred in the Soviet Union.
Oleg, Natal’ia Kopeikina’s son, is another person who disappears in the Barsukov
Triangle. A number o f the women from the flat are doing their shopping when they see
Oleg being taken away by the police. Suddenly, a green mist arises, and amidst the chaos
o f the people in the busy square, the women appear to experience a momentary fainting
spell:

AHTOHHHa BHe3anHO nonyBCTBOBana, hto b rna3ax y

H e e TeM H eeT ,

Horn othhmaioTCfl, xpyroM 3ejieHaa Mrna, Kax c xopomen nojma^H,
h hto OHa He coobpaxcaeT, rjxe Haxo^HTCH h 3aueM. Ckojibko
BpeMeHH npoflojraajiocb Taxoe cocToaHHe, AmoHHHa HHKor^a
noTOM CKa3an» He Morjia, ho Kor/ja OHHyjiact, yBH^eJia, hto chjjht
Ha cxaMeHKe okojio aBTo6ycHoro BOK3ajia, a pa/jOM c Hen ch^xt h
* Harajiba IfeaHOBHa, h JJycn, o6e 6jie.zun.ie, He b cede h 6e3 cyMOK...
nocH^eB c nojinaca, npuzui b ce6a h neperoBopHB, ohh penman Bee
xce HHnero HHKOMy He paccKa3braaTL, Bee paBHo He noBepaT h eme
3acMeioT.23

These women, unlike Barsukov, do not disappear themselves. Rather, they are witnesses
to Oleg’s disappearance. Like Barsukov, the women are surrounded by a ‘greenish fog’,
that obstructs their vision, and that takes away their memory o f the entire incident.
Perhaps the green fog is symbolic o f their self-deception.24
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Death is perhaps the most profound manifestation of loss. Death is portrayed not only
as a form o f loss, but also as a force that is both incomprehensible and that renders human
beings powerless. Petr Tiutin, an aging World War Two Veteran, like ‘Zhizneliub’ in
‘Nagomaia desiat” (‘Mountain Street, Number Ten’) (1976), fears the uncertainty o f
death. Contemplating his own death, Tiutin thinks: ‘.ZfyMan h Bflpyr Tax pacxoTenocb
eMy noMHpaTb, Tax crano cTpanmo h HeoxoTa npOBajiHTtca H3 3Toro yiOTHoro,
oSxcHToro MHpa xyzta-TO b TbMy, rzte HaBepmuca Hnuero xopomero HeTy.’25 The narrator
expresses a similar sentiment after Tiutin’s death:

H to

xcfleT Hac TaM, xyzza m l i Bee nonazteM, xorzza Hanm zzejia 3zjecb

KOHuaTca? H h k to

hh

pa3y He zzaJi oxoHHarejibHoro oTBeTa Ha 3 t o t

BeuHbiH Bonpoc, m o t 6bi Tenepb, b xanecTBe oneBnzma, OTBeTHTb Ha
Hero FleTp BacnjibeBHH T io t h h ,
h to

’

3HaeT Taxoe, nero

h o m o jih h t .

>k h bl im

h o cto h h h o

m o jih h t ,

3HaTb paHbine BpeMeHH He

nonoxceHO? H He noTOMy jra, He 3areM
MecTo Tex, KOMy

He noTOMy jhi

jth, h to 6

nocTaBHTb Ha

He TepnHTca, Bcerzza Tax HaztMeHHO-

3araztOHHbi jnnja MepTBbix?.. ,26

Later, the narrator comments:

nycT b

ohh

B e e BepHyTCH, B e e x o r o

mm

n o T e p x jm n o

BHHe , n o Jien co M b icjim o , c jie n o T e , T p y c o c m

h

co S c t b c h h o h

paB H O ztym m o, x o r o

H e 3axoT ejiH BOBpeMH n o iu r r b , H e c y M e jm 3amHTHTb, npocT H T b, He

CM orjra yaep jK aT b ,

H epH aa BopoH K a -

h bot

y^ ce n o flX B a n u ia

hx

H ac? O h h He 3 a p a cT a io T T p aB ofi,

3aH0CHT necKOM, He 3aci»m aeT CHeroM ,

CTaHOBBTca p y6u aM H .

A

M e)K£y

fiw c T p e e n p o x o ^ H T ^ o n r a e 3 h m l i
nam e

h

KpyTB, 3 a c o c a j ia

n p o n u io e . C kojilko T aicn x ‘n ep H L ix ftb ip ’ Ha

n yT H , npofifleH H O M Ka^m>iM

He

hx h,

/yiH H H ee 6 e c c o H H b ie

tcm , h

h

ohh

hx

H e 3axcHBaiOT,

cT a p o c n > H eA aJiexo.

MejiLKaioT KopoTKHe

b c c h l i,

Bee
B ee

h o h h .27

The narrator also expresses a sense o f regret for mistakes made during the life o f a loved
one, and a frustration with the inability to correct one’s mistakes. Moreover, although
death is portrayed as all-powerful, the narrator appears to feel that these mistakes
somehow contributed to or were responsible for the death o f a loved one. Thus, the
narrator’s comment represents a tormented inner struggle concerning the issue o f death.
Mariia Tiutina, on the other hand, accepts the inevitability o f death:
ocTajiocb? Hy, roa eme, Hy - flBa... Hepe3

jxbq 3 h m l i . . .

‘ . . . ckojilko

jk h tl - to

Hnuero, OHa nofloxyteT,

noTepnHT.’28 Perhaps Tiutina is resigned to death because she has recently lost her
husband, and views death as a return to the man she loves.
Unlike much o f Katerli’s prose fiction, ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ discusses certain
political themes. In addition to addressing the ‘byt’ and emotional and psychological
concerns o f her characters, Katerli also speaks to the political and social difficulties
facing them.29 For example, in a reference to the Bermuda Triangle, the narrator
comments:
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EepMyacKHH TpeyrojitHHK, no cnacTBio,

t bic a h h

Hero n ^ecancH Ha^emiLix rpairan, n nooTOMy HaM Ha

m h jib a o

Hero H anjieB aT b,

o h ajih

Hac BpoAe 6a6ti fln i

npHmejH>HLi, npo KOToptix

m bi

npo^oji^cHTejiBHOH

h jih

KaK KocMHHecKHe

minero He 3HaeM. HaM

EepMy,ncKoro ipeyronBHraca ecTB nero
tjdkcaoh

Hac ^ajieKO,

ot

6 o h tb c a :

bohhbi c

h

6e3

KirraeM,

6one3HH, SaHAHTOB, OTnymeHHBix no

aMHHCTHH, CBoero Henocpe^cTBeHHoro HanajiBHHica h eme Koro-To
HeBe^oMoro,

k to

He ecT

h

He cnHT, a a c h h o

Hainero Tejie(j>OHHoro npoBO.ua,

h toS bi

h h o ih h o

y3HaTB,

h to m b i

Ae)KypHT y
roBOpHM o

noroAe.30

Not only do these characters struggle to put food on their table and to maintain
harmonious family relationships, they are also faced with the terrors o f living in a system
defined by suspicion, secrecy, and intimidation.
As a rfesult, several o f the protagonists o f Treugol’nik Barsukova’ are disillusioned
with Communism, and, in essence, have lost their belief and hope in the ‘system’. In an
obvious reference to Iosif Stalin and Lev Trotskii, the narrator states:

Oahh He oneHB yBaacaeMBm nejiOBeK roBopnn, hto cnacTBe,
3 t o MaKCHManBHoe

m o ji ,

cooTBeTCTBne a g h c t b h t c j i b h o c t h )KenaeMOMy.

EcJIH OTdpOCHTB HaiHH CHHMJIHHHBie CHeTBI, TO, M03KCT 6BITB, OH H
npaB? Bee Aeno

b

tom, hto

aj

ia koto - 3KejiaeMoe. KaKaa nenB? A

ecAH He AyfrneHKa, a He KoMMyHH3M? To-to. Ho, c Apyron
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CTOpOHLI, eCTb MHeHHe, HTO IjeAB - HHHTO, a ABH^KeHHe - Bee, H 3TO
yace He

kto

nonajio npHAyMan, a xaxon-To KJiaccHK, Hyn>

jih

He

TeopeniK nepMaHeHTHOH peBOJHOHHH.31

Aleksandr Petukhov, a high-ranking government worker, is one such protagonist who is
disillusioned and dissatisfied with his life in the Soviet Union, and he wants to emigrate.
While on a business trip to Bulgaria, he freely expresses his discontent:

3aneM h x b o 3 a t no 3arpaHHijaM, no30pnme o a h o ! H h 3bojh» c h a c t b
c h h m h y Bcex Ha BHAy b pecTopaHe, cpeAH h c m b ic h h m b ix
AByfiopTHtix nHAxcaxoB h a h acyncnx CHHTeTHHecKHx nnaTBeB c
finecTKaMH! H 3 b o a b yjiBibaTBCH, nHTB 3a t o , h t o , AecxaTB cTpaHa
BonrapHA, a P o c c h a Jiynme Bcex. Hy h c h a c j ih 6 b i b cBoen P o c c h h ,
b rpA3H h
* xax

cepocTH no ynm ! Tax HeT - hm noAaBan EBpony, a t b i,

Aypax, BeceAHCB TyT c

h h m h , aobh

Ha ce6e npe3pHTeABHBie

B3TAAABI 3anaAHBIX HeMIjeB, CHAAHAIX HanpOTHB...
3 t h ! 51

Bee noHHMaio, MHe cMenmo

Tax 3xe xax

h

BaM... A

tac-to

h

A

He T3XOH, xax

npoTHBHo CMOTpen. Ha h h x

ecTB eme

h

IlapHxc.

E ctb

h

UlBeHAapHA. H IllTaTBi.. .32

Petukhov is disgusted with his life as a government official. He is frustrated because he
feels that he is living a lie, and he is frustrated because he has travelled enough to see
what is outside the Soviet Union, but he is trapped inside his country. He is ashamed o f

being a Soviet citizen, and soon he and Fira Kats plot to emigrate to Israel together. After
reading this passage, it is understandable why Katerli did not believe that she would be
able to publish ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ in the Soviet Union.
Katerli symbolises the powerlessness felt by her characters in her portrayal o f Nature.
Like the depiction o f Nature in Katerli’s fantasy stories ‘Groza’ (‘Thunderstorm’) (1975)
and ‘Osen” (‘Autumn’) (1975), in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ Nature is presented as a
controlling and sadistic force which governs the destiny o f human beings. The narrator
states:

Ebuio JieTO.
no

I la jiH J ia x c a n a h B 3 p B m ajm cB jihbhh, tjdkcjio T am m iH C B

n m iB H B iM ,

3acB inaH H B iM

T o n o jiiiH b iM

nyxoM

y jn m a M

‘S e p e M e H H B ie ’ nojiH B ajiB H B ie M am nH B i, H a n e T a ji B e T ep , to a y n m B iH ,

TO myHHH, TO TJDKeJIBIH H MOKpBIH, 6y^TO CKpyHeHHBIH XOJIOflHBIM
HcryTOM... npHpo^a, jictom HaxjiBmyBmaa Ha ropoa bccmh cbohmh
'KpacKaMH, 3ByK3MH h 3anaxaMH, TenepB OTCTymuia. Kaic otjihb,
ynma AajieKO 3a OKpaHHBi h 6y^eT cymecraoBaTB TaM ao bcchbi
OT^enbHo h 3aMKHyTO, Koraa b nycTBix necax CBntmoTca c AepeBteB
h JieTBT .zteHB 3a AneM cyxne jihctbh.33

This force o f nature imposes itself upon the city, upon buildings and streets and people,
and then, when it decides to, it departs, leaving behind itself, a wake o f destruction.
These storms exist in the city and in the countryside. They are inescapable. One is
unable to combat its powers, and must simply accept and concede.
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Another significant political theme in Treugol’nik Barsukova’ is anti-Semitism.34 As
Soviet Jews, Fira and Lazar’ Kats have experienced anti-Semitism their entire lives, and
it is this issue that finally drives Fira to leave Lazar’ for Aleksandr Petukhov, a gentile
who is willing to emigrate to Israel with her. Unlike Fira, Lazar’ has a resigned and
perhaps self-loathing attitude towards Jews.

He is fully aware o f the fact that anti-

Semitism exists in the Soviet Union and comments to Fira: ‘EBpeaM Bcer^a 6 b u io nnoxo
h a o jd k h o

h jio x o . ’

6tm> nnoxo.’35 It is unclear why Lazar’ believes that Jews

‘ a o jd k h o 6 b it b

Perhaps this is his manner o f coping with a situation that is out o f his control.

Another example o f anti-Semitism is seen in Antonina Bodrova’s attempts to persuade
her alcoholic boyfriend Anatolii to move in with her. She promises him that she will
register him if he marries her.36 However, despite his desire to live in Leningrad, Anatolii
objects, because ‘ctma
bh

A

htohhhbi

Bajiepmca

oh kopm h tb

He codnpaeTca

h

CHHTaeT

S juhhcom C eBpeHCKOH KpOBBK).’37

How do the characters respond to a world defined by loss, death, suspicion, and
hatred? 'Each o f the characters ‘escapes’ in one form or another.

Many o f these

characters retreat into their private intimate worlds. Roza Lvovna Kats, for example, is
only happy when her son is happy. Mariia Tiutina finds happiness in her friendships with
the other women in the communal flat, and Natal’ia Kopeikina ‘nejiOBeicy xopoino, Kor^a
mohcho

aejiaTb,

hto

X0Heim>.’38 For Fira Kats and Aleksandr Petiukhov, happiness is

found in the dreams they have o f life outside the Soviet Union
Another form o f escape is resignation, apathy, or self-deception. For example, after
Roza Kats has a bad dream, the narrator comments: ‘3aBTpa Po3a JlBBOBHa
BcnoMHHT,

hto

BH ^ejia

bo

CHe, BCTaHeT

b

xopomeM HacTpoemra
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h

no zjopore

k

h

He

ce6e

b

6H 6 jiH O T eiey

cohhhht cthxh

apathy and compliance:

‘B o t

ajw
oto

C T eH ra3eT B i.’39

Po/pma,

The story’s epigraph sets a tone o f

H e r o ace

tbi

n j i a n e n n , ? ’40

The statement is

condescending and patronising and expresses, clearly and succinctly, that one must
simply accept reality and move forward. The epigraph also appears to criticise the reader
for his/her naive beliefs, for thinking, perhaps, that the Motherland is something other
than an organ or institution that creates pain and suffering. As will be discussed in
Chapter Four, this sense o f disillusionment is also evident in Katerli’s realistic prose. In
fact, the epigraph almost appears to be a personal statement by Katerli, in which she calls
the reader to wake up from slumber and blind devotion, to emerge from the enveloping
mist.
One set o f characters in the story, the Semenov family, has adopted the resigned motto
of the epigraph. They do not question their situation or seek to change it. They simply
live in the safety, security, and certainty o f the inner world o f family and friends:

*A

bot

ran y T

cuacTte CeMeHOBBix KaK pa3 3aKJnoHaeTCx b

t o m , h to o h h

3TOMy c o c to h h h k ) HmcaKHx onpeAejiemra... Boo6me

3aHHMaioTCJi pemeHHeM npobjieM, a npocTO

x a rey T .

ohh

He
He

Ha BonpocBi

3HaioT OTBeTbi, 3HaiOT Hero XOTOT H HTO HaflO cflejian>,

hto6 h

hx

MeHTM CTajiH x b b k ). H AenaioT Aeno, a He xcnyT, Kor^a npHAeT jump
HJIHACTCKHHBOJimeSHHK XOTabBIH.41

The power o f this example is, however, undercut by the fact that the Semenovs do not
appear to experience any great misfortune. It would be one thing if they suffered the

same calamities as others in the story, but dealt with these calamities differently.
However, one is left wondering whether the Semenovs are happy because they are good
or because they are lucky. It is not clear whether this is an intentional ambiguity on
Katerli’s part or whether this is a weakness in her argument. Perhaps self-deception,
intentional or otherwise, is the only means o f survival.

NARRATION
In telling her story, Nina Katerli employs various narrative styles and techniques:
dialogue, shifting point o f view, omniscient narrator, and narrated inner monologue.42
The most striking aspect o f the story’s narration is the third-person omniscient narrator.
The language o f the narrator is casual and familiar, as if the narrator were a ‘real’
character, living with and sharing the lives o f the residents in the communal flat. As
Deming Brown has correctly noted of ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’: ‘The narration is
intimate, as if emanating from one or more persons closely familiar, from long
acquaintance, with all o f the neighborhood characters.’43 At times, the narrator has
omniscient and omnipotent control over the story and expresses beliefs and convictions
through inner monologue. At other times, the narrator releases narrative control to the
characters and allows them to speak with their own voices and points o f view. As Brown
has also noted: ‘The story is heavily laden with coarse dialogue and interior monologue
that discloses the psychology o f the characters o f various ages.’44 This constant shift
between the voice o f the omniscient narrator and the voices o f the characters allows
Katerli to examine closely the lives o f her characters.

As stated above, the narrator is a ‘real’ person, in the sense o f having biases and
emotions, and thus, like much of Katerli’s fantasy prose, reflects the narrative style o f
‘skaz’.45 This narrator frequently and openly expresses his or her beliefs and thoughts:

A mbi c b3mh - Toxce jhoah, y Hac h flOMa xBaTaeT HenpmiTHOCTeH,
h Ha pa6oTe, a

Tyr

- BHjjejiH? Cen nejiOBeK pa3 b xch3hh, b

CBo6o^Hoe o t AeJi, xo3HHCTBa h TeneBH3opa BpeMH noHHTan>
KHH^ocy -

h oimtb

yxcacBi, pa3Boai>i, cne3Bi, TpeyrojiBHHKH KaKHe-

TO... OCTaeTCH TOJIBKO OKOHHaTeJIBHO peilfflTB, HTO 3TO TaK
Ha3BiBaeMoe

‘coHHHeHne’

^eHCTBHTejiBHOCTB. A

xax

-

npocTo
bbi

KJieBeTa

jiyMajiH?...

Bee.

Ha

Hainy

IlepeABix.

paccjiaSnjiHCB.46

The tone o f this statement is both provocative and self-deprecating. On the one hand, the
narrator openly vents his/her frustration and dissatisfaction with the present state o f the
world, clearly expressing the political and sociological themes o f story. At the same
time, the narrator questions the reality and validity of this statement: ‘OcTaerca tojibko
OKOHHaTeJIBHOpeniHTB, hto 3to TaK Ha3BmaeMoe ‘coHHHeHHe' - npocTo KJieBeTa Ha Hamy
flencTBHTejiBHOCTB.’ In the next breath, the narrator asks the reader: ‘A bbi KaK ^yMajm?’
The narrator’s confusion is clear and evident, and finally, the narrator concedes, gives up,
as if to say that such questions and issues torment the soul.
The narrator is troubled by the disappearance o f Barsukov, and the manner in which
these concerns are raised demonstrates an intimate and personal response:
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KaK eMy ycHyn>, Kor^a

o h o /ih h b

MO^ceT b nejiOM MHpe, 3HaeT t o ,
AaHO. Bee
aeHer,

hh

m bi

ropozje, zja

h to hhkom y

h to -

b

ropoae,

eme noKa y3Han> He

6e3ycji0BH0 npaBBi: HeT y 6e,mwrH BapcyKOBa

3^opoBBa. A

bot

HacneT yMa -

3 to ,

hh

yBaacaeMBie,

H3BHHHTe-nO^BHHBTeCI> CO CBOHMH .ZHHIJIOMaMH H KaHZHmaTCKHMH
CTeneHHMH, 3 t o eme norcumHM. rioTOMy h t o , eejm

6 b i K T 0-H H 6ym »

H3 H a c C B3MH o6Hapy>KHJI TaK O e, TO, B03M03KH0, H e TOJIBKO 6 b i
3 a n n j i , a c 6 e a c a ji 6 b i n p o H B ,

b

ap y ro e

m ccto.

H j ih p y ic n H a c e 6 a

H aao acH Ji c o C T p a x y .47

The narrator refers to himself/herself as

This is an independent being who, in

addition to describing the lives of the characters, expresses thoughts and ideas about the
situation o f the world and the situation o f the characters. The narrator also refers to
himself/herself as

‘m b i’,

perhaps in an attempt to legitimize himself/herself as one o f the

characters. In addition, the ‘we’ represents the interactive process occurring between the
reader and narrator: ‘yBaacaeMBie, H3BHHHTe-no^BHHBTecB co

cbohm h

znmnoMaMH

h

KaHZHmaTCKHMH CTeneHKMH’. The story is personal and real for the narrator who perhaps
wants to bring the reader into this experience.48
As stated above, the narrator has an intimate knowledge o f the characters.
example, when describing Aleksandr Petukhov, the narrator comments:

For

Eme TpH rofla Ha3a# CaHH IleTyxoB 6 b u i
nejiOBeKOM, HMeji

o S lhc ho bch h lim m o jio a bim

m o to ijhx ji c k o jm c k o h . . .

A

iio t o m h t o - t o

cjiyHHjioct, Ky^a-To BBibpajm, Ha3HanHJiH, a MosxeT,
HeBaacHO,

3aT0

TenepB,

b m c cto

MOTOimxjia,

T aK oe

iio b b ic h jih ,

Aueiccaimp

HnKOJiaeBHH e3^HT Ha cjiyacGy Ha nepHOH MaumHe, h nacTO mo$ep
HOCHT 3a HHMHa HCTBepTBIH 3TaEC 60 JIBHiyK) KapTOHHyiO KOpo6Ky.49

The use o f the diminutive ‘Cami’, instead o f Petukhov’s full first name Anexcaimp,
demonstrates the narrator’s closeness to this character and desire perhaps to burst the
bubble o f Petukhov’s recently acquired position and prestige.50 In addition the narrator is
aware o f several details o f Petukhov’s life: the fact that he used to drive a motorcycle,
that he now has a chauffeur, and that three years ago he was ‘o 6 b ik h o b 6 h h i >im
nejioBeKOM’.

mojiohcbim

In another example, the narrator describes the stress Anna Tiutina

experiences as a result o f her delinquent husband and her subsequent discovery that her
husband is having an affair:
OTxpBincfl MHOxapmiT,

h

‘Y A h h b i

ace xax pa3 b

TyT cjiynaimo

^pyroii ^ceHnmHOH, a<j>epHCTXOH

h

3 to

BpeMfl o t He/joe/jamm h HepBOB

b b w c h h jio c b , h to

3tot

“coTpyzurauen OTija”,

to

Mep3aBeij BCTpenaeTCfl c
ecTB aonepBio Apyroro

6oraToro npo(})eccopa, Taxoro ace npoxmmea, xax o h h Bee.’51
While in many cases the personality and point o f view o f the narrator take centre
stage, often the narrator o f ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, like many o f the narrators o f
Katerli’s fantasy stories, permits the characters to express themselves, allowing the reader
to observe the characters and their various concerns from differing perspectives. For
example, when Anatolii contemplates his marriage to Antonina Bodrova, the narrator
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states: ‘AHaTOJiHH Beneji eft noTopanjiHBaTbca c pemeimeM Bonpoca
ero o6emajia npoiracaTB ^BopHHK riojiHHa, aceHirmHa x o t b
h

h cobccm b

h

npnrpo3Hji,

hto

jieTax, h o nojmaa

6e3 BCHKoro noTOMCTBa.’52 Fearing that Anatolii might reject her because o f her Jewish

son, Antonina sends her son off to the town where his deceased grandmother used to live,
hoping that someone will adopt him or put him into an orphanage. In this scene, the
point o f view o f the young Valerik is seen:

MajibHHK noBepnji pozmoMy nejioBeicy, x o t h

h

noMHHJi, h t o

6a6yim ca b nponuioM rozjy yM epna b JleHHHrpa^e o t napajiHna h
jio k h t

Ha KJiaabnme,

BanepHKOM

y m en ,

r^ e

pacTyT

AjrroHHHa

AHaTOJHHO, HTO M03KH0 HflTH B

HBerc>i...

B epH ynact

3ATC...

Korzja

aoMoft

h

n oe3^

c

cica3ajia

a BaJiepHK B 3TO BpeMH

njiaxaji b zjercKoft KOMHare m h j t h h h h b JIio6aHH h h h k 3 K He m o t
BcnoMHHTL c b o h aoMannraft azjpec, h to jh » k o roBopHJi, h t o exaji K
* 6a6ynnce, KOTOpaa 3aKonaHa b 3eMJie.53

By depicting the scene o f the young child in a police station miles away from his home,
and through the child’s eyes, his fear and confusion become more gripping, and the
emotions o f the scene, more vivid.

CHARACTERISATION
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ contains over twenty named characters, men and women, old
and young, coming from various religious, economic, and educational backgrounds, with

differing beliefs and convictions. Carl Proffer has commented: ‘The lives o f the people
she [Katerli] describes are precisely the lives o f all the Russians we have known for
fifteen years.’54 Katerli presents a collage, in a sense, of urban dwellers o f 1970s
Leningrad. The Kats family is Jewish. The Semenov family is Russian Orthodox. The
Tiutins are Communist pensioners.
mother.

Their daughter Anna is a hard-working single

Antonina Bodrova is an uneducated anti-Semite. Aleksandr Petukhov is a

disillusioned government worker. Fira Kats is a Jewish woman who wants to emigrate to
Israel, and Barsukov is an aging alcoholic who disappears at the beginning o f the story.
As in her depiction o f characters o f her fantasy prose, in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’,
Katerli does not appear to favour one character over another.

They are all flawed

individuals, trying to survive the trials and tribulations o f daily life in the Soviet Union.
There is no one character that is presented as an example, or as the embodiment o f the
author’s or narrator’s personal convictions, and except, perhaps, for the unredeemable
Antonina Bodrova, each character has at least some positive qualities.

Aleksandr

Petukhov-and Fira Kats leave their spouses, but are perhaps excused because their present
situations are unfulfilling and unsatisfying.

In another example, Natal’ia Kopeikina

allows her son to mistreat her, but she thinks that her actions demonstrate her love for
him.
Ironically, Barsukov is himself not a significant character in the story, as his death
occurs in its first few pages. However, the fact that the original title carries his name
gives him symbolic importance. Barsukov is not a socialist realist hero.

He is an

alcoholic who appears to be going mad. He is confused and bewildered by society and by
people in general, and he dies, or disappears, at the beginning o f the story. His death and
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disappearance express the mysterious and bizarre elements that occur in the lives o f these
characters. That the story, in a sense, begins with its ending may also permit us to say
that it ends where it begins. For the Barsukov Triangle—and those unfortunate enough to
be in it—the wheel of day to day life will come full circle, not to bring resolution, but
merely to turn once more.

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF ‘CHERVETS’
PLOT
Like ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, ‘Chervets’ is a story about confusion, deception,
disillusionment, lack o f communication, and the struggle to survive in a Soviet urban
environment. However, unlike ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, ‘Chervets’ has a smaller cast o f
characters, focusing primarily on the lives o f two men—Maksim Likhtenshtein and Pavel
Smirnov. The story contains two ‘fabulas’—one concerns a mysterious and top-secret
science project involving a worm, and the other involves Pavel’s discovery that he and
*

Maksim are brothers. ‘Chervets’ focuses on the private lives o f the characters and their
attempts to surmount the obstacles placed in their path by the science industry and the
Soviet Government.
When the story begins, the Jewish Maksim, a scientist, has been designated as the
official janitor for the block o f flats where the majority of his co-workers live. Comrade
Kashuba, the director o f the research institute, explains to Maksim that he is unable to
find anyone else to perform these duties, since the other scientists are attending
conferences abroad. However, it is clear from the context why Maksim is working as a

temporary janitor, rather than joining his colleagues at these conferences—Maksim’s
Jewish identity precludes him from leaving the country because he might emigrate or
relay top-secret scientific information.
Maksim is also being kept at home and under the watchful eye o f Kashuba because o f
his involvement with a secret science project. Months earlier, Maksim arrives early to
work and discovers a giant tapeworm in one o f the laboratories. Before Maksim has time
to react, Kashuba walks into the laboratory and the two exchange nervous glances.
Remembering that the Science Council is scheduled to meet later that day to discuss
research projects for the upcoming year, and aware that he has nothing to propose,
Kashuba concocts a plan involving the tapeworm. When the Science Council meets,
Kashuba announces: ‘...flo

chx

nop JiadopaTopna, icax

h 3b cc th o ,

3aHHMajiaci>

HCKinoHHTejibHO BonpocaMH npHMeHemw nnacTMacc ajw H3roTOBJiemw ^eTajieft
ManmHOCTpoeHHS,

ho

B03pocmee

3HaneHHe npo6jieMi»i

oxpam»i

oxpyacaiomeH

cpe,zu>i...’55 He embellishes his story by claiming that he has been conducting research
for some time on a very strange creature with the help o f Maksim Likhtenshtein, and he
adds that the nature o f this research is very serious and must remain top-secret.56 The
Science Council decides to label this research project: ‘The Project o f the Chervets’
Maksim immediately begins performing experiments on this worm, measuring its
height, width, length, weight, and temperature, and he fills three notebooks with his
research and observations.

However, after several months, the worm disappears.

Maksim is questioned by Kashuba and subsequently summoned before the entire Science
Council. Notwithstanding his attempts to defend himself, a pre-determined verdict is

rendered. Maksim is guilty o f losing the worm, and, both because o f the top-secret nature
o f this project and because o f Maksim’s ethnic background, he is suspected o f treason.
Maksim is fired and told that he would never work again. Rather than sink into
despair, Maksim remarks that he feels free for the first time in his life.57 He has grown
tired o f pretending that he is participating in a supposed top-secret research project, o f
deceiving others, and most importantly, o f deceiving himself. Maksim is ambivalent
about his future plans, but he resolves no longer to live a lie. It soon becomes clear,
however, that Maksim may never find another job. After months o f applying for new
positions and receiving only rejections, he begins entertaining thoughts o f emigration.
One night, Maksim dreams o f boarding a train leaving Leningrad. Interpreting this dream
as a sign, he registers for an exit visa the next morning.
The plot line o f ‘The Project o f the Chervets’ contains several fantastic elements. The
story opens with Pavel, an unemployed scientist, standing in the courtyard o f his building
and seeing

‘b

CBoen KOMHaTe raraHTCKoro jiemoHHoro nepBJi,

to h l-b -toh b

Taxoro,

Kaxon OAHaac^bi npHCHHJiCH eMy b aercTBe b CTpamHOM CHe.’58 Pavel can not accept this
strange occurrence and wonders if he is dreaming or hallucinating. He finally concludes
that ‘nepBHK onpe/jeneHHO cymecTBOBan.’59 Shortly after Maksim loses the worm, the
story seems to evolve somewhat into a science fiction story. The worm escapes and
begins to assume the human quality o f speech.
Whether this worm is real or imaginary is unclear. Perhaps those who come into
contact with the worm are mad.

Perhaps the worm, like the Barsukov Triangle,

represents the mysterious elements and aspects of life. Regardless o f whether the worm
is real or imagined, it is perceived as real by those who see it: ‘MHorne BH^ejra no HonaM
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b

He6e pa3jnrqHBie Heono3HaHHLie o6i.eKTi>i,

onycKajica Ha ra30H

b

MnxafijioBCKOM cajry

h

oahh

H3

k o t o p b ix

aaace Bpo/re

cacer BOKpyr ce6x TpaBy

b

6h

flnaMerpe

naraaOTaTH MeTpOB.’60 Suddenly it appears that all those living on the seventh, ninth,
and eleventh floors o f flats on the outskirts o f the city have seen some kind o f creature
coming up to their windows at night: ‘CymecTBO s t o - He to rnraHTCKHH 3Meii, He t o
nyztOBHme JIox-Hecc, He t o
6 jio 3 k o

chcxchlih

uejiOBeK - noxoace Ha amepa c KpyruoH to jio b o h

h

nocaaceHHkiMH rna3aMH.’61 The worm even visits Denisiuk, a locksmith and

friend o f Maksim, with the purpose o f finding out where Maksim is.

Again, it is

uncertain whether Denisiuk is imagining this, since he is quite drunk, or whether this visit
actually takes place. Denisiuk informs the worm that Maksim is leaving for Israel. The
worm finally leaves, and when Denisiuk is discovered the next day, he is dead. The plot
line involving the worm is never resolved. It simply disappears, as does Maksim.
As stated earlier, the second central plot line concerns the discovery that Maksim and
Pavel are brothers. Although Maksim Likhtenshtein and Pavel Smirnov have never had
much contact, Pavel feels an odd connection and affinity to Maksim.

Pavel meets

Maksim for the first time while walking through the courtyard o f his building, the
courtyard Maksim is charged to clean. Through a series o f flashbacks, Pavel remembers
his experiences as a child during World War Two. He remembers that his father was
killed and that he lost his baby brother. Also through a series o f flashbacks, Maksim
remembers growing up in an orphanage. He had been abandoned as a baby, and a worker
in the orphanage simply gave him the surname o f a soldier whose name she had read in a
newspaper. Throughout the story, it becomes increasingly evident that Maksim is Pavel’s
missing brother. The day before Maksim leaves the country, he decides to visit a friend
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at the mental hospital, which is also where Pavel’s (and Maksim’s) mother is
hospitalised. While leaving the hospital, Maksim runs into them. When Pavel’s mother
sees Maksim, she immediately calls out the name Vania, the name o f her late husband
and Pavel’s father. Pavel does not understand why his mother is calling Maksim by this
name. Both men ignore her, assuming that she has gone senile. When Pavel returns
home, however, he pulls out a photograph o f his father, and realises that his father looks
exactly like Maksim, and that Maksim must be his missing brother Gennadii. Maksim,
however, unbeknownst to Pavel, is already on a plane to Israel. The story concludes with
Pavel’s mother crying out: ‘IlaBeji! TeHa! /(era

moh...’62

The ‘siuzhet’, or rather ‘siuzhets’, o f ‘Chervets’ addresses the deeper emotional
concerns o f the protagonists, namely, their relationships with one another. One ‘siuzhet’,
for example, examines Pavel’s relationship with his mother. She is initially portrayed as
a senile woman who creates problems for the inhabitants o f the communal flat. At the
suggestion o f his neighbours, Valerii and Alla Antokhin, Pavel agrees to put his mother
in a convalescent home. Pavel makes the trip every week to Gatchina, a town about an
hour’s train ride from Leningrad, in order to visit her:

BocKpeceHte llaBen HBaHOBHH C mhphob npoBOflHJi xax o6 hhho ,
xax npoBO^HJi nocne^HHe nonro/ja Bee BOCKpecem>a: Bcraji b
nonoBHHe ce,m>Moro, CTapaact He myMen», bckhilhthji nan h
nozpKapnji xHHHHity, noTOM yjioxaui b nopT(j>ejn> npoztyKTLi /yix
nepezjaun, nocraBHJi TepMoc c Kaxao h , bhhzvi H3 aOMy pobho b
ceMb copOK, noexaa Ha BOK3an.63
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As the story nears the end, the plot focuses increasingly on the details o f Pavel’s life. He
is very lonely, misses his mother, and feels guilty for sending her to the home. He spends
the majority o f his time walking through the streets of Leningrad, thinking about her and
about their lives together.
Other ‘siuzhets’ o f the story involve Maksim’s relationships with women, all o f which
are developed through a series o f flashbacks.

Alla Antokhina and Maksim had a

relationship many years before she married Valerii, who is extremely suspicious o f
Maksim and continually accuses his wife of having an affair with him. A few months
before Maksim emigrates, Alla confesses her undying love for Maksim as well as her
willingness to go with him, wherever that might be. Not knowing how to respond,
Maksim says nothing. He writes a letter to her, asking her forgiveness, knowing that she
will receive the letter after he has left.
Maksim also has a relationship with Kashuba’s daughter, Vera. Maksim had decided
to throw a party for himself after he defended his dissertation and invited Kashuba and
his daughter. After a dance and a short conversation at the dinner table, Maksim and
Vera leave the party to take a romantic stroll through the streets o f Leningrad. Vera
decides to come home with Maksim, but, soon after, the beautiful and seemingly sweet
Vera reveals a darker side. She moves in with Maksim, staying in the house all day and
drinking. On one occasion, Vera drinks too much and has to be sent to the hospital.
After being discharged, she goes to Maksim’s house, leaves a good-bye note, and returns
to her father. Tormented by the fact that Vera has simply left a note, Maksim goes to
Kashuba’s house. Kashuba takes one look at Maksim and tells him to leave. Maksim
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never sees her again.

The last thing Maksim does before departing is travel to the

hospital where Vera is being treated for alcoholism. By a twist o f fate, he arrives after
visiting hours and is refused entrance. This is the last battle he w ill fight in his homeland.
Like so many o f the characters in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, Maksim has wearied o f
fighting and decides to leave.

THEME
The themes o f ‘Chervets’ examine the corruption o f the Soviet science industry, and,
more specifically, its effects on those involved—directly or indirectly—in that industry.64
As stated above, the entire premise o f ‘The Project of the Chervets’ is based upon lies and
deception.65 Kashuba deceives his colleagues in the Science Council, by telling them that
‘The Problem o f the Chervets’ is a serious research project concerning the preservation o f
the environment. Katerli, who, as a science researcher for several years, and knew the
environment o f a research institute, mocks the bombastic official rhetoric through
Kashuba’s declaration: ‘Ham aojir flejiaTt Bee B03MO»cHoe
coxpaHemw

h

yMHOxcemw Toro,

hto xBJiflerca

h

aaxce 6ojn»me p a

ropflOCTtio Hamm h flocTommeM Hamen

poflHOH npHpo/ur!’66
In another example, we learn through flashback that the unemployed Pavel had
previously held a very high position at a research institute, and on one occasion, he was
ordered to make an elderly woman redundant. Pavel was told his superiors that it would
be better for her and for the institute if she were made a pensioner, and, in reference to
Gogol, his superiors referred to her as a ‘MepTBaa nyina’.67 But Pavel could not bring
himself to make this woman redundant. He knew that she was a single woman who lived
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alone; the only joy she found in life was in her job. Nevertheless, believing that he was
doing the right thing by obeying his superiors, Pavel acceded. His conscience began
troubling him, and he realised that he could not willingly act in ways that he knew
brought suffering to others. He finally resigned his position when his superiors asked
him to be an informer at work.
In addition, Katerli exposes the laziness and lack o f ambition o f the Soviet workforce.
At the beginning o f the story, Maksim employs the services o f the heavy-drinking
locksmith Denisiuk to help him with research on the worm. However, the only way
Maksim can convince this alcoholic to work is to bribe him with vodka. In another
instance, Maksim visits Vera in the hospital and is informed that patients are allowed
only one visitor per day, and her one visitor has just left. Maksim realises that the nurse
is asking for a bribe. He refuses to pay and leaves. At one point in the story, Maksim
recites the well-known motto of the Soviet worker: 4Bbi npHTBopaeTecb,

hto

njiaTHTe

HaM, a mbi aeJiaeM bha, hto pafioTaeM.’68
Deception and misunderstanding in personal relationships also figure prominently in
‘Chervets’. The characters misunderstand and deceive one another. Maksim assumes
that Vera, as the daughter o f the wise and respected Kashuba, should be an equally
respectable person. On the outside, Kashuba appears to be the perfect man with the
perfect family, but when Maksim begins to go out with Vera, he sees the truth o f the
Kashuba family. Maksim realises that Vera is an alcoholic when he comes home from
work one day to find her drunk and sitting at the table with three equally intoxicated men
whom she had met at a wine shop and invited home. A few days later, Maksim arrives
home to find Vera both intoxicated and belligerent. She suddenly collapses, and when
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the doctors arrive, it becomes clear that Vera has had a heart attack. Afraid to return Vera
to Kashuba in such a state, Maksim attempts to take care o f her. In the days that follow,
he rushes home immediately after work and does all the shopping and cleaning. Maksim
also subsequently learns that Vera, whom he had initially considered virtuous and naive,
had been previously married to a man with a high government post, who had abandoned
her and their two sons. She subsequently moved in with her parents, who raised her
children because she was emotionally incapable o f taking care o f them. In addition,
Maksim learns that the respected Kashuba was himself a negligent father who spent the
majority o f Vera’s childhood working and attending conferences abroad.
Katerli also explores the misunderstandings and conflicts between the Antokhins and
Pavel Smirnov. Pavel is initially portrayed as an uncultured slob, while the Antokhins
are portrayed as cultured, hard-working people. The Antokhins despise Pavel and his
mother, whom they view as lazy and unintelligent. As the story develops, however, it
becomes evident that the truth is exactly the opposite. Valerii is a drunk who judges
people solely by their ethnicity. Alla lives an empty life and feels that her husband is a
stranger, and the couple usually spends their evenings fighting. The outwardly unlettered
Pavel, on the other hand, has a flat full o f books, art, and antiques. He comes from a long
line o f cultured and intelligent people that includes a great grandmother who attended
university, a rarity for women o f that time. Through a series o f discussions between
Pavel and his mother in which they discuss politics, philosophy, and religion, it becomes
clear that the two are perceptive and highly intelligent people.
Another significant theme in ‘Chervets’ is anti-Semitism, seen primarily through
Maksim and his close friends the Gol’dins. From a very early age, Maksim is made
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aware o f anti-Semitism. For example, as a child growing up in an orphanage, Maksim
was told that his father was ‘He miane, 6 mji SaimHT,

xotb h

eBpeifaHK.’69 In another

example, Irina Trofimovna Gol’dina tells Maksim that he, as a Jew, should marry a Jew
rather than a Russian:

Tbi ayMaemb, mm chohhctm? Moxcemb

He

KOHeuHO, njioxne pyccKHe

yro^HO CKBepHbix eBpeeB.

h ckojh>ko

paccKa3bmaTb!... Ectb,

Ho, cxaacH, 3aueM, hto6m tboh xceHa b 3Jiyio MrniyTy Ha3Bajia Te6a
xomoM. Ho, nycTb He JKena, Tax Tema.70

As stated above, Maksim is aware that he is working as a janitor because he is Jewish, a
factor which precludes from traveling abroad. The irony of the situation is that Maksim
is not a religious Jew. Before deciding to emigrate, he tries to imagine himself living in
Israel, and he is unable to. Russia is his home. Moreover, Maksim’s own response to
anti-Semitism is less than laudatory, perhaps, like Lazar’ Kats in ‘Treugol’nik
Barsukova’, from having internalised the prejudices o f Soviet society generally. For
example, while at the Gol’dins’ for dinner, their nephew makes a fool o f himself while
giving a toast. Maksim thinks to himself: ‘IIoHeMy Hamn eBpeiiCKHe ^ypaxn BceiTja
TaKHe aKTHBHbie?’71 Later in the evening, attempting to communicate his disgust with the
nephew’s behavior, Maksim says: ‘Hto ecnt caMoe nenajibHoe 3penHine Ha CBeTe?
OTeHpn CHHTan, hto 3to - .zjbipxa Ha KOHite Hyxcoro nHCTOJiera. A
fle6Hjn»HMH eBpeii.’72
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n

bot ayMaio -

Unable to find a job, Maksim decides to emigrate to Israel. His friends disagree with
his decision, and attempt to dissuade him. Before telling Gol’din o f his decision, Maksim
anticipates what Gol’din will say: ‘CyMacmemnHH B3,nyMaji bpocHTB Po/umy, xoTOpaa
ero Bbipacnuia, Bee eMy ziajia.’73 Moreover, when Maksim sees Alla Antokhina for the
last time, she says:

Be,m>

n o iiM H ... t b i ace TaM [3a r p a m m e i i ] n p o c T o H e C M o a c e m t!

Bem>

t b i coBeTCKHH n e jio B e x , c o b c t c k h h !

A

K anH T ajm cT H H ecK H H

M Hp - 3TO, KaK HH T O B O pH ... TlyCKaH y H a c nOJIHO He^OCTaTKOB, HO
B KOHIie KOHIJOB, MBI B HHX C3MH ace H BHHOBaTBl! H e KTO-TO, a —
m b i:

iu io x o

paboT aeM ,

n B jm x a

y

H ac,

b o p o b c tb o ...

H eT ,

HaM

o 6 n a c a T B c a H azio t o j i b k o H a caM HX c e 6 a - C T paH a T yT H e n p H u eM .

H, c o rjia c H C B ,

-

- x a x 6 b i m b i H e a o u m , h o m bi 3H aeM , h t o 3 t o

H am a

C T paH a, a TaM t b i 6yA eim > k t o ? i l H H H ero H e r o B o p io , M aT epnajiB H O
' TaM , M oaceT, jja a c e h j i y n m e , h b M a ra 3 H H a x B e e ecT B , h cepB H C , h o
B ern .

H aiiTH

jie r x o r o ...

A

paboT y

y

hhx

T oace

TpyflH O ,

a

n o T e p jrn *

J ie ru e

r n a B H o e b c x h x H f l e o ji o n w , BecB o 6 p a 3 M B icn eii - H a

fljra H ac ! T a M ,

no cyra

j j e n a , B e e c b o a h t c h x a e H B r a M ...

A

e c jm tb i

B O o6pa3H Ji, h t o B e e x p y r o M - aHTHceMHTBi, T a x 3 t o r jiy n o c T H .74

Antokhina’s comment seems to express the belief that the ‘known’, irrespective o f its
difficulties or negative qualities, is better than the ‘unknown’. Maksim has a dream about
a conversation with the worm, who also tries to talk him out o f emigrating.

Acknowledging that life is difficult for Jews, he tells Maksim that he is giving up, rather
than fighting:

Ho

e c jiH

xcepraa

H M e e rc ji, r^ e -T O

ace flOJiaceH

6 b itb h b h h o b h h k ,

B epH O ? C z te ? K t o ? M o a c e T cy z n > 6 a? P a H t m e B ee n p r n u r r o 6 b u io H a
cy,m >6y

n em iT B .

6oh3H O .

A

M oam o,

K oneH H O , h

b o t Ha co ce^a -

K aK O H -H H 6 y^B ...

A,

to jib k o

em e

J iy n m e , a c m t -

T yT

h t o rjia B H o e , T a 3eM Jia, c K O T o p o ii

o h h B a c roH H T, - T oace B a m a . B a m a .
b

/ja

c k o j i b k o y r o j u i o , h y a c e c jiH c o c e ^ ,

nyH M eK , x o x o j i h j i h ,

B o o d m e iio j ih b ih n o p j m o K . ..

H a B Jiac T B ...

He M eH B m e

B a m a neM h x . X o t b

AHTapicnmy 6 e n i T e .. . 75

The real irony o f the situation, however, is the fact that Maksim is not even Jewish—he is
the gentile brother o f Pavel Smirnov.
Katerli reveals the genuine hatred many Russians feel towards Jews mostly through
the character o f Valerii, who holds to the classic anti-Semitic argument that Jews pollute
the environment and should therefore be disposed of. Moreover, Valerii believes that
Jews have an easy life, because they have placed themselves in all positions o f power and
authority. As stated above, Valerii accuses his wife o f being in love with Maksim simply
because he is a Jew, and tells her that it is a well-known fact that Jewish men are well
endowed because they have large noses. Valerii is oveijoyed when Maksim is fired and
before the Science Council he states:
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TaK H M KaK o h H e r , H H K o r^ a H e 6 b u io h S u n . H e M o r jio f l e n a a o
H a m e n H ayK H , m ix h h x O H a t o j i b k o cpe^C T B O ,

mix

n o jiy n e H H H M aT ep n ajiB H B ix 6 j i a r .

y,ziHBHTejiBHO, H a n p o r a B ,

b

3a

a He

u e jiB , c p e ^ c T B o

HyxcoH c n e T .

KaKOM-To CM Bicne a a ^ c e

H

o to

He

n o iijm K ) ...

Bojiee Toro...76

Valerii despises Maksim:

‘I I p h h h h b i ?

Hx 6ojiee neM aocTaTouHO. Hamma* c ero

caMOMHemix, MaHepBi Becra ce6x c oTaxoH 6apcKoii HeSpexaiocTBio,

to h h o

o to

eBpeHHHK.’77
Katerli exposes the inconsistencies and hypocrisy o f Valerii’s anti-Semitism, showing
that his hatred is based more on a personal vendetta against Maksim rather than a fear o f a
Zionist revolution. Towards the end o f the story, Valerii remembers an incident in his
childhood that sheds light on his hatred o f Jews. Valerii had grown up in a small Siberian
town, where two Jewish children—Iura Aksel’rod and Marat Sokolin—were the most
popular children in school. Iura actually reminded him of Maksim, hence his hatred o f
Maksim. Valerii was jealous o f them and their popularity, and tried to join their clique.
He remembers one occasion when he tried to tell a joke but none o f the children laughed,
and he felt incredibly humiliated. Valerii would forever let this childhood incident taint
his thoughts and ideas about Jews.

Katerli also points out Valerii’s capacity for self-deception: ‘Bajiepira A h t o x h h BOBce
He CHHTaji ce6x aHTHceMHTOM,
MHeHHe no noBojiy

th iih h h b ix

x o tx ,

KOHenHO y Hero

6 b u io

Bnojme cjioxammeecx

nepT xapaicrepa jnm aroii HaimoHajiBHocTH.’78 Katerli
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also suggests that many Soviet people are unaware of the reality of anti-Semitism. For
example, Pavel states:

E ctb aHTHceMHTH3M y Hac cero^HH hjih hct - otot B onpoc 6 bui Kaxto BHe c ^ e p ti HHTepecoB IlaBJia HBaHOBiraa. HaBepHoe, ecTB,

o c o S e m io 6 bitoboh, - bot, noxcajiyncTa, bo3bmcm xotb B ajiepna.

BnpoueM eBpe^MH, c hx o6ocTpeHHon cTOJienwMH BBipa6oTaHHOH
uyBCTBHTejiBHOCTBio h KOMnjiexcaMH, Bee 3th npo6jieMBi HBHO
npeyBeJiHHHBaioTca. IlaBeji HBaHOBHU He pa3 cjiBnnaji, by^TO
eBpeficKHe nncojn>HHKH He Moryr h ^yMaTB o noeiynjieHHH b
yHHBepcHTeT, cjn>nnaji, ho He oneiiB BepHji, He mot noBepHTB TaKaa HejienocTB.79

In addition to anti-Semitism, another important theme in ‘Chervets’ is alcoholism,
seen primarily through Vera Kashuba and Denisiuk. Alcoholism, and alcohol itself, is
presented as a negative force, one that destroys lives and families. The drunk Deniusok,
for example, appears to die from the effects of long-term alcohol abuse. Initially, Vera is
presented as a beautiful young woman.

Quickly we see her decline, as she is seen

inviting strange men to Maksim’s flat to drink, through her mad behaviour, and through
her eventual heart attack.

Katerli’s portrayal of a woman alcoholic is an important

component o f Russian women’s writing. As Theresa Polowy has noted: ‘An important
element in female-authored prose [in Russia] is its acknowledgement o f alcohol abuse
among women, a phenomenon which is virtually ignored in male texts.80
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Another issue addressed in ‘Chervets’ is the plight o f the elderly, presented primarily
through the character o f Pavel’s mother. Although very little is seen from the mother’s
point o f view, her pain is made visible through Pavel, with whom she has a close
relationship. Despite this closeness, he recognises the hardships o f his own situation. He
notes with considerable understatement that:
KBapTHpti c

6 o jilh o h ,

‘) K h 3 hi> b o a h o h

noTepjmmeH paccynoK,

CTapyxoH 6tuia, pa3yMeeTca,

ho

KOMHaTe KOMMyHajn>HOH

coxpaHHBmeH MHoro <j)H3HHecKHx c h j i

^ o b o j i l h o c j io x c h o h .’81

When Alla tells Pavel to put his

mother in a convalescent home, he refuses, and only relents when she becomes seriously
ill and begins to go mad. Pavel tries to exchange his flat for another, but ‘h h k t o He xoueT
exan> b KOMMyHajucy, m enje b nepBHH OTaxc.’82 Pavel’s mother does eventually go mad,
and he moves her—against her will—into a convalescent home. He visits her every
week, but she refuses to speak to him, wanting only to die. Pavel despises the Antokhins
because they had talked him into this decision.

Overall, Pavel comes across as the

character as most sympathetic to the elderly. Guilt-ridden, he reflects at length on the
tragedy o f the elderly, who have spent their lives living for others, only to be abandoned
by their loved ones at the end. Pavel asks the fundamental question: ‘3a
5KH3HB?’83

h to

oiyjaBajm

In the world o f Katerli’s ‘Chervets’, the answer must be: for nothing.

NARRATION
Like ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, ‘Chervets’ is told by a third-person omniscient narrator
who often allows the numerous characters to speak for themselves and also to talk about
other characters. However, unlike the narrator of ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, the narrator
of ‘Chervets’ is not a corporeal being, a local, or a neighbour. Rather, this narrator acts

more akin to a distant entity, an ambiguous presence that is privy to the backgrounds of
the characters, but has taken no part in their lives. In addition, the narrator’s biases are
less conspicuous, allowing the characters to express themselves.
Although the narrator is less prominent than in Treugol’nik Barsukova’, the narrator
does have his/her own thoughts and opinions. Since the story focuses primarily on the
lives of Maksim and Pavel, it would make perfect sense for this story to be told in firstperson narration, from the point of view of either Pavel or Maksim, or both. However, by
choosing to tell the story with a third-person omniscient narrator, Katerli is perhaps
suggesting that an individual or individuals are unable to speak for themselves, and are in
need of an intermediary. In essence, as a result of the tumultuous political and social
climate, people are too confused and bewildered to speak or communicate clearly. This
narrator’s agenda follows the plot lines of ‘The Problem of the Chervets’ and Pavel’s
discovery that he and Maksim are brothers. Thus, the information included in the story is
specifically chosen by the narrator, this ambiguous being whose sympathy for Pavel and
Maksim drives the development of the story’s two plot lines.
Like the narrator in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, this narrator speaks familiarly with the
audience sometimes in a judgmental or profane manner. For example, when Maksim
reads Vera’s farewell note, which states: ‘noxcajiyn, XBaTHT’,84 the narrator responds:
‘XBaTHT, noxcajiyn... A hto “XBaTHT”?!’85 Later, when the narrator describes Pavel’s

background history, explaining that he had no ambitions and had no desire to find a job,
the narrator comments: ‘B li cefie npeacTaBjraeTe? Oh ‘He xoien!’86 Often the narrator
addresses the reader directly at length in order to clarify certain themes or issues:

y HHTarejia MoaceT co3.qaTi.CH BnenaTJieHHe, 6yzrro ocnenjieHHbie
BMCOXHMH OKJia^aMH H IIpOHHMH JlbTOTaMH COTpyflHHXH HHCTHTyTa
coBceM yace He bh^cjih h He noHHMajm, hto b hx ynpeacaeHHH h to to h KaK-TO... He Tax. Be3 xoHija BanaTb aypaxa, npHTBOpaacb, h to
3aroma

^ejioM, - 3to Toace He BejiHKaa paflocrb. H Koe-KOMy

Ha^oeno.87

At times, the narrator assumes a sarcastic tone.

Speaking o f Pavel, the narrator

comments: ‘Oh 3Haji, hto b rna3ax mhothx, b tom HHCJie xoTa 6 m coce^en A htoxhhmx,
B brnJiaZtH T CO CBOHM HHCTOnJHOHCTBOM nO JIH bIM A y p a K O M !’88

As mentioned earlier, the narrator is familiar with the characters’ backgrounds.
Concerning Maksim, the narrator comments: ‘A MaxcHMy PfeaHOBHHy, xax mm ynce
3Aecb

oGMOJiBHJiHCb, - TpmwaTb ceMb.’89 After Maksim visits Kashuba’s house to see

Vera for the last time, the narrator remarks: ‘...B o t BaM h jraHHaa acH3Hb Maxcmvia
JlHXTeHnrreiiHa. Bojibme c Bepon oh He BCTpenanca He pa3y, xax-TO BH/jeji H3£ajm, ho
He no^omeji.’90 After Pavel sees the worm, the narrator notes: ‘Tax b o t ceronroi xax pa3
h

6 bui

oiTyji h, coBMemaa noxofl 3a xjie60M c nporyjixon, IlaBeji Hbohobhh men,

nbrraacb oGbacHHTb ce6 e, h to 3to Bce-Taxn 6 bui 3a nepBax hohmo y Hero b xoMHaTe.’91
Regarding Pavel’s and Alla’s disagreements, the narrator states: ‘Anna omnGanacb, xorna
roBopnjia Myacy, h to cocen He 3aMenaeT hx c BanepneM, He CHHTaa 3a rnoneH, a tojibxo
3a “co CBoen no^MeTXH rpa3b.” IlaBeji, HanpoTHB, oneHb aaace hx 3aMenaji h Bceraa
nOMHHJI 0 6 HX HpHCyTCTBHH B XBapTHpe.’92
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Often in expressing the point o f view of a specific character, the narrator assumes the
voice and personality o f that character. Consequently, when Alla Antokhina sees Vera at
Maksim’s party, the narrator states: ‘Anna Amoxima He/jemo noTOM obtacHajia
xcenaiontHM,
tboh

hto b

njian>e

ot

/fnopa mo6 aa acepflt

d y jx e r

bccm

HMen» b h ^ . Xopomo, xor/ja

nanoHKa 6 e3 nepe^Bixy roHaeT no 3arpaHHuaM!’93 Maksim’s impression o f Vera

was initially quite different:

H epea

b

mhoto

jieT M axcH M 6 y a e T BcnoM HHan>,

r o n o B y , K or^ a

ohh

c

B epon

CMOTp e n T o r ^ a n o CTopoHaM
cB eT jio e HOHHoe H e 6 o

b

h

BO ^e M

hijih t o h

ayM aji:
ohxh,

‘A

h to

n p n x o ^ H J io eM y

h o h l io

no ropoay. Oh

B eat

oto

3anoM H H T ca’ ,

C T aptie T o n o jia , coB ep m eH H O

n y c T a a H acT opoaceH H aa ^ o p u o B a a njioma,zu>,

h,

rjiaB H oe, H H xoiyja

p a H b m e H e H cntrraH H oe o m y m e H H e T n x o r o BOCTOpra.94

Likewise* Maksim says about Alla: ‘Ajuia Tor^a
oaeBajiacB, 6 oihco JieneTana Ha pa3HLie
xaxaa-TO

6 i>ma

yac oneiib npaBHjn»Haa.’95

Russians, the narrator notes:
ydeayteHHocTB b

t c m b i,

t o m , h to

‘H h c t o

6 tina

a c ^pyron

oneHt He^ypHa, xopomo

c t o p o h b i,

- nepT ee 3HaeT, -

When expressing Maksim’s belief about

poccnncxaa Hama nepTa -

Te6 e flo Bcex aejio, h

bccm

ceHTHMeHTajn>HOCTL. H

- cnaonmon xa0<j) obcyacaaTB t b o h

ceMeHHtie o 6 cToaTejn>cTBa...’96 Allowing Maksim to speak for him self gives greater
depth and complexity to his character and allows the reader to have a more complete
understanding of his feelings and thoughts.
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CHARACTERISATION
The characters o f ‘Chervets’ are quite different from those o f ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’.
Rather than representing various backgrounds, these characters are all somehow related to
the science industry. Alla and Valerii Antokhin, Kashuba, and Maksim work in the same
institute. Pavel Smirnov had previously worked in a research institute, and Gol’din is a
retired scientist. The others not directly involved with the science industry, such as
Pavel’s mother, Gol’din’s wife, and Vera, Kashuba’s daughter, are related to those who
are involved. Thus, the world, backgrounds, and experiences of these characters are
similar.

The one major distinguishing characteristic is Jewishness, and it is this

characteristic, personified by Maksim, Gol’din, and his wife, that generates much of the
story’s conflict.
Katerli’s portrayal o f the Jewish characters in ‘Chervets’ is rather contradictory. On
the one hand, the Gol’dins fit into many o f the stereotypes o f the Soviet Jew.97 Gol’din
himself is the wise man full o f advice, and Irina Gol’dina is also the matronly Jewish
woman taking care o f Maksim like her son. At the same time, however, they are not
religious Jews, and they support the ‘system’. Katerli juxtaposes the characters of Pavel
and Maksim in order to demonstrate the difference that Jewishness makes in Soviet life.
As stated above, the fact that Maksim is not actually Jewish emphasises the fallacy of
anti-Semitic racism and the prejudices that stem from it. For instance, both Maksim and
Pavel chance upon drunken men on the street. The drunk man whom Maksim encounters
immediately asks him if he is Jewish, and when Maksim answers yes, the man tells
Maksim to go to hell. However, when Pavel encounters a different drunk man, the man
befriends him.
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What unites the story’s characters is that they are unhappy, paranoid, lonely,
dissatisfied, and distraught. Maksim, for example, has a nervous and anxious disposition:

...5KH3HB npOXCHTa B nOCTOJIHHOH CTpaxe. MaKCHM BCer.ua CHHT3JI,
h t o o h He T pyc, a h t o Ha ^ e n e ? E o jljic h Hy^Hbix o 6i>acHeHHH

pyKOBOflCTBOM.

EOJIJICfl

K am y 6 HHCKOH

SOJITOBHH,

OT

c

KOTOpOH

TomHHJio, p o e n a r o p a , h JieTen BopoH. ^ o yBOJibHemni. T enepi* h to

He y^ a cT ca

Hairra p a 6 oT y. E o a jica 3JiopatfHbix B 3num oB . H

5K3JIOCTJIHBBIX - TOXCe

60HJICH.

EoJUICfl BCeTfla, B JIK>6oH MOMeHT,

b o 3 m o x c h o h cm y a ijH H , b KOTopoft n p im ercH KOMy-TO 6 h t i , Mop,ny.

3Hajio, h to He CTpycHT, ho, r ocno/m, xax He xoTejioct! A Be,m> s t o t
cipax He Hcue3HeT, 6y^eT c to6oh h b Ch6hph, h Ha CeBepe. JSp
n o c jie /jn e r o .m w , /jo C M ep ra...

OR

Maksim is not the only character to suffer from some sort of malady.

Pavel is

unemployed and constantly wrestles with his guilt over putting his mother in

a

convalescent home. His mother’s depression has driven her to silence. Alla Antokhina is
married to a man she does not love. Vera is an alcoholic with two children and still lives
at home with her parents. Kashuba constantly frets over his career, and Vasilii Antokhin
hates all minorities and foreigners.
The characters of ‘Chervets’, like those of ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, struggle to
survive in the midst o f personal and political chaos. However, most of the characters,
like many of the characters in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, have accepted their
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powerlessness. In this light, Katerli ironically begins the story with an excerpt from
Anna Akhmatova’s poem ‘Rodnaia zemlia’ (‘Native Soil’) (1961):

J \ sl,

jjjw

Hac 3 to rpji3i> Ha xajiomax

Ha, jsflsi Hac 3to xpycT Ha 3y6ax
H MBI MeJIHM, H MeCHM, H KpOHIHM

Tot hh b neM He 3aMemaHHtm npax
Ho JI05KHMCHB Hee H CTBHOBHMCHeiO
Orroro h 30BeM Tax cbo6o^ho - cBoeio.99

This epigraph reflects both the anguish and indefatigability of her characters. As Amanda
Haight has stated o f Akhmatova’s poem: ‘She defines her people’s feeling for their native
soil as something quite apart from the bombastic slogans o f conventional patriotism.’100
These characters suffer, but somehow they will survive.
M any'of the characters, like those o f ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, seek escape in one
form or another from their respective afflictions. Pavel, for example, has withdrawn from
society and has become solitary and introspective. Pavel feels that he is different from
others, that he does not belong, and he spends most o f his time alone: ‘n o BenepaM
naBeji HBaHOBHH xoflHJi ryjurn>... OceHbio xopomo 6 buio npoiiTHCB b^ ojib JleTHero
ca^a no Majiomo/moH BeTpeHOH HaSepexmoH. . . ’101 Pavel’s solitude allows him time to
think about Nature, his mother, himself, and deeper spiritual and philosophical concerns.
While on the train to visit his mother, Pavel thinks: ‘. ..Iloes# yxce men... Cnmie 3HMHHe
neH 3anCH

Ha30H JIH B0

JIHnJIH

K

OKHaM.

nO H eM y-T O
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6e3BKyCHBIMH,

BBI3BIBaiOmHMH

Ka3ajracB ceifaac pac<j)y<|)BipeHHBie AepeBta

h

HenpncTOHHO spicne (J)HrypKH jibdkhhkob

Ha 3acaxapeHHOH jibdkhoh Hemme.’102 Thinking about Alla Antokhina, Pavel remarks:

IIepe3KHBaHH5i n o

n o B O /jy

kobpob, AOCTaBaHHH

n p an eH H O H , c ^ a n n

MO^HBix

KH Hr h

- 6yjjf>

K O H cepB H poB aH iw orypH H K O B e n HyacHBi.

5KH3HH. H jIH

flym eB H O H ?

IlyC T B

3 to ...

A ym eBH O H .

6 y n > u io K , hhctkh
OHH H eJiatfH Bl! -

(J)opM a ^ y x o B H O H

II otom nOaBHTCH

nepeacH B aH H fl n o n o B o a y n o K y m c n M anm H B i, r a p a a c a . 06cT aH O B K H
JJJUL HOBOH KOOnepaTHBHOH KBapTHpBI. 3T O BCe 6eCC03H aTeJIBH aH
n o n B r n c a 3anoiiH H T B n y cT O T y b p a 3 p t r r o H tcmhoh a y m e , K O T o p o n

hhkto
T aK aa

HHKor^a He

H H T e p e c o B a jic H ...

Anna, e c j i n 6 bi H e

A

bot hto C T a a a

T p a m a a ctojibko BpeM eHH H a

6 bi

a e jia rB

6 bit?103

Vera Kashuba, as discussed above, and Denisiuk escape through alcohol, which
deadens their minds and hearts to the difficulties of their lives. Alla Antokhin, like Fira
Kats in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, wants to leave her husband to emigrate with her former
lover Maksim. The Gol’dins, like the Semenovs of ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, escape into
their interior world. They have accepted their lot in life. They have accepted that nothing
will change, and have ceased to find meaning and significance in their outer world.
Finally, Maksim, like Fira Kats and Aleksandr Petukhov in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’,
escapes literally.

It is ironic, as stated above, that Maksim, unlike Fira Kats and

Aleksandr Petukhov, has no desire to leave his native Russia. However, the situation is
out o f Maksim’s control, and he is forced to emigrate.
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Pavel’s mother is perhaps the only character that finds meaning in morality and
kindness, and perhaps is presented as an example. She tells her son:

3Haeim»,

IlaBjiHK,

o n y c T o m a io m e r o

Her

nyBC TBa,

Ha

cBere

6ojiee

jsymy cxcnraer.

3 to

6ecnjio^Horo,
HenpaB/ja, h t o

GtiBaiOT CHTyaijHH, r^e Hymia HeHaBHCTt. Hnr^e 0Ha He Hyxora,
aaxce Ha BoiiHe, nycxaH caMOH cnpaBe^JiHBOH. Hyxoro C03H3HHe
AOJira: t l i o6x3aH b l h i o j i h h t b TaxcejitiH, CTpamHBm, h o - aojir.104

Ironically, Pavel may have fulfilled his ‘duty’ by sending his mother to the convalescent
home. In doing so, he is not praised by his mother, but despised by her. Truly, fulfilling
a duty can be horrible and difficult. Pavel’s response to this and his crisis at work is to
drop out of society because he wanted to live an honest life.
Generally speaking, the images o f women presented in ‘Chervets’ are negative and
derogatory, making the story appear at times ‘anti-feminist’. For example, the only
female scientist in the story is Alla Antokhina, who is portrayed as a materialistic, selfish,
and emotionally unstable woman. Vera is a weak and pathetic alcoholic. Irina Gol’dina,
although a kind and loving person, is presented in the traditional female role o f mother
and wife. Gol’dina believes that ‘Majitmnc h Tax HacTpa^ajicx 6e3 aoManmero Tenjia.’105
Later, her husband comments: ‘^KeHiiuma yxpamaTB a o m CBoero Myxca,

jih h h o

sto

BaM TaxoH npejjMeT, KOTOptm aojuxeH

a Tax CHHTaio.’106 Even Maksim expresses intense

dislike o f women: ‘flypw 6a6ti, xcajiocTb y

hhx

nojnobHJia.’107
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- nepBoe uyBCTBO, noxajiejia - 3Hawr

However, some positive portrayals o f women do exist in ‘Chervets’. Notwithstanding
her descent into senility, Pavel’s mother, in many respects, is portrayed as an
emancipated, independently thinking, and intelligent woman whose life is not dependent
upon a man. At one point, she tells Pavel:
OTna,

to bck)

3KH3HB 6b iJia

6u

‘i f

yBepeHa, h to ecjm 6 b i He BCTperana TBoero

o^Ha.’108 As will be discussed in Chapters Four and Six,

the female protagonists o f Katerli’s realistic prose and contemporary prose evidence an
independence of thought and, in some cases, even an alternative lifestyle, which are not
characteristic of the female protagonists o f her fantasy prose or underground works.
Perhaps at the time she was writing these fantasy and underground works, Katerli was as
yet uninterested in portraying or depicting the ‘female experience’. On the other hand,
she might have intentionally avoided writing about the ‘female experience’ out of a desire
to fit into the male-defined mainstream o f Soviet literature.

CONCLUSION
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and ‘Chervets’ are Katerli’s most experimental and
controversial prose works. They represent a period in Soviet history when publishing
provocative works could preclude one from ever publishing in the Soviet Union or could
land one in prison. These two novellas examine the darker sides o f urban Soviet life,
exploring the realities of broken marriages, dysfunctional families, alcoholism, the
corrupt Soviet science industry, delinquent children, adultery, death, and loss.
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and ‘Chervets’ investigate not only external urban realities, but
also the internal realities o f the soul. These stories focus on the private lives o f the
characters, revealing their deepest concerns, insecurities, and anxieties.
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Beyond the controversy surrounding ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and ‘Chervets’, there
are several striking similarities between these two stories. They both take place in urban
environments and focus on the daily dilemmas and frustrations, as well as their personal,
emotional, and psychological concerns. Several of the themes concern important political
and sociological issues which were highly topical in the Brezhnev period, such as antiSemitism and emigration, the Soviet science industry (in ‘Chervets’) and Communist
ideology (in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’). Both stories blend fantasy and reality to convey
the chaos and confusion o f 1970s Leningrad. The characters o f each story range from the
sympathetic and sometimes pathetic to the vile and loathsome. The narrators of both
stories communicate directly to the audience, as well as allow the characters to speak for
themselves.
There are, at the same time, several differences between these stories. With respect to
plot, ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ focuses on the lives of numerous inhabitants o f a
communal flat and the various issues which touch their lives. ‘Chervets’, on the other
hand, has'two plot lines and a much smaller cast of characters. The narrative styles o f the
two stories also differ. The narrator o f ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ is far more emotionally
involved in the story than is the narrator of ‘Chervets’. The narrator of ‘Treugol’nik
Barsukova’ is an amalgamation o f all of the characters in the communal flat, and thus,
participates in the life o f the story—in the gossip, in the offering of opinions, and in the
sharing o f personal thoughts. He/she is not an all-wise and divine creature. The narrator
of ‘Chervets’, by comparison, is far less prominent in the story. The narrator does speak
to the audience and guide the story through its two plot lines, but also allows the
characters more freedom to tell their own stories. Finally, the primary characters in
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‘Chervets’ are men—Pavel and Maksim, whereas several of the significant characters in
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ are women—Mariia and Anna Tiutina, Roza and Fira Kats,
Natal’ia Kopeikina, and Antonina Bodrova.
Stylistically, ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and ‘Chervets’ serve as a bridge between
Katerli’s fantasy prose o f the 1970s and her realistic prose of the 1980s. As stated earlier,
these stories incorporate fantasy, a hallmark of Katerli’s 1970s works, in an attempt to
express the confusion, frustration, and uncertainty of 1970s Leningrad. In addition, these
stories focus on the introspective individual, which is characteristic of Katerli’s realistic
prose. Moreover, ‘Chervets’ focuses on male protagonists, which is also characteristic of
Katerli’s realistic prose. This stylistic transition in Katerli’s writing, as we will see in
Chapter Four, reflects her movement toward more psychological and introspective
fiction.
Beyond the ‘how’ of this transition, o f course, is the ‘why’. Katerli’s fantasy works
deal with relatively self-contained worlds and universal human issues, such as love and
friendship (‘Chelovek Firfarov i traktor’), aging and compassion (‘Chudovishche’), and
death (‘Nagomaia desiat” ).

In her underground works, however, the characters are

unable to find contentment in their self-contained worlds. The outer world has so broken
down that finding one’s own separate peace is impossible. In other words, Katerli, like
many of her contemporaries, who has become so disillusioned with the state of politics
and society that a ‘happy ending’, in which a character achieves understanding and
acceptance o f his life and fate, is increasingly implausible. How this disillusionment
would develop and what kind o f works it would produce, is the subject o f the next
chapter.
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CHAPTER FOUR
REALISTIC PROSE: 1981-1991
MoDfCHO JIU CKC&amb, Hmo MOR 0fCll3Hb 6
odiyeM xopom a?... M hozo pa3 e j/ciuhu
3adaean r ce6e smom eonpoc u miKOzda
He moz naumu odH03Hcmuozo omeema. A

By the early 1980s, a significant shift in style and content became visible in Nina
Katerli’s prose fiction.

As discussed in Chapter Two, Katerli’s fantasy stories

gradually became less fantastic and more realistic. Chapter Three examined Katerli’s
two underground works, both written in the mid-1970s and both of which serve as a
bridge between her fantasy and realistic writing periods. This chapter will discuss
Katerli’s realistic prose period, roughly comprising the years 1981 to 1991. In so
doing, this chapter will address Katerli’s use of the introspective male protagonist, as
well as her increased interest in the ‘female experience’.2 After considering to what
extent her realistic prose can be considered postmodernist, this chapter will finally
contrast Katerli’s realistic prose with her fantasy prose and underground works, and
will draw certain conclusions about Katerli’s evolution as a writer.
During the 1970s, Katerli, like many Soviet women authors, intentionally or
otherwise, avoided overtly feminist themes. As discussed in the Introduction, Katerli
has emphatically stated that she is not a feminist. In a similar vein, she remarked in a
1993 interview that she has no specific feminist agenda in her writing.3 In the
eighties, however, the literary scene for Soviet women writers began to change. As
Helena Goscilo has noted: ‘The eighties brought not only ‘perestroika’ but also
several remarkable individual female talents in addition to a post-Stalin generation of
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young women writers whose sense o f self and text clearly signalled a new
sensibility.’4 As will be discussed below, Katerli’s realistic prose, with its treatment
o f female protagonists and the ‘female experience’, reflects this ‘new sensibility’, and
perhaps signals an evolution or movement toward a feminist consciousness.
In addition to a feminist awakening, the 1980s also saw the proliferation of
postmodernism in Russia, which, as Mikhail Epstein has noted, might be considered
‘the most widespread and active movement in contemporary Russian literature.’5 A
problem immediately arises, however, when one attempts to define postmodernism,
postmodern, and postmodernist. Hans Bertens, for example, has noted: ‘Right from
the start o f the debate, postmodernism has been a particularly unstable concept. No
single definition o f postmodernism has gone uncontested or has even been widely
accepted.6 Similarly, Fredric Jameson has stated: ‘The concept of postmodernism is
not widely accepted or even understood today.’7 Although it is not within the scope
o f this study to examine in detail the various meanings of postmodernism, their
unifying factor appears to be what Bertens has called a ‘complex of anti-modernism
artistic strategies.’8
In essence, postmodernism describes the search for a new way in which to
understand the world subsequent to the decline of modernism.

As Jean-Francois

Lyotard has noted: ‘Postmodernism...searches for a new presentation not in order to
enjoy them, but in order to impart a stronger sense of the presentable.’9 On a purely
stylistic level, postmodernism sought to experiment with literary form. The Concise
Oxford Dictionary o f Literary Terms defines postmodernism as:
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A

culture o f fragmentary sensations,

eclectic

nostalgia,

disposable simulacra, and promiscuous superficiality, in which
the traditionally valued qualities o f depth, coherence, meaning,
originality, and authenticity are evacuated or dissolved amid the
random swirl of empty signals.10

Given the aforementioned definitions, I would argue that Katerli’s realistic prose does
not express a postmodernist view o f the world. Although, as will be discussed further
in the chapter, Katerli does experiment at times with literary form, she has not
abandoned the ‘traditions’ o f quality, depth, and meaning in her search for a ‘new
presentation’.
In the early 1980s, Katerli began compiling works for her second collection of
stories, Tsvetnve otkrvtki (Coloured Postcards") (1986). As with Okno (The Window)
(1981), Katerli found it difficult to publish Tsvetnve otkrvtki. The original title of the
book was Proshchal’nvi svet (The Farewell Light), named after one o f the stories
within the collection, but the editors and critics feared that this title would make the
entire book appear negative and depressing. Katerli acceded and changed the title. In
addition, Katerli modified several stories, which had come under criticism. One story
in particular, ‘Yrvshch’ (1986), was considered bleak and depressing.11 Katerli now
believes that in changing the story, she destroyed it, and since the publication of
v Tsvetnve otkrvtki. she has refused to republish ‘Yrvshch’ in any form.12 Another
short story, ‘Nes”edobnyi drug Rastorgueva’ (‘Rastorguev’s Inedible Friend’) (1982)
was considered by the critics to be ‘ycMemjiHBtm h pbixjibih.’13 However, unlike
‘Yrvshch’, ‘Nes”edobnyi drug Rastorgueva’ appeared in its original form. Katerli’s
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editor agreed with the numerous comments made by the censors and critics, and
encouraged her to lessen the melancholy tone of many o f the stories in Tsvetnve
otkrvtki. telling Katerli: ‘B CoBeTCKOM Coi03e 3KH3HLHe TaK yacacHa.’14
Notwithstanding Katerli’s willingness to make alterations, she was unable to
publish several o f her stories. One such story was ‘Solntse za steklom’ (‘The Sun
Behind the Glass’) (1994), in which one o f the central protagonists is a heavy drinker.
‘Starushka ne spesha’ (‘The Old Woman Slowly’) (1994) also could not be published
because, according to Katerli, the main character was Jewish. Katerli wrote in 1993:
‘O eBpeax imcaTb He peKOMeHflOBajioct - TaK ace, KaK 06 ajiKorojiHK<j>ax,
HapKOMaHax

h

npocTHiyTKax. ’15 Katerli finally managed to publish both of these

stories in 1994, and they will be discussed in Chapter Six.
Since many stories were rejected, Katerli had to write a new story quickly in order
to complete the collection. The story that filled this missing gap was ‘Tsvetnye
otkrytki* (1986), which, incidentally, Katerli considers to be her least favourite, as a
result of the conditions under which she was forced to write it.16 Ironically, the title of
the story would also become the title o f the book. Despite numerous difficulties
encountered in publishing Tsvetnve otkrvtki. Katerli nevertheless remained intent on
publishing the collection, primarily because her story ‘Polina’ (1984), which will be
discussed later in the chapter, was to be included. Tsvetnve otkrvtki was finally
published in 1986, but was not well received by the critics, which Katerli attributes to
the weakness o f ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’.
In addition to Tsvetnve otkrvtki. Katerli published two other collections o f stories
in her realistic prose period: Kurzal. which was published in 1989, and Sennaia
Ploshchad’ (Havmarket Square), which was published in 1992.17 Kurzal contains four
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stories— ‘Kurzal’ (1986) ‘Dolg’ (‘Duty’) (1989), ‘Zhara na severe’ (‘Heat in the
North’) (1988), and ‘Chervets’ (‘The Worm’) (1990).

Sennaia Ploshchad’ is

comprised o f previously published stories: ‘Sennaia Ploshchad” (‘Haymarket
Square’) (1981), ‘Chelovek Firfarov i traktor’ (‘The Man Firfarov and the Tractor’)
(1978), ‘Volshebnaia lampa’ (‘The Magic Lamp’) (1981), ‘Kollektsiia doktora
Emil’ia’ (‘Doctor Emil’s Collection’) (1979) and ‘Chudovishche’ (‘The Monster’)
(1977). The stories in Sennaia Ploshchad’ and the story ‘Chervets’ in Kurzal have
been discussed in previous chapters, and, thus, will not be discussed in this chapter.

PLOT
By the late 1970s, Katerli began writing fewer ‘rasskazy’ (short stories) and more
‘povesti’ (short novels).

These short novels were not only longer but more

psychologically and emotionally complex.

Contemporaneous with Katerli’s shift

from fantasy to realism, this shift in the length and depth o f her prose fiction reflected
a general trend in Soviet literature in the 1980s, perhaps, as Deming Brown has
suggested, because longer forms were better suited to capture the prevailing Zeitgeist.
Brown writes:

The short novel seemed to be the most appropriate response to
rapidly changing times, when writers could not confidently see
the world as a whole.

Puzzled and disturbed by accelerating

social development and cultural instability, and lacking complete
and frilly rounded philosophies, writers concentrated on limited
segments of human experience, emphasising the local at the

189

expense o f the general, and dramatising moral or ideological
problems without attempting to solve them.18

The plots o f Katerli’s realistic prose explore these ‘limited segments o f human
experience’, examining the psychological dilemmas of her protagonists. Katerli is
concerned less with the difficulties o f the outside world than with the various human
responses to suffering. As Elena Efros has noted of Katerli’s prose fiction in the
1980s: ‘ABTopa... HHTepecyeT He

nocTymcoB, He

tojilk o

xapaKxepti,

tojilk o

ho h

nocTymcn repoeB,

ycjiOBira

hx

ho

h

npHHHHbi

(jjopM npoBaHHU.’ 19

othx

Thus, the

‘fabulas’ o f Katerli’s realistic prose fiction, which examine the ‘byt’ (everyday life)
and the daily issues of her protagonists, are less significant than the ‘siuzhets’, which
examine the emotional and moral dilemmas o f her protagonists.
‘Yrvshch’ is a disjointed story about the lonely outcast, Sergei Fomich Kuvaldin.
The ‘fabula’ o f this story is almost non-existent, which perhaps accounts for its
confusing structure. Kuvaldin is single and lives with his eighty-year-old mother.
Although we never learn the reason, Kuvaldin is unable to read and write. While at
work one day, Kuvaldin is scribbling on a piece of paper, and his colleagues ask to see
what he is writing, knowing that he is illiterate. They see the word ‘LipBm’, and
immediately assume that Kuvaldin’s illiteracy is a ruse and that he is in fact a spy who
has been writing secret codes.20

Kuvaldin is terrified: ‘Oh 3Haji Tenepb, hto

Hapynmn, 3Haji h Gojuich.’21 Kuvaldin’s illiteracy is matched by his inability to
decipher the rules and norms o f his world, and his literal and figurative illiteracies
almost land him in prison. In the end, Kuvaldin escapes punishment and the story
concludes with him wandering the city and reflecting on his connectedness with all

creation: ‘Oh

6 bu i

BJia»CHi>iH 3an ax

to k h m

jih c t bc b ,

ace, KaK Bee

ohh:

TeMHtm caa 3a pemeTHaTOH orpanon,

npncTajiLHtie aoMa,

h

flofiptie mo^n, crnnmie

b h h x . ’22

Kuvaldin looks up at one building and he sees a raven that says ‘Hello’.
The ‘siuzhet’ explores Kuvaldin’s sensitive character. Although unable to read
and write, Kuvaldin loves to draw. As a child, he would draw the same picture over
and again: ‘mucoMy He nommn>m ropoa c ^BopuaMH

h

6aimuiMH, Han;

k o t o p b im h

npocTHpanocb, ckojibko XBaTano 6yMarn, acHoe ronyboe He6o c MopaacTOH - nHeMto!

- jiyHOH nocepenmie.’23 Kuvaldin is a romantic, a dreamer, who appears to live

more in this imaginary world o f palaces and towers than in the real world. Perhaps
because o f his handicap, Kuvaldin is somewhat o f a social misfit.24
Kuvaldin’s only friend is a raven: ‘Kaxyio
KyBajmnH, npo

3to

oh

3k h 3 h b

xotcji

HHKOMy He paccKa3HBaji, pa3Be

ana

ce6a Cepren

h to o a h o h

BopoHe,

In fact,
O

omhh

ho

OHa

yjieTejia.’25 The interesting juxtaposition at the end of the story o f Kuvaldin’s
conclusion that he is similar to others, with his perception of a raven greeting him,
only expresses more profoundly how different he is from the conventional and
average person.

Kuvaldin, however, is happy and content in this world o f

imagination, in this world o f palaces and towers, made-up words, and talking birds.
Perhaps Kuvaldin, like Prince Myshkin in Fedor Dostoevskii’s Idiot (1868), reflects
the Russian literary tradition o f the simple and kind-hearted protagonist, whose
innocence underscores the evil and corruption of society generally. On the other
hand, perhaps Kuvaldin is simply mad. Characteristically, Katerli leaves the reader
with no clear resolution, but rather a range o f reasonable interpretations.
‘Nes”edobnyi drug Rastorgueva’ tells the story of Professor Aleksei Emil’ianovich
Rastorguev and his pet pig, Kuz’ka. The story begins when Rastorguev, his daughter
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Vera Aleksandrovna, and his six-year-old grandson, Dima, decide to spend the
summer at their dacha in the countryside. The ‘fabula’ and ‘siuzhet’ o f this story are
not as distinct as many o f the ‘fabulas’ in Katerli’s realistic prose stories. In fact,
unlike most o f Katerli’s realistic prose works, it is perhaps the ‘fabula’ that takes
precedence in this story, and also, unlike many of Katerli’s stories, ‘Nes”edobnyi drug
Rastorgueva’ follows a chronological pattern, with a beginning, climax, denoument,
and conclusion.
The conflict in the story begins when Dima returns from the market one day with a
pet piglet. The child becomes bored with his new pet, and Rastorguev decides to
assume the responsibilities o f caring for it.

Towards the end of the summer,

Rastorguev decides to stay at the dacha, rather than accompanying his daughter and
grandson back to the city. He has become very attached to the pig, and is afraid what
fate might befall it if he leaves.

Convinced that her father has gone mad, Vera

Aleksandrovna resolves to have the pig butchered without her father’s knowledge.
Minutes before the slaughter is to take place, however, Rastorguev discovers his
daughter’s scheme. For Rastorguev, Kuz’ka is a valuable living organism, that, like
every human being, deserves to live.
heartless, and he says to her:

‘3 t o

He considers his daughter’s actions to be

Beat Rax nojiynaeTCX - cnepBa b flpy3BJi, a i io t o m

-

nofl h o )k ? H Ha xojiGacy?’26 Rastorguev decides to retire from the university where he
has worked for forty-five years, and to live permanently at the dacha to care for the
pig. The story concludes by skipping a few years into the future, showing Rastorguev
living happily in the countryside with Kuz’ka, whom whom he calls his
‘HecBeaoSHBiH flpyr.’

‘Yrvshch’ and ‘Nes”edobnyi drug Rastorgueva’, like Katerli’s underground works,
may be viewed as transitional. Although these two stories are realistic, they have
retained elements of the fantastic. For example, as noted above, Kuvaldin believes
that he can communicate with ravens. Similarly, Rastorguev believes that his pet pig
Kuz’ka has special powers, namely that he can understand human communication.
Unlike Katerli’s fantasy prose, however, there is an intimation, or at least a suggestion
that communication with the raven and the pig is merely a figment of the
protagonist’s imagination. Thus, each story might be fantastical, might be realistic, or
might be a combination of the two. On a purely structural level, it is worth noting that
each of these stories is also shorter than Katerli’s other realistic prose works, further
identifying the two stories as transitional.
‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ tells the story of Andrei Nikolaevich Martynov, a forty-sevenyear-old man who is reassessing his life and his relationships with the significant
women in his life: his recently deceased mother, his wife, and his step-daughter Tania.
The ‘fabula’ takes place in a single day over a period o f a few hours. The story begins
♦
with Martynov walking home from a difficult day at work and reflecting on his day.

An elderly woman catches his eye, and he suddenly remembers the last time he saw
his mother before she died:
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B paccTerayTOM 6ejioM iuiame OHa npHSjm^cajiact k HeMy no

TpOTyapy h 6tuia yxce /jobojibho 6jih3ko, ho Bjjpyr pe3KO
noBepHyjia n HanpaBHJiacB k naBnnBOHy Meipo. Momio 6buio
ycnen> ommKHyTB, ho MapTtmoB oium> c aocaaoH no^yMan,
hto Hcm>rraHHfl Ha 3aBO,ne /jojdkhbi HanaTBca nepe3 15 MHHyT.
Oh pacTepHHHO ctohji y Kpaa TpOTyapa, a Man>, MHHOBaB Morpo,

yxo^HJia o t Hero no 6yjn»Bapy. JIhctbh eme He HanHHajra
xcejrreTB, tojh»ko hto Haciymui ceHTa6pB. J[a, 3to 6bdio...
mecToro ceHTxflpa, - tohho mecToro, b neTBepr, a b cy66oTy
OHa Merpo.27

Martynov has not been to his mother’s flat since her death six months earlier. He
decides, for some unknown reason, that he must go to her flat at once.

While

wandering around the flat and inspecting everything from her kitchen to her medicine,
he finds her diary. Martynov begins to read the diary and discovers many things
about his mother, her relationship with Tania, her thoughts about him, and her general
ideas and reflections on life. When Martynov finishes reading the diary, he walks
over to the window and again remembers his last image of his mother in the white
raincoat.
The ‘siuzhet’ o f ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ examines Martynov’s private thoughts and
feelings. One issue, in particular, which weighs heavily upon Martynov’s heart, and
which also affects his sense of self, is obviously the recent death of his mother:
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JJ&y

noHcanyn,

b

nocjie^Hee BpeMa HJuno3Hn,

hto

HHHero He

npoH3onuio, 6biBana HHor^a nojiHOH. H Bce-TaKH 3KH3HB CTajia
Apyroit BepHee, ApyrHMH craHOBHJicfl caM Mapn»raoB. EMy
Tenepb Ka3ajioci>,

h to a o

CMepTH MaTepn

oh

Tax h He ycnen no-

HacToameMy CAeJiaTtca B3pocjn»iM, c roaaMH Memuiaci*
BHenmocTb, a HaHHHaa c

st o t o

tojh »k o

ceHTa6pji npouecc BHyTpeHHero

noB3pocjieHHa, a TOHHee nocTapemra nomen c HeBepoaTHon
CKOpOCTBK). H3 AHApIOHm, KOTOpBIM OH BCerAa Ce6fl HyBCTBOBaJI,
MapTtmoB BApyr npeBpaTHJica b Annpea HmcojiaeBHHa.28

The above passage portrays Martynov as both introspective and self-absorbed. He
examines issues only insofar as they relate to him and his personal development.
Because o f this, it is very difficult for Martynov to see the other side of an issue. It is
only through reading his mother’s diary that Martynov becomes aware o f certain
issues in his life, such as his relationships with his mother and Tania, as well as his
*

fears o f growing old. It is tragic that the only voice in the story able to penetrate
through Martynov’s stubborn heart is the voice of a deceased woman.
We learn that Martynov’s mother began keeping the diary because she believed

that an elderly person easily forgets essential acts, such as taking medicine and turning
off the oven. The early entries are therefore simply reminders to herself: ‘Konhiot

3aKHnen b 14.10...

blikjiiohhtl b 15.00.’29

However, she gradually begins to write

more personal reflections, and explains the change: ‘Penmjia 3aHOCHn> b 3Ty TerpaAB
HexoTOpBie

b

3Ty TerpaAB HexoTopBie

mbicjih h

BneHaTJiemw. Kohchho, He

nOTOMKOB, KOMy HyXCHBI Mapa3MaTHHeCKHe <j>HJIOCO<J>CTBOBaHHfl! ’30

ajm

Through Martynov’s reading o f his mother’s diary, both Martynov and the reader
learn the background o f many o f the issues facing Martynov. The first issue involves
Martynov’s relationship with Tania. In the first few pages o f the story, Martynov
expresses his bewilderment at Tania’s mourning o f his mother’s death. On the day his
mother died, Tania had cried without ceasing, which Martynov interpreted as
excessive and even selfish. After all, from Martynov’s perspective, Tania was only
her step-granddaughter. Moreover, Martynov disapproves o f Tania’s friendship with
a girl named Liuda, who, in his opinion, depends too heavily upon Tania and
monopolises her time.

When Martynov reads of the many intimate conversations between his mother and
Tania, he learns that they actually had been quite close. For example, Tania shared
her feelings of being misunderstood by her parents. She tells the grandmother:
cwraioT...

h to

ecjin

a

He rpySmo

h

cnymaiocb, ecun roTOBmoct

nojiynaio mrrepKH, 3HaHHT, Bee xopomo. A h t o
npo ce6a He paccKa3BiBaio,
no^KajiyHCTa, a

h to

hm

h

aaBHO h h

o

k

‘O h h

3K30MeHaM h

neM cepte3HOM, HHuero

6e3pa3JiHHHO... Ilo <j>H3HKe noMOHb -

3 to

y Meira Ha ;tyine, mncoMy He HHTepecHO.’31 In addition, the

grandmother writes about Tania’s friendship with Liuda, who, in the grandmother’s
opinion, is a very good and devoted friend. In this fashion, Tania’s severe grief over
her grandmother’s death becomes justified, and Liuda’s previously hidden qualities
are brought to light. Martynov is also forced to acknowledge how he failed to
understand his mother. For example, he had been in the habit of taking vegetables to
her house every week. In reading the diary, Martynov learns that she did not like the
vegetables he brought, but did not have the heart to tell him.

The discovery that his mother did not like the vegetables he would bring to her,
leaves Martynov doubly chagrined, first in that his small, but regular act o f filial duty
(and perhaps love) did not have the effect he intended, and second, that his mother
was more perceptive about his own feelings than he was. Martynov, a character who
heretofore has regarded himself as a rational and logical creature, and who heretofore
has been quite self-righteous, is shown to be ignorant o f both his own situation and
that o f others. However, at the story’s end, it is unclear to what use, if any, Martynov
will put this new information. The story concludes with him walking towards the
window thinking o f his mother. Perhaps he is overwhelmed with the realisation that
he did not truly know her and does not understand his step-daughter. Perhaps this
realisation will bring about fundamental changes in his life; perhaps not. Again,
Katerli provides no clear resolution. In so doing, she prompts the reader not only to
supply his or her own answer but to reflect on how closely Martynov’s situation might
resemble his or her own.
Like ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’ focuses on the life and
concerns of one man, Vasia Panteleimonovich. The story begins with Vasia, a man in
his mid-fifties, walking his dog while musing in a stream o f fragmented thoughts
about his life. Before the story begins, Vasia has had a heart attack, and has been
forced to stay at home for a few weeks to recover. The exact period o f the ‘fabula’ o f
‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’ is unclear, but most likely encompasses the two-to-three
week period o f Vasia’s convalescence. The ‘siuzhet’ o f ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’, like
that of ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, addresses the interior world o f a central protagonist.
Rather than a diary, the catalyst for Vasia’s reflection is his confinement at home on
sick leave. Away from the preoccupations and distractions o f his job, he is forced to

reflect on his life and on some o f its previously un-addressed issues: his marriage, his
childhood, and his relationship with his daughter.

Vasia, like Martynov in

‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, does not come to any great conclusions regarding the dilemmas
in his life. There are no answers to be found. Or, perhaps no answers are sought.
Rather, Vasia ponders deep personal issues, withdrawing into a world where he is safe
and secure, a world o f memory, reflection, and introspection.
Another story featuring a single male protagonist is ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’. Like the
‘fabulas’ o f

‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ and ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’, the ‘fabula’ o f

‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’ is simple and takes place over a very short period o f time. The
protagonist, Vsevelod Evgen’evich Dorofeev, is a fifty-year-old man who is travelling
from Moscow to Leningrad to visit his son Anton and ex-wife Inga and to attend a
thirty-year reunion with his schoolmates. While in Leningrad, Dorofeev meets with
his old friends, and has several encounters with Inga and Anton, before returning, or
perhaps fleeing, to Moscow.
The ‘siuzhet’ focuses on Dorofeev’s deeper emotional and psychological concerns.
Dorofeev is portrayed as a passive individual who escapes, rather than faces, conflicts.
More o f a spectator than an actor, he only feels content when alone and surrounded by
nature. Dorofeev’s affinity with nature is first revealed in the story’s epigraph, an
excerpt from Gorodnitskii’s ‘Leningradskaia pesnia’ (‘Leningrad Song’), which is
itself a series of reflections and impressions o f Leningrad:

Ho b njiecxe tbo h x moctobbix
M hjibi h cjmkotb , h TeMeHB,

IIoKa Ha rpaHHTax t b o h x

jhoGhmbic HyzyiTCH t c h h ,
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H TjmeTCfl xpymcaa h h t b b^ ojil BpeMeHH 3 b i6 k h x
H Teiuw TC X 6 ejn> ie

hohh,

o 6 jih h h h ,

K O T o p tie H e n o ra c H T L .32

In a similar vein, after Dorofeev visits Alverov, an old friend from school, the narrator
says of Dorofeev: ‘Tenepb

b

cboG oahom ,

ajieKTpHHKH o h paccejnmo nocMaTpHBaji

npo^yBaeMOM

b okho,

ckbo3hxkom

BaroHe

a nepea ma 3aMH BCTaBajm t o h h o

HBeTHLie o t k p m t k h , xpKHe, rjumijeBbie neTepro^CKHe neH3aaoi.’33 Dorofeev wants
to be separated from life’s difficulties, and in particular, from the difficulties of his
family.
The catalyst for Dorofeev’s introspection is his forced trip home. While on the
train, Dorofeev reflects on a telephone call from Inga weeks earlier, asking him to
come to Leningrad to speak to Anton. Dorofeev then begins to reflect on the history
of his relationship with Inga. The two had met at university, and after dating for a
short period o f time, Inga convinced Dorofeev that she could not live without him.
They married, and soon after, Anton was bom. Dorofeev, however, only recalls
unhappy memories o f Anton’s childhood, as a result o f Anton’s poor health and
frequent visits to the hospital.
Similarly, Dorofeev recalls the unhappiness o f his marriage, which perhaps, in his
mind, justified his affair with a young woman named Lialia. Dorofeev first met Lialia
while walking through the park with Anton. Eventually, Dorofeev grew tired o f her,
but in a repetition o f his relationship with Inga, she begged him not to leave her.
Consistent with his passive character, Dorofeev relented and agreed to go away on a
holiday with Lialia. While away, Dorofeev received a telephone call from Inga asking
him to return home immediately because Anton was ill. Upon his return, Inga handed

him a

le tte r

she had found, written by Lialia, which read:

I l m n y T e 6 e , noT O M y
H a ^ e flT B c a ,

hto

hto

‘.Z J o p o ro n

H e M o r y 6 o jn » m e )K ^aT b, CHHTan*

Tbi rrpH e,zjeiiii>... a j n o 6 j n o T e 6 a .’34

nacw

h

moh

n en o B e ic !

M H H yn»i

h

B ee

The narrator never relates Inga’s

reaction or the repercussions o f this event; although we learn later that it did not
immediately end their marriage. Dorofeev tried once more to end his relationship
with Lialia, but she responded by telling him that she was pregnant and threatened
him with a paternity suit.

Dorofeev ignored her threat, and she finally stopped

bothering him. Dorofeev’s marriage to Inga ended shortly thereafter when Dorofeev
took a job offer in Moscow. Inga did not try to talk Dorofeev out o f his decision, nor
did she decide to go with him. She simply told him that she no longer needed him.
When Dorofeev first arrives at Inga’s house, he finds that a great deal has changed.
Inga’s mother has become senile and spends most o f her time trying to telephone her
dead sister. Inga informs Dorofeev that she had wanted to see him because she is
worried about Anton. Their son has started drinking and spends most o f his time with
his girlfriend, Natasha. After blaming these problems on the fact that Anton was
t

_

raised without a father, Inga asks Dorofeev to speak to Anton’s girlfriend. The next
day Dorofeev meets with her, and she informs him that Anton has decided to join the
army because he wants to get away from everyone, a motivation that is strangely
similar to Dorofeev’s decision to leave Leningrad for Moscow. Dorofeev accepts
Anton’s decision and relays the message to Inga, who blames Anton’s pending
departure on his girlfriend’s corrupting influence. At the end o f the story, Dorofeev
happily boards the train back to Moscow, where he, like his son, will get away from
his family and past.

‘Zhara na severe* also tells the story o f a middle-aged man, Aleksandr Nikolaevich
Gubin. Unlike the ‘fabulas’ o f ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’, and
‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’, the ‘fabula’ o f ‘Zhara na severe’ is rather complex. The story
begins with Gubin staring out at the sea, thinking about his wife Masha and their
decision to take a cruise together. However, three days before their departure, their
daughter falls ill with appendicitis, and Masha is forced to stay home. After twentyseven years o f marriage, Gubin takes his first holiday without his wife. Initially,
Gubin, a misanthrope, keeps to himself. Eventually, however, he befriends a group o f
women, and shortly afterward, begins to have an affair with a young woman named
Liza.
As the trip nears its end, Gubin realises that his holiday fling must come to an end,
and he convinces himself that Liza also understands that their romance is temporary.
Perhaps wracked with guilt, Gubin leaves the boat early and returns home, failing to
tell Liza o f his early departure. Liza has mistaken her holiday romance with Gubin as
‘true love’, and when she learns that Gubin has left, she is overcome with depression.
The story then jumps ahead, months into the future, at Gubin’s New Year’s party.
Some o f the women from the cruise telephone Gubin to wish him a Happy New Year,
and to ask him how things ended with Liza. Not wishing for his wife to overhear,
Gubin quickly answers that everything is fine and he hangs up the telephone. The
story ends with a look at Liza, living a lonely and sad life with her son and her uncle.
The ‘siuzhet’ o f ‘Zhara na severe’ primarily examines Gubin’s relationships with
Masha and Liza, as well as his own thoughts on transgression and redemption. From
Gubin’s descriptions o f Masha, we learn that she is a devoted, loving wife and
mother, making Gubin’s unfaithfulness all the more poignant and inexcusable.
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Moreover, Gubin gives no explanation for his affair with Liza, merely noting that the
affair had begun when he was drunk. It is unclear whether Gubin is aware o f Liza’s
feelings or her love for him. As stated above, at the end o f the story, Liza’s story is
finally told. Prior to leaving for the cruise, she had been living with her verbally
abusive alcoholic mother. By the time Liza returns from the cruise, the mother is in
the hospital suffering from liver damage due to her excessive drinking, and Liza lives
with her uncle and son, waiting for Gubin to return to her and declare his love to her.
Another story focusing on a male protagonist is ‘Kurzal’. The ‘fabula’, like that o f
‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ is rather simple, taking place on one day: on the way home from
work, Alesha—the main character—decides to pass by his childhood flat.

The

‘siuzhet’, on the other hand, spans more than forty years, because while walking,
Alesha reflects on significant events and relationships from his youth. The story
begins with an anecdote from Alesha’s childhood, when as a twelve or thirteen yearold child, he was on his way to an exam at school. The vignette continues, and, in
fact, it is unclear until the sixth page that the central protagonist is actually an adult
who is recalling his childhood. As he sees familiar buildings and roads, he thinks: ‘il
HHuero He 3a6tui.

il

y3Haio K aaczjtiH

aom b

HameM a j i h h h o m nepeyjixe.’35 He begins

by remembering the two aunts with whom he had lived since he was two. While
walking in this old neighbourhood, he sees a sweet wrapper floating in a puddle, and
remembers an incident when he was five-years-old and his mother came to visit,
bringing a box o f sweets.

We learn that his mother had run off to the Urals to live

with her boyfriend, and his aunts had refused to let her take Alesha until she was
settled. Alesha only saw his mother once after that and he grew up believing that she
did not love him. His aunts, however, raised him with a great deal o f love and care.

They lived solely for one another and for him. So connected were the two aunts that,
long after Alesha had married and begun his career, they died only seconds apart.
Alesha also remembers the people from his childhood who had a significant impact
on him.

For example, he recalls Nikolai Bolotin, a neighbour with very strong

political opinions.

One day, however, Bolotin mysteriously disappeared. Alesha

remembers asking his friends what had become o f Bolotin, and his friends replied:
‘EojiOTHHa 3a6pajiH. “HepHtm

bopoh”

npnesxcan.’36 Alesha reflects that, even as

children, he and his friends understood the lesson o f such incidents: ‘HmcaKHX
BonpocoB h HefloyMeHHH y Meiw, xax cennac noMHio, He B03HHKano.’37
As with the stories mentioned previously in this chapter, the central protagonist
does not come to any definite conclusions about his life.

In fact, Alesha, unlike

Dorofeev, Vasia, and Martynov, does not even have any serious conflicts with his
children or wife upon which to reflect.

Instead, Alesha spends an afternoon

reminiscing and reflecting, dwelling on the past, rather than living in the present.
Perhaps, for Alesha, the past makes more sense and brings greater pleasure than the
*

present, with its difficulties and conflicts.
If ‘Kurzal’ is perhaps the most soothing story in Tsvetnye otkrytki. ‘Polina’ is the
most controversial. ‘Polina’ was initially published in the journal Neva in 1984, and
immediately afterward was criticised for being anti-Soviet. The situation escalated
when the Secretary o f the Regional committee o f the Communist party (‘Obkom’)
condemned the story, among works by other Soviet authors, for deviating from
socialism realism.38 The controversy began when an article written in an army journal
condemned the story for its supposed anti-military tone.39 The apparent root o f the
controversy was that one of the husbands o f the title character is an ex-soldier who is
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described as ‘grey’. Katerii writes in her autobiographical text ‘Kto ia?’ that the
article accused her o f ‘obBmnuia MeHa

b

K JieB eTe

cnacaa MHp o t <J>anm3Ma h ceifaac /jemm h

h o iu h o

Ha CoBeTCKyio ApMHio, KOTopaa
3amnmaeT m c h h

ot

BparoB.’40

Disapproving o f Katerli’s description o f an ex-army officer, the critics and censors
also objected to the fact that Polina drinks vodka throughout the story.

This

abstemious attitude towards alcohol was most likely influenced by Mikhail
Gorbachev’s campaign against alcoholism in the mid-1980s, in which he encouraged
writers to eliminate scenes o f alcoholism from their works. As N.N. Shneidman has
remarked:

Gorbachev...seemed to call for the development o f an ethical,
morally stable, and selfless citizen, who does not drink, who
places social needs above personal interests, who is also a good
family person, and who is, most important, a good and
productive worker. Thus the immediate objective o f the party
«r

ideology is to change the mentality o f the Soviet people, with
literature assigned a major role.41

Similarly, Teresa Polowy noted in 1995:

Until recently, Soviet literary censorship tolerated only guarded
allusions to the fact that the problem o f alcohol abuse was, at
lease in part, bred and sustained by the system; writers were thus
cautious in their treatment o f the topic 42
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As a result o f the controversy, Katerli made two significant changes for the story’s
1986 publication in Tsvetnye otkrytki. She changed the occupation o f Polina’s exhusband from an army officer to an engineer, and, in the scenes where Polina drinks
vodka, Katerli changed ‘vodka’ to ‘water’.43 At the time, Katerli did not feel that
these changes were notable. In her mind, ‘Polina’ was not specifically concerned with
the army or vodka, and such changes would not detract from the story’s principal
themes. However, she now believes that she should not have made the changes.44
In addition, the depiction o f Polina as a ‘sexually adventurous woman’ was, for its
time and place, scandalous.45 Polina is portrayed as a single woman who has
numerous sexual experiences and who is very happy and content with her lifestyle. In
contrast, Maia, Polina’s best friend, is married, has a child, and goes mad at the end o f
the story. It is this juxtaposition o f characters and their fates that caused such an
uproar among Soviet critics. As Helena Goscilo has remarked: ‘Katerli’s gynocentric
polarization o f two alternative life options ruffled orthodox critics’ feathers for
Katerli’s treatment challenges the value system o f Soviet ideology.’46 Even western
male critics have criticised Polina’s behaviour. Deming Brown has described Polina
as ‘an intellectually gifted, capable, but slovenly disorganised person who has loved
many men and been badly used by most o f them.’47 The public was also outraged at
Katerli’s characterisation o f Polina as a free-thinking and liberated woman. Katerli
recalls receiving stacks o f letters from angry Soviet readers claiming that she had
betrayed her country by writing ‘Polina’. While with a group o f women factory
workers gathering to discuss her writing, Katerli remembers almost being physically
attacked as the workers accused her o f soiling the image o f the woman engineer.

Katerli states that she is unaffected by such criticism, and has very little respect for the
general Soviet readership.
Unlike the stories previously discussed in this chapter, ‘Polina’ places the female
experience directly at the centre o f the story and focuses primarily on two female
characters—Polina and Maia. The ‘fabula’ o f this story encompasses a greater time
span—approximately one year—than many o f the stories mentioned previously in this
chapter. The story begins with Polina and her boyfriend Evgenii, an unemployed
poet, running around the house trying to catch a pet rat that has somehow freed itself
from its cage. The scene quickly develops into a discussion and then fight between
Polina and Evgenii, when Evgenii condescendingly claims that Polina does not
understand his poetry.48 The ‘fabula’ follows the ups and downs o f Polina’s turbulent
relationship with Evgenii. The ‘fabula’ also discusses Maia’s life as a housewife and
mother, and her discovery that her husband is having an affair.
The ‘siuzhet’ examines the diverse paths chosen by the two female protagonists,
Maia and Polina, both women in their forties. Through these characters, Katerli
juxtaposes two very different types o f women and views of womanhood and explores
their respective consequences and repercussions. Shortly after receiving her doctoral
degree, Maia married and gave birth to her daughter, and decided to quit working in
order to devote herself to her family. Maia represents the stereotypical traditional
woman who fulfils her biological and ‘natural’ function as mother and wife. Because
o f Maia’s traditional views of women and their role in society, she is relentless in her
judgement and chastisement o f Polina. She tells Polina: ‘B HameM B03pacTe CMenmo
TpefioBaTb Kaxo-To TaM 6e3yMHOH jh o 6 b h ! Hyn> He c nepBoro B3rjw.ua... MHe Tefia
npocTO acajixo! Te ce6a 3Haeim> xak Bejjemt? Kax aceHin,HHa jierxoro noBejjemw...’49
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Maia’s life, however, is riddled with anxiety. She must constantly attempt to live up
to certain ideals o f womanhood, including having a perfect family.

When Maia

discovers that her husband has been unfaithful to her, her fantasy o f the perfect family
is destroyed and her self respect and identity along with it.

Everything she has

worked for, sacrificed for, suffered for, and built her life upon, has been ruined. She
loses all ability to function in the real world, and, like the eponymous Sofiia Petrovna
in Lidiia Chukovskaia’s novel, she retreats into another world, the silent world o f her
mind.50 The story ends with Maia sedated and silent in a mental institution.
In contrast, Polina is a divorced, single, and childless woman, who has had
numerous sexual partners, whom, contrary to Brown’s comment quoted earlier, she
sees as lovers, rather than abusers: ‘Bcex OHa h x jnodnna. Bcex

jxo

o^Horo! T ojibko

no-pa3HOMy - Kaxc&oro no-CBoeMy.’51 Traditionally speaking, Polina is the type o f
character that should be either despised or pitied. She is, however, indifferent to other
people’s opinions, including Maia’s. Like Dorofeev in ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’, Polina
most highly values her freedom and independence, which she is able to preserve by
t

remaining unmarried and childless.
Perhaps in a condescending or realistic sense, Polina, unlike Maia, accepts the
deficiencies o f men, namely their inability to remain faithful in a relationship; Polina
accepts them for the companionship they can provide and expects no more. For
example, when Polina discovers that Igor has been unfaithful to Maia, she tells her
friend: ‘A tb i xonemt, h to 6 b i o h , KpoMe Tefia h h Ha xoro He numeji? 3 t o
HeecTecTBeHHo, Mafixa, oh hh cb , HaM xce copox Jier, He 3a6i»roaH!’52 The story
concludes with Polina reflecting on her happiness with Evgenii and gazing out o f the
window, where she sees a bird: ‘P ob h o b ceMB inrraazmaTB IIonHHa BBmuia H3

AOMa.’53 This final scene is a declaration o f Polina’s affinity with the bird. Like the

bird, Polina has no ties or commitments, no husband, and no children.

For the

moment, Polina watches the bird, but at any moment Polina too may fly away.
‘Polina’, like the majority o f Katerli’s realistic prose works, ends with no concrete
conclusions. Each principal protagonist makes certain choices, and these choices
result in certain consequences. Katerli simply tells the story o f two women and the
lifestyles they have chosen, or perhaps, have had imposed upon them. As stated
earlier, Katerli subverts the traditionally accepted role o f the Russian woman as
caretaker, nurturer, wife and mother, perhaps suggesting that the Polinas o f the world,
whom we are taught to pity, may be perfectly content with their lives, and the Maias,
whom we are conditioned to envy, may be leading dreadful and pathetic lives. The
narrator states: ‘Manica - Ka3anocb 6m, Bee ecn>: Myxc, flout, KBaprapa, MaiiiHHa, b
MaTepnajitHOM cMticjie - HincaKHx TpyflHOCTefi, 3to BaM He IIojiHHa, KOTopaa BeuHO
b

flojirax... y MaHKH xch3hb Toxce He caxap’54 The untraditional Polina, who it might

be said acts more like a stereotypical man in her emotional ambivalence and sexual
practices, is content with her lifestyle and the story concludes with her happy and
content with her fate. In contrast, the conventional Maia goes mad and spends her
remaining days in a mental institution.

THEMES

The world o f Nina Katerli’s realistic prose is bleak and sombre. Helena Goscilo has
correctly stated that Katerli paints
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a bleak picture o f Russian society...the single strongest
impression conveyed by this fiction is that o f an overall lack; o f
an imprecisely grasped loss or simply an absence o f a stable
secure identity, o f experiences to be surmounted rather than
captured.55

The themes o f Katerli’s realistic prose reflect the depravity o f life in urban Soviet
environments in the 1980s, dealing with such issues as alcoholism, adultery, mental
illness, and the difficulty o f women’s lives.

As Riitta Pittman has noted, this

unflattering depiction o f Soviet life was part o f a general trend in Soviet literature in
the Gorbachev era:

Literature played a crucial role in the required dismantling o f the
officially fostered illusions about the Soviet past, present and
future...literature served to initiate discussion and debate on
previously forbidden themes, related, among other things, to
history, religion, sex, alcoholism, drugs, criminality, phoney
socialist morality and reality, child abuse, shortages, and the
homeless.56

Literary critics, however, have disparaged the concentration on social and political
themes. As Viktor Erofeev argued in 1995:
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The new emphasis on social issues is a response to the political
changes o f the 1980s. It leads to a decline in the significance o f
literature as a means o f artistic re-recreation and self-expression
and to the view that prose fiction is most important as a mirror o f
social interaction and as a tool to transform human nature.57

In addition to the treatment o f social and political themes, many critics attribute the
poor quality o f literature in the 1980s to the destruction o f traditions. As Viktor
Erofeev has suggests: ‘The new Russian literature has called absolutely everything
into question: love, children, faith, the church, culture, beauty, nobility o f character
and motherhood.’58

Erofeev’s statements, and others like it, however, are not

applicable to Katerli’s realistic prose. As will be discussed below, the themes o f
Katerli’s realistic prose do not focus solely on societal issues for the purpose o f
‘mirroring’ or ‘transforming’ society, nor do her themes abandon the established
traditions o f marriage, parenthood, and love.
*

Alcoholism is a significant theme in Katerli’s realistic prose, which, as Teresa
Polowy has noted, reflects a general trend in recent Russian prose fiction towards
greater exploration o f this topic.59 The alcoholics or drinkers in Katerli’s realistic
prose stories, like many o f the alcoholics or drinkers in her previous works, are
women. Katerli has very little sympathy for alcohol abuse, and presents alcoholism as
a destructive force and the alcoholic as a pathetic creature. For example, Liza’s
mother in ‘Zhara na severe’, like Antonina Bodrova in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ (‘The
Barsukov Triangle’) (1981), is portrayed as a negligent mother and a horrible person.
She repeatedly drinks with Liza’s husband, and because o f their intimate relationship,
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Liza was convinced that the two were having an affair. Eventually, although the
reasons are unclear, Liza’s husband leaves, never to return, and Liza’s mother blames
her, even accusing her o f murdering her husband. As stated earlier, much o f the
controversy surrounding the publication o f ‘Polina’ concerned the eponymous
character’s supposed alcohol problem. Katerli, however, did not intend to portray
Polina as a miserable and hurtful alcoholic, like Liza’s mother in ‘Zhara na severe’.
Rather, Katerli was challenging the stereotypes of male and female drinking practices
in Russia, a country where, it is presumed women drink tea and men, to prove their
masculinity, drink large amounts o f vodka. Polina’s drinking is not excessive, which
questions the Russian notion that women cannot be social or casual drinkers.
Katerli also addresses the ‘generation gap’ and the difficulties o f communication it
engenders.

For example, the grandmother in ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ feels that the

younger generation has no interest in and respect for her generation:

KaaceTca,

Gy/rro

Bee,

h to

npnxoflHT

b

rojioBy,

onem*

3HaHHTejn»HO h BajKHO. H , niaBHoe, npaBHJiLHO. B o t b neM Ge/ja
Bcex cTapHKOB h MOfl Toace. Tbi 3Haeim>,

k sk

Ha^o jkhtb, h

cnenmmb noAejnm>cfl c flpyrHMH, oh h -to yxc toh h o He 3HaiOT,
pa3 nocToaHHO aenaioT rjiynocra! Tbi xonem t hm noMOHb, a
ohh npeHeGpe^cHTejitHO oTMaxnBaiOTca.60

The grandmother also states: ‘Hnicorfla b

x o o h h mbi

apyr ^pyra He noftMeM, Henero h

nBrraTBca!’61 Similarly, Dorofeev in ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’ finds it difficult to
communicate with his son, Anton. He believes that the source o f this confusion
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between the generations results from adults having forgotten what it was like to be
young. They have forgotten the struggles and emotions they experienced as youths,
and their rational adult faculties have made it difficult for them to have compassion
for the younger generation.

Despite his apparent awareness or enlightenment,

Dorofeev, perhaps like the grandmother in ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, has little hope:
‘...Cymrn* Jienco, a noMHim> - Toro...

TpyzjHO.

A noMHHTb Ha/jo! Xoth nonra h

HeB03M03KH0!’62
The theme o f father/daughter relationships also figures prominently in Katerli’s
realistic prose, a theme not frequently seen in Russian literature.

Most o f these

relationships are strained and dysfunctional, defined by lack o f communication and
tension. The stories that deal specifically with this issue are ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’,
‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’, and ‘Polina’.

The fathers in ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ and

‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’, like Dorofeev in ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’, have difficulty
understanding their daughters.

A l’ka in ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’ and Tania in

‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ are, in fact, step-daughters. Martynov in ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’
only refers to Tania as his ‘step-daughter’, thereby continually reinforcing the fact that
he does not consider her his ‘real’ daughter. Vas’ia, in ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’,
having married his wife when A l’ka was very young, decides to raise A l’ka as his
own, and, unlike Martynov, never reveals that he is not her real father. Perhaps
Katerli is suggesting that the lack o f blood relation contributes to the difficulties and
misunderstandings in their relationship. This lack of blood relation may also heighten
the sense o f estrangement by giving it a physical, as well as emotional quality.
In ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, this estrangement manifests itself primarily in Martynov’s
disapproval o f Tania’s friendship with Liuda:
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He HpaBHJiacb, zjaBHO yace He HpaBHJiact eMy 3Ta apy^c6a, x o th
Ha nepBtra B3num Bee Btirjum ejio — He npn^epem tca - onem*
6jiaropoflH o. Jboaa ^obho h T5DKeno 6ojn>Ha: peBMOKap^T,

6ojn,myio nacTb BpeMeHH Btm y^eHa npoBo,mrn> AOMa.
Tan>jma

conyBCTByeT -

noBe^eHHH...

KaK 6 l i 3 to

npeicpacHo. Ho
TOHHee

bot

CKa3an>? H t o - t o

ecu*

b

ee

He Bnojme

ecTecTBeHHoe, 3K3 ajn>TaHna Kaxaa-To, xcepraa.63

It is perhaps the grandmother who best expresses the conflict between Tania and
Martynov:

H to

eft cKa3an>? Kan oS b jich h tb , h t o poflHTejMM nacTO Tax tke

Tpyzmo n o H m c b o h x ^eTeft, Rax zteTHM - pomrrejieft. H to
Kor^a roBOpaT 6aHajn»HOCTH, o to nacTO o t 6ecnoMomHOCTH, o t
HeB03M0XCH0CTH HaHTH 06 lH,nft JI3MK. A TO, HTO BCe Mfcl HaCTO
‘cy^HM’ apyrax... Ho Be/u> h

Taiw caMa Toxce ‘cy^HT*

po^HTejieft, npHneM becnomatfHO.64

Similarly, Vasia’s difficulties with A l’ka lie in his inability to accept her relationship
with Iurii Petrovich, an older man whom Vasia does not trust. Vasia is stubborn and
refuses to understand why his daughter is seeing this man. Remembering a fight he
had with A l’ka about Iurii, Vasia reflects:

‘3

to

6 l u io . . .

no3aBnepa. A Bnepa jrannacb

b flBeHa,zmaTOM nacy, THxaa, jiacxoBaa, - t o j i h c lOpneM cbohm noBH^ajiacb, to jih

noHaaa, hto OTeu; npaB.’65
The relationship between Polina and her father differs greatly from that o f the two
previously mentioned stories. For example, Polina’s father does not appear in the
story until Polina is required to identify his body in a morgue. For Polina, however,
seeing her father in the morgue brings neither resolution nor closure: ‘A nomma
CMOTpena Ha TeMHoe mmo cpe/m

hbctob

(cipaHHo: uejiOBeie MepTBtm, a

hbctli

—

acHBtie...) h ^yMajia, h to Be,zu> coBceM He 3Haer, kokhm oh 6 lu i ee OTeu.’66 Polina, in
fact, grew up knowing nothing about her father: ‘MaMa He 3pa roBopHJia, h to eMy
Bcer^a Ha Bcex 6buio HanjieBan>?... A ecjm Bee He Tax? Ecjih oh chht3ji, h to He
HMeeT npaBa?... Oaho bcho: 6 e3 Hee aoui, 6e3 He yMep.’67 The father/daughter
relationships in Katerli’s realistic prose do not exemplify love, understanding, and
harmony. The fathers either play completely insignificant roles in the lives o f their
daughters, or they are figures who are unable to understand and communicate with
their daughters.
As stated above, Katerli’s realistic prose also discusses the ‘female experience’.
Despite the fact that the majority o f the characters o f Katerli’s realistic prose are men
and that most o f the stories are told from the male point o f view, the female
experience is often o f primary importance. For example, ‘Zhara na severe’ focuses
primarily on Aleksandr Nikolaevich Gubin, but also addresses the concerns and
thoughts o f two women—Liza, Gubin’s mistress, and Masha, his wife. Likewise,
‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’ focuses on Vsevolod Evgen’evich Dorofeev, but through his
flashbacks and reminisces, we learn the background o f his relationship with his exwife Inga. In addition, ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, in recounting the thoughts o f Andrei

Martynov, simultaneously presents a picture o f his step-daughter and mother. What
do Katerli’s realistic prose works reveal about the ‘female experience’? Namely, her
choice to tell the stories from the point o f view o f male characters has the effect o f
depicting women as disenfranchised beings who are unable to speak for themselves,
and thus, perhaps, more deserving o f pity than if they told their stories themselves.
Put slightly differently, the revelations about the women in their lives by middle-aged
male characters suggest an obliviousness, if not indifference, on the part o f such male
characters towards women and their lives and concerns.
Another significant theme related to the ‘female experience’ is infidelity. For
example, in ‘Polina’, Maia discovers that her husband, Igor, is having an affair when
she sees him on the bus with another woman. When Maia sees Igor, she angrily
interrogates him, but he is cold and distant, and admits to nothing. The two sleep in
separate rooms that night, and Maia, unable to sleep, runs crying to Igor, but he
refuses to speak to her. Rather than rejecting her husband, Maia blames herself:
‘[MyxcuHHti] Bpyr TOMy, xoro
THpaHHfl.’68

6 ohtch,

a b ceMte flOJDKHa 6 u n »

jiio 6 o b i >,

a He CTpax h

Igor’s rejection o f Maia and her subsequent breakdown reflect a

weakness and perhaps unfortunately submissive behavioural pattern. Perhaps Katerli
is suggesting that, in some sense, women by accepting such behaviour are as much to
blame for their subordinate situations and victimisation as are the men in their lives.
Inga in ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’ and Masha in ‘Zhara na severe’ also have unfaithful
husbands. Although it is not clear from the context o f the story, it appears as though
Inga forgives Dorofeev, because they divorced some time later, when Dorofeev
announced that he had received a job offer in Moscow. Masha, unlike Inga and Maia,
is unaware o f her husband’s infidelity. It is interesting to note that Katerli’s realistic

prose stories only confront the issue o f male infidelity, perhaps emphasising even
more her sympathy with the plight o f women.
The theme o f death also figures prominently in Katerli’s realistic prose.

For

example, Martynov is terrified o f growing old. Moreover, he is afraid o f living what
he perceives as the dull and monotonous life o f elderly people, like his mother.69 At
one point, Martynov asks himself: ‘Hto

tk e

Bce-TaKH ocTajioct?

JJ jw

/jy in n ?

TejieBH30p, Kax y MarepH?’70 Later, he also comments:

HeT, FHeBHTB 6ora Henero, Bee HopMaatHO, h o r^e t o t Bocrropr,
r^e 3aMHpaHHe flynm, Kor^a, aonycTHM, r^e-HH6y^L Ha jiecHOH
nojMHe Bflpyr orjnmmm>cji no CTopoHaM h aaace cjie3M k rjia3aM
noACTynaT —jjjo Toro xpyroM xopomo. Taxoe Be^t btmajio He
TOJibKO

b

aeTCTBe. BnponeM, HeBepHoe, Bee npaBHjn»HO,

3antHTHaa p e a x u n x opraH H 3M a: c ro^aM H zty m a noK ptm aeTC H
6poHHpoB3HHOH

njieHKOH,

m ia n e

npocT o

C T onpoueH T H aa r a p a H r a a HH<j)apKTa, noTOMy
KpacoTaMH n p H p o A ti B e e M e H tm e , a

c

HejiL3H,

hto

m ia n e

CBHjjaHHH

c

HHHOBHHKaMH B p o ^ e

M n x e e B a - B e e 6 o jn » m e .71

However, later in the story, when Martynov is reading his mother’s diary, he
discovers a passage in which she writes about a walk they had taken together in the
forest, and, ironically, the passage is almost identical to Martynov’s reflections on
growing old:
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Mbi blihijih
p o c jiH

H a n o j u m y , % o cT aH O B H Jiact

B bicoK H e

b<dkho, a

C T apB ie

C M o x p e jia H a

o n w /r e jia c b . K p y ro M

ohh ctohjih ciiokohho h

^epeB bH ,

hhx,

h

H a o frjia n H o e H e 6 o , H a 6 o jn » m y K )

H e3H 3K O M yio n n m y , f r e c c T p a n m o c p z je B in y io H a B e n c e co B ceM

6jih3ko o t
3T 0M y

- k

B tic o K o r o

H ac,

J ie c y ,

nyB C TB O B ajia o r p o M H o e y B a a c e H n e

k im ipe, k

M ypaB em nnca n o a

S jia ro ^ a p H O C T b
nyBC TBa

h

c

h

He

B ceM y

M ypaB bflM , cy e rH iip iM C fl B 03Jie

A

e jn c o n .

npaM O -T aK H

ro /ja M H

ko

em e

meHXHHH

c jia 6 e io T ,

npocT O

a

nyBC TBO Bajia

B O C T o p r...

hx

H eT ,

CTaHOBHTca

M e H b m e .72

M a r t y n o v a l m o s t a p p e a r s ‘o l d e r ’ t h a n h i s m o t h e r , t h i n k i n g m o r e a b o u t d e a t h a n d
fin a lity th a n h is m o th e r, w h o a ttr ib u te s th is n e g a tiv e o r d e s p a ir in g o u tlo o k to th e
h u s t l e a n d b u s t l e o f e v e r y d a y l i f e . S h e c o m m e n t s : ‘O frbiH H o c ro /ra M H

ho

B e /p . M oxceT cjiy H H T b c a,

B epH yT ca,

noT O H yT

h to

peTC K H e p o S p o T a

b xchtchckoh

cyeT e,

b

h

3to

n p u x o /p rr,

o n c p b r r o c T b T a x 6 o jn > m e

cm oM H H yT H B ix

3a6oT ax.

h

He

/f y in a

O T C bixaeT .’73

Polina is confronted with two deaths. Firstly, she is plagued with recurring dreams
o f dragging the dead body o f her boyfriend Boria through the forest. Secondly, Polina
is forced to identify the corpse o f the father she never met.

In contrast to

‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, where we have access to the innermost thoughts o f Martynov,
seeing that the death o f his mother has triggered a profound reflection and reevaluation o f both the filial relationship and the character’s own life, ‘Polina’ gives no
such information about what is going on in the main character’s mind. Is she devoid
o f emotion? Is she unaware of, or unable to communicate her feelings, or is she as

deeply moved as the characters in the other stories? Katerli does not answer these
questions. One would expect that a person would be moved at least to some degree
by a parent’s death. It is unclear, then, whether the free and alternative Polina should
be admired for her strength and upheld as a new ‘ideal woman’, or whether she should
be criticised for her insensitivity.74 Without attempting a psychological analysis o f
Katerli, it should be noted that the silence over Polina’s filial emotions more closely
resembles the silence o f Katerli over her feelings towards her own father than it does
the reactions o f Martynov or Alesha. One is left wondering whether Katerli leaves
Polina silent because Polina’s situation hits too close to home or because silence is, to
Katerli, the proper response for a woman, in art as well as in life.
Finally, escape—in one form or another—is a prominent theme in Katerli’s
realistic prose. Like the characters o f Katerli’s underground works, the characters o f
her realistic prose are caught in a world o f sadness, death, and despair, and each
character, in his or her own way, seeks to escape this atmosphere o f misery. For
example, in ‘Zhara na severe’, Liza’s mother escapes through excessive drinking,
perhaps Gubin’s affair with Liza is an attempt to deny/escape the fact that he is a
middle-aged man, and Liza escapes by fantasising that Gubin will eventually return to
her. Polina effects her escape by remaining single and childless, a tactic, which, as
Catriona Kelly has written, is reminiscent o f the provincial tale o f Russian women’s
writing in the nineteenth century.75 Unlike many of the characters o f Katerli’s
underground works, none o f her realistic prose characters escapes by physically
leaving the country. Rather, these characters are resigned to their respective fates, and
accept sadness as an essential element o f life.

NARRATION
The narrative style o f Nina Katerli’s realistic prose reflects the continual fluctuation o f
her characters between their introspective private worlds and the outer world o f ‘byt’.
As Helena Goscilo has noted: ‘One o f Katerli’s favourite strategies, in fact, is the
bifurcated narrative, whereby the story-line proceeds along two distinct but internally
related narrative tracks that alternate and occasionally intersect.’76 These two worlds
are intricately connected, primarily through the fact that the outer world is usually the
catalyst for Katerli’s characters to slip into reverie and into the inner world o f
imagination and reflection. In addition, Katerli’s realistic prose stories usually focus
on one male protagonist, around whose life the story is centred. The fact that most o f
her protagonists are men distinguishes Katerli among many contemporary Russian
women writers.77 However, as previously discussed, this fact does not detract from
her consideration o f the ‘female experience’.78
Despite the fact that Katerli concentrates on one character, she does include
various points o f view. Katerli explores the use of multiple voices most profoundly in
*

‘Polina’. Expressing the points o f view o f Maia and Polina, the narrator states:

‘He 6buio Myaonca, h 3to He MyamK’, - Tax M afia roBopHT,
jiym naa nojiHHHHa n o a p y ra .

Bee tohho h npaBHJiLHO, ho x a x

oTBeTHinL Ha MafiKHH c to pa3 yxce 3a^aHHBifi Bonpoc: ‘3aneM

oh Te6e?’79

The point o f view alternates constantly between Maia and Polina. Later in the story,
and from Polina’s point of view, the narrator states: ‘HHoraa nojmHa ziyMajia: ‘A
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MoaceT Maira npaBa, OHa Bcer^a Bee 3HaeT, Bee HHTana, xoaht Ha BBicraBKH,
KanzumaT HayK KaK-HHKaK.’80 Later, Maia thinks: ‘H hto caMoe xapaicrepHoe - Tax y
IIojihhkh 6 buio Bcer^a. Bcex cbohx B03jno6jieHHBix OHa... Haxozurr h BBi6npaeT no
OAHOMy e,ztHHCTBeHHOMy npH3HaKy: hto6 bi 6 bui HenojmoijeHHBiH.’81

In ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’, Katerli evokes various points o f view through Vasia’s
thoughts and reflections: ‘Vipo 6 buio Taxoe,
B3HJica 6 bi

mbitb,

aa BpaHHxa Bnepa

xcho

hto

3axoTejiocB

bbimbitb

OKHa. Baca

h

pacnopa^HjiacB - HHKaKHx ^H3HHecKHX

Harpy30K h KeH», yxo,zuiJia Ha pa6oiy, Toace: “Otjiokhcb”.’82 In ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’,
Katerli uses the diary to allow the grandmother to express herself. A diary is an
honest and direct statement o f one’s feelings, assuming, o f course, that the author of
the diary writes in the belief that no one else will read their secret words and
reflections. By including various points o f view and allowing these characters to tell
their own stories, Katerli suggests the complexity o f the human character, as well as
the complexity o f human relationships and the absence o f objective truth.
Like the narrator o f Katerli’s previous works, such as ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and
‘Kusok neba’, the narrator o f her realistic prose is often personally involved in the
story. As Katerli herself has stated: ‘HHoraa noBecTBOBaHHe npHHaztnexcHT MoeMy
repoio, a HHor^a MHe caMofi; HHorzta o6 ohm b oahom paacxa3e.’83 This narrator often
interjects itself into the story to act as an intermediary, speaking for these characters
that are either unable or unwilling to speak for themselves. Katerli thus acts as an
advocate for her heroes on their introspective journeys. Often, this narrator assumes
the duty o f telling the story, displaying a great deal o f knowledge about the characters.
In ‘Yrvshch’, for example, the narrator states: ‘Kax Cepren O omhh npoBO^HJi cbojo

iohoctb,

a He 3H3io. 3Haio (cjiynaHHo) HeMHoro o ero fleTCTBe, oGynemra b

HanajitHOH h cpeflHeH nncojie.’84 Later, the narrator comments:

B o6meM, k o BpeMeHH, KOTOporo Kacaerca Ham paccKa3, Cepren
O o m h h 6 h ji

y^ce ^aueno He

m o jio # , x o a h j i 3 h m o h b

BaraoM

najibTO c BopOTHHKOM H3 KponHKa no,n; k o t h k , a BOHTO OfleBaJICH
jieTOM- He HMeer 3HaueHHfl, h 6 o pent non^eT o 3HMe.85

Like the narrator in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, the narrator in Katerli’s realistic prose
has intimate knowledge o f the characters, providing detailed knowledge o f their past
history.

This closeness displays the narrator’s sympathy and compassion for the

characters, as if the past either justifies or explains present failings or mistakes.

CHARACTERISATION
The characters o f Katerli’s realistic prose, like those of her previous works, are
‘sovki’. Whether her protagonists are men or women, educated or uneducated, young
or old, cultured or uncultured, they are introspective individuals trying to make sense
o f their lives. Most o f these characters are lonely and misunderstood. For example,
Dorofeev in ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’ reflects that his only true Mend was a childhood
Mend who died many years ago. Gubin in ‘Zhara na severe’ is terrified o f solitude,
which may explain his affair with Liza. At one point in the story, Liza asks Gubin if
he has any real Mends, and he is saddened by the realization that his only true Mend
died several years earlier. Kuvaldin in ‘Yrvshch’ is a social outcast. When in public,
Kuvaldin

‘cM O T pen 6e36H JieiH H K O M

h j ih

k s k r o c n > , K O T O poro

ch jh co m

3 a ra m H JiH

b

nac hohh 6e3 npHEJiameHHH b coBepmeHHO Hyxeyio ceMbio.’86

Thus, many o f

Katerli’s protagonists only find solace and contentment when they are alone.
Kuvaldin felt at ease when he was alone: ‘Oh 6 lu i 3^eci> xo3jihhom.’87 Similarly,
Vasia in ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’ also remarked: ‘HeM nnoxo Karan* b ot Tax b
nycraM TpaMBae no HHCTOMy CBeraoMy ropo^y, cHflen* Ha mjitkom cimeHbe, numen*
b okho h Hmcy^a He Topomm*ca?’88

The majority o f Katerli’s protagonists are middle-aged men who are absorbed in
their own thoughts about themselves and about life generally.

Martynov in

‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ constantly finds himself thinking about the meaning o f life:
‘...Hy, a Bce-TaKH, xaxne eme-TO pa^ocra 3kh3hh ? Ceifaac, cero^HH?’89 Often, they
are portrayed as cynical and negative. For example, Gubin in ‘Zhara na severe’ has a
very misanthropic outlook on life: ‘3 to 6 mji

bchhlih hx c

Mamen cnop: AjiexcaH,zip

HuKOJiaeBHH yraep^caaji, hto mo/m Bee b odmeM o;uiHaKOBi>ie h
hhx

oco6 o

npnaraoro

b

Mano.’90 In addition, these men are often depicted as egotistical and self-

righteous beings who seek to justify their often disagreeable actions, beliefs and
morality. Gubin justifies his relationship with Liza by blaming Masha for allowing
him to travel alone, and he convinces himself that his affair will not only not damage
his marriage, but will indirectly help it, by making him a happier and more content
husband. He also tells himself that infidelity is a fact o f life. Evgenii, Polina’s
boyfriend, is portrayed as a self-promoting egotistical poet. From his point o f view,
the narrator states: ‘H ost TaKoro ypoBHH xax EBreHHH EapBeHKO,
npaBo Becra cefia xax

cbhhlh.

3anoMHH. A oxpyxeaiomHe

finaroflapHTb 6ora 3a necra cymecTBOBan* c

hhm

b

MHpy HMeeT

aojekhm

Tepnen*

h

pa^oM.’91 Later, Evgenii justifies

his behaviour: ‘.ft - noaT, a noarai Bee aroueHTpuxH.’92

As stated earlier, Katerli’s realistic prose portrays several different types o f female
protagonists. Many o f Katerli’s female characters are victims, a familiar pattern in
Russian literature, which offers relatively few positive sexual images o f women.93 For
example, Liza, o f ‘Zhara na severe’, is nearly destroyed when her lover Gubin leaves
her to return to his family. She is portrayed as a pathetic creature, that allows Gubin
to treat her with disregard and indifference, and despite his treatment o f her, Liza
continues to pine after him and waits for the day when he will return to her. Liza’s
tragic story is reminiscent o f Nikolai Karamzin’s Bednaia Liza. (Poor Liza) (1792),
and the fact that she shares the name with Karamzin’s character is perhaps no
coincidence. Similarly, Maia in ‘Polina’ is victimised by her husband’s supposed
infidelity, and is driven to insanity. Even the liberated Polina passively accepts the
rudeness and selfishness o f her boyfriend Evgenii. She remarks: ‘Kohchho, Tenept
HaMHoro Jierne, He to , hto nepBoe Bpem, jipa. ro^a Ha3a^ .’94

Katerli also depicts many of the difficulties women face in their daily lives.
Helena Goscilo has noted that Katerli portrays ‘solitary women rearing children
amidst emotional uncertainties, financial hardships and social pressures.’95 Katerli’s
female characters experience a wide range o f problems: single motherhood, divorce,
and infidelity. For example, both Liza o f ‘Zhara na severe’ and Inga o f ‘Tsvetnye
otkrytki* have been abandoned by their husbands and are forced to raise their sons on
their own. Another feature o f life that imposes particular difficulties on Russian
women is the responsibility for performing household chores. For example, Maia’s
life is filled with numerous household duties. Maia falls victim to the imposed image
o f the Russian woman as mother and wife. In addition, she believes that she must
stay beautiful for her husband, lest he leave her for a younger and more beautiful

woman, a situation she experienced as a child when her father left her mother for a
younger woman.
Katerli also explores the image o f woman as mother. Many o f Katerli’s female
protagonists are mothers who have devoted their lives to their children. For example,
Liza in ‘Zhara na severe’ appears to live only for the sake o f her son. She tells her
grandmother: ‘3a Meira... He nepexoroaH, Bee 6y#eT o’ Ken. A HacneT cnacTta, Tax a
ero yxce nojiynnjia. Ha bcio ocTaBmyiocfl 5kh3hb... Mhc Tenept rnaBHoe hto6bi oh ...

Ajiemxa.’96 Katerli also examines the negative aspects o f motherhood. For example,
Liza’s mother in ‘Zhara na severe’ is a verbally abusive alcoholic who has an affair
with her son-in-law. Moreover, Katerli also notes the detrimental effects of blind
maternal devotion. For example, in completely dedicating herself to her maternal
role, Maia in ‘Polina’, like Natal’ia Kopeikina in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, begins to
lose her individual identity and is unaware o f the fact that her husband is drifting
away from her and having an affair.
The characters o f Katerli’s realistic prose are neither wholly bad nor wholly good.
They are individuals who are shaped by their circumstances and who try to find
meaning within difficult and dreary lives. As a result, Katerli does not judge the
characters o f her realistic prose. Nor does she excuse harmful behaviour; rather, she
sympathises with her characters, whether they are weak, strong, selfish or giving. As
I. Prussakova has aptly commented:

B noBecTHX HeT 30JiOToro paBHOBecira, xoraa nopox Haxa3aH, a
flobpofleTejH* HarpaxeflaeTca. HanporaB, TaM repoaM, KOTopwe
nncaTejiBHHije HpaBaTca xcHBeTca He ohchb-to cjia^KO. HeT
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3fleci> h h 3JioaeeB, h h
h x o 6 h x o a h b im h

c b h tu x ,

ecTB 3HaK0MLie HaM BceM mozm c

npo6jieMaMH, t o k h m h tk q xax y Hac.97

For example, although Gubin in ‘Zhara na severe’ is unfaithful to his wife, his actions
are described as resulting from loneliness and moral weakness, rather than cruelty
directed either at his wife or Liza. Even though Dorofeev in ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’
abandons his wife and is an absentee father, he is also portrayed as a sensitive, lonely
individual who has no real friends. Perhaps Alesha in ‘Kurzal’ best conveys Katerli’s
attitude toward her protagonists: ‘Ecjih HejiOBex oco3Haji, oh HCKynHT.’98 Redemption
is found through awareness and self-knowledge.

CONCLUSION
Katerli’s realistic prose presents a bleak picture o f Soviet urban life in the 1980s,
and this sense o f despair may help to explain her transition from fantasy to realism.
Katerli herself commented in 1993: ‘K Hauajiy BOCbMHnecan>ix MHe yace He buna
Hyxma HH0CKa3aTejH>H0CTB m i* MacKHpOBKH neHCTBHTejn>H0 CTH b

mohx

paccKa3ax.’"

Despite this stylistic shift, however, the themes of Katerli’s realistic prose bear a close
similarity to those o f her fantasy prose. Namely, the themes o f Katerli’s realistic
prose focus, like the themes o f her previous works, on the human condition, love,
death, and lack o f communication between the generations.
The most significant new aspect of Katerli’s realistic prose is her focus on the
‘female experience’. By the 1980s, as Nicholas Zekulin has remarked: ‘Women
writers had come to question the very concepts that earlier had pointed to the desired
goal, especially the concept o f personal fulfilment in a happy bourgeois marriage.’100
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Polina, more than any o f Katerli’s female characters, personifies the ‘female
experience’, albeit one representing an alternative lifestyle. However, Katerli states
that she did not intend to write ‘Polina’ as a specifically feminist work. She stated in
1995 that she wrote ‘Polina’ ‘noTOMy hto xoTejia HanncaTt paccxa3 o xcemipiHe, o
KOTopoii paHbine mroero He nncajiocb.’101

Regardless o f Katerli’s objectives,

intentionally feminist or not, ‘Polina’ was revolutionary in the mid-1980s in its
depiction o f a very controversial and untraditional woman. As Nicholas Zekulin has
also noted:

Such works as ‘Polina’...seem to represent less a further stage of
evolution than a substantively new phenomenon. Time will tell
if they will come to be seen as reflections of ‘glasnost’ and
‘perestroika’ or as harbingers o f a new, post-Soviet Russian
literature.102

I would argue that ‘Polina’ is an example o f New Women’s Prose, which Helena
Goscilo has defined as ‘narratives by the post-Stalinist generation that unhesitatingly
transgress against Russia’s inbred Victorianism about bodily matters.’103
Katerli’s realistic prose of the 1980s not only presents a realistic picture of Russian
society, but it also represents the plight o f human beings of any culture and in any
age, dealing with such universal themes as love, marriage, family, death, and growing
old. The characters of Katerli’s realistic prose are broken people. They are confused
and lonely. They are alcoholics, adulterers, victims, single mothers, and forgotten old
women. Katerli notes that in difficult situations, some rise to the occasion and some
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sink.

But neither does she condemn those who sink, nor praise those who rise.

Rather, Katerli seems to call for compassion and understanding.
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CHAPTER FIVE
NON-FICTION WORKS

H a n u c a u u e c m a m e u n a n o n u m m e c K u e u e y M c m u m a p H b ie m e M b i
n o 3 6 0 j m e m M e n e u e n o c p e d c m e e m o e u p a o t c a m b c e o u c o ifu c u ib H b ie
u n o jiu m w e c K u e y d e o fc d e n m . 1

As stated in the Introduction, Nina Katerli is one of very few Soviet and Russian
women who writes prose fiction and non-fiction and is active politically. This chapter
will identify and explore Nina Katerli’s non-fiction works. Unlike previous chapters,
which each cover a relatively short period of time, this chapter will deal with works and
events that span a period o f approximately two decades, from the early 1980s to the late
1990s. The chapter is divided into two sections—the first will discuss Katerli’s humaninterest articles, and the second will examine Katerli’s political writings. The second
section will analyse the place these articles occupy in her entire body o f work. This latter
section will also include an overview o f Katerli’s political activity, including an analysis
of her court case against Aleksandr Romanenko, which was the subject o f her book Isk
(The Lawsuit) (1998). Finally, although it is not within the scope o f this chapter to
provide a comprehensive historical or political analysis, in order to achieve a better
understanding of Katerli’s non-fictional writings, the chapter will attempt to place
Katerli’s political writings within a specific historical and political context.
In the early 1980s, when Katerli began writing human-interest articles, she was as yet
uninterested in direct political activity. She writes: ‘Moh nojnmraecKne B3rjra,zn>i k TOMy
BpeMeHH C^OpMHpOBaJIHCL OKOHHaTeJILHO, HO 3aHHMaTLCH nOJIHTHKOH a He xoTejia... il
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- jiHTepaTop, Moe aejio nHcan>, CHHTajia a .’2 However, she was concerned with a number
o f social and moral issues, a fact which in many respects, reflects the general Russian and
Soviet tradition o f the writer as prophet and conscience o f the nation.

As N.N.

Shneidman has remarked: ‘The writer in the Soviet Union was not only a creative artist,
but simultaneously also a historian, philosopher, sociologist, politician, and student o f
human relations.’3 However, by the mid-1980s, Katerli began to take a more active role
in the political sphere. Alluding to the Russian proverb ‘The pig will find its filth’,
Katerli writes:

‘i l

“Hanuia rpH3i>”

CTopoHHJiacb...

a

CTapajiact flejiaT B

b

nonH TH H ecK O H flejrrejitH O C T H ,

t o , hto

cmrrajia H yacH tiM

KOTopon flo Toro

a

h a o jd k h b im . ’4

Katerli, like many o f her fellow ‘shestidesiatniki’, ‘emerged again’, in the words of
Svetlana Carsten, after the onset o f Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms.5 With the rise of
Gorbachev, Soviet politicians and intellectuals desired to continue the process of
liberalisation that had begun during Khrushchev’s thaw. In the late 1980s, as discussed
in Chapter One, Nina Katerli joined the movement for democratic reforms, and shortly
after, was nominated to run for the Congress o f People’s Deputies. Shortly thereafter, she
became an opponent o f extreme nationalism and fascism, a stance which would
ultimately require her to defend herself in a suit brought by one of the Soviet Union’s
leading right-wing historians, Aleksandr Romanenko. As also discussed in Chapter One,
it was during this time that Katerli began writing and publishing political articles.
Katerli felt an urgency to communicate her political and ideological convictions
through the written word. As Nadia Peterson has remarked: ‘Under glasnost’...they
[intellectuals] were offered, for the first time, an opportunity to present possible solutions
to the problems plaguing their society.’6
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As a result, Katerli almost completely

abandoned her prose writing during the years 1988 to 1993, following a widespread
tendency among the Russian intelligentsia.7 As Rosalind Marsh has noted: ‘By 1991, the
pace o f political events in the USSR had become so rapid that writers and critics were
more concerned with political debate than with writing fiction.’8 Deming Brown has also
noted o f the Russian literary scene in the late 1980s:

In this climate, aesthetic refinement was less highly prized than
information and analysis. What interested both readers and writers
was the search for truth, and works were received enthusiastically
because o f their revelations, even though their artistic quality might
be inferior. A key word in critical parlance was ‘dokumental’nost’
(documentariness) [sic]—which meant the writer’s reliance on the
display o f facts rather than the workings of his imaginations... Many
simply felt that the times so urgently demanded a literature of factual
' disclosure that, for the moment, verifiable truth was more important
than finesse and fantasy.9

It was always Katerli’s intention, however, to resume her prose writing. She wrote in
1993: ‘I hope that I will be able to return to prose when the situation becomes more
stable.’10
The unstable political and social climate may not have been Katerli’s only incentive to
write and publish political and human-interest articles. The market was also demanding a
thematic shift. As Deming Brown has also noted: ‘As economic pressure forced editors
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to become more cautious and market oriented...[they] became inclined to favor nonfictional works o f immediate social or political import.’11 As stated earlier, Soviet readers
were more interested in historical and documentary prose than in prose fiction. Katerli
stated in 1990: ‘MHe KaaceTCJi, hto cefinac KpoMe AOKyMeHTajiLHOH np03M, MeMyapOB,
ny6jiHii,HCTHKH, HHnero yace He HHTepecHO.’12 As Alec Nove has remarked:

Soon after Gorbachev’s election as General Secretary, it was being
pointed out that Soviet history was in a very unsatisfactory state:
there was Lenin, there is Gorbachev, and in between hardly anyone.
Nothing could be said about the actors in the controversies of the
twenties;

Stalin’s

name

was

mentioned

only

infrequently,

Khrushchev’s not at all. The ‘blank pages’ needed to be filled.13

HUMAN-INTEREST WRITINGS
The most prevalent theme in Nina Katerli’s human-interest writing concerns the plight of
the elderly.14 The current political and economic instability o f Russia has made the
situation for the elderly, and especially elderly women (since there are more elderly
women than elderly men) very difficult.15 As Luba Racanka noted in 1996:
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Older women are especially prone to poverty for two major reasons:
in the Soviet Union, women could retire at 55, five years earlier than
men, which resulted in their receiving lower pensions, and women’s
salaries average about two thirds o f men’s, which also had a
negative impact on their pensions with the estimated seventy-two
percent o f women among pensioners in Russia, a large group of
women has been pushed below the poverty line by low pensions and
a rapid rise in consumer prices.16

Similarly, Rosalind Marsh has commented: ‘New problems have been created by
Yel’tsin’s laws on privatization of housing...[which] have encouraged criminal gangs to
terrorize, even murder elderly women living alone.’17 Although the current situation for
Russia’s elderly is especially dire, Katerli believes that the problem is cultural rather than
political, and has always been an unfortunate part of Russian culture.

Russians, in

Katerli’s opinion, do not respect or value the elderly, considering them to be without use
or value, in essence, they are perceived as an economic, emotional, and physical drain on
those around them. As David E. Powell has noted: ‘Older men and women are a major
component o f the “nonproductive” sphere...they are seen primarily as an economic
liability rather than an asset. ’18
Katerli’s concern for the elderly is revealed most clearly in her article ‘Bespoleznye
babushki’ (‘Useless Grandmothers’) (1982), in which she discusses the real-life story o f
an old woman who is forced into a convalescent home by her children and grandchildren.
The article begins with an explanation by one of her grandchildren why he no longer has
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the ability to care for his senile grandmother. Perceived neglect and mistreatment drive
the poor old woman insane, and she is sent to a convalescent home, where not a single
family member visits her. Later in the article, the grandson, who spoke earlier of his
inability to care for her, remarks that his grandmother should give her flat to him.
Katerli’s implication, o f course, is that mixed and not very admirable motives lie behind
the grandson’s actions.
Katerli further addresses the theme o f the elderly, albeit in a more journalistic style, in
her article ‘Gosudarstvo— eto kto?’ (‘The State—Who is It?’) (1988).

In this work,

written as a ‘news’ rather than feature article, Katerli begins by stating that elderly people
constitute twenty per cent of the population of Russia.

She then discusses a letter

received from a pensioner, B. Kravchuk, who complains that he feels that he is no longer
considered a vital part of society. The Minister of Finance is quoted in the article, stating
that it is the government’s responsibility to support the army, police, and pensioners.
Katerli notes, however, that the government mandate to care for the elderly is not being
realised. ' Shedding the impartial tone of a news reporter, she adopts a tone more in
keeping with her underground works and declares at the article’s end: ‘Ctrwho

cTaHOBHTca, Kax noflyMaemR,

b

KaKOM nojioxceHHH y Hac cero^HH cTaptie moan: Be/u>

ecjiH cjiabtm He Moxcer 3a ce6a nocToaTB, caejiaTR 3to /jojDKeH to t, kto CHjn>Hee. E ctr
jih y Hac b obmecTBe Taicne chjili? Ectr!. .. H a Ha^eiocb, hto Bce-TaKH paHO mm no3AHO
HTO-TO CABHHeTCfl.’19
As discussed in previous chapters, the theme of the elderly, forgotten and
misunderstood woman recurs in many of Katerli’s prose stories.

Pavel’s mother in

‘Chervets’ (‘The Worm’) (1990), like the grandmother in ‘Bespoleznye babushki’, goes
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mad. The neighbours, having very little sympathy for her situation, encourage Pavel to
have his mother committed to a mental hospital. Unlike the family members in the article
‘Bespoleznye babushki’, Pavel regularly visits his mother, but he is unable to assuage his
guilt over having had her committed. The grandmother in ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ (‘The
Farewell Light’) (1981) is also misunderstood and often neglected by her son. Only
through the reading o f her diary, are the loneliness and alienation o f her old age
discovered. The number o f elderly protagonists of Katerli’s prose fiction works also
attests to her interest in the cultural, as well as economic and political, situation of
Russia’s elderly population.20
Another important issue addressed by Nina Katerli in her non-fiction writing is the
lack of communication between family members.

In her article ‘Dochki-materi’

(‘Mothers and daughters’) (1982), Katerli recounts the real-life story o f a mother and
daughter who are estranged because the daughter refuses to accept the mother’s decision
to leave a high-paying career for a less remunerative but more personally fulfilling
position. 'When the daughter rejects the mother’s career choice, the mother replies in selfdefence: ‘HenoBeK HMeeT npaBO caM BLi6 paTt

c b o io

aopory.’21 The point o f Katerli’s

article is that communication, peace and harmony within family relationships require
toleration o f differences and acceptance o f individuality.
Similarly, in many o f her prose works, Katerli advocates diversity and tolerance. In
‘Doroga’ (‘The Road’) (1981), for example, Katerli tells the story o f a man and his two
very different sons—the eldest, Boris, who is a doctor, and the youngest, Ivan, who is an
unemployed ex-convict. The father adores Boris, and abhors Ivan. The story shows that,
while Boris fails to reciprocate his father’s love and respect, the despised Ivan lives with
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and cares for his sick and dying father. Unfortunately, the father cannot see how wrongly
he has judged his two sons. In this regard, he is like Maia, in ‘Polina’ (1984), who
repeatedly criticises Polina for her unorthodox lifestyle.
The difficulties o f familial conflict and parenting are the topic o f the article ‘Na
perekrestke liubvi’ (‘At the Crossroads o f Love’) (1982).22 The article recounts the story
o f a young woman, who, after getting married and having a child, grows to resent her
mother-in-law, with whom she lives. After divorcing her husband, she finds herself in a
possible custody battle with her mother-in-law over the child, because the mother-in-law
questions the young woman’s competency as a mother. The article is basically a debate
between the two women, the mother and her daughter-in-law, and their ideas o f what
qualifies one as a good mother.
Katerli also discusses the issue o f parenthood in her later article ‘Zhivem dlia rebenka’
(‘We Live for Our Children’) (1992), exploring the danger o f selfish parents and the
effects they have upon their children. The article tells the story of a man who sincerely
believes that he is a good parent, but is revealed by Katerli to be a self-centred person
who uses his child to further his own personal gains. For example, the father in the
article recounts how he once forced a woman to give up her seat on a bus for him and his
child, even though the child was old enough to stand. Rather than caring for the welfare
o f the child, Katerli argues, parents often are actually concerned for themselves. This is
often seen in such seemingly ‘selfless’ behaviour as pampering or spoiling children,
which will eventually, Katerli argues, be to the detriment of both the child and the parent.
As we have seen, the themes of parenting also feature significantly in Katerli’s prose
fiction. Many of the mothers in Katerli’s prose fiction, like the mother in ‘Na perekrestke
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liubvi’, are single parents, coping with the many difficulties o f raising a child alone.23
Unfortunately, as discussed in ‘Zhivem dlia rebenka’, many o f these mothers make the
mistake of spoiling their children and then suffer the consequences. Natal’ia Kopeikina
in Treugol’nik Barsikova’, for example, works extra jobs and does without so that her
son will have the best clothes. Unfortunately, her sacrifice is unappreciated and her love
un-reciprocated, as her son becomes a ruthless criminal who verbally abuses her.
Similarly, Tamara makes many sacrifices for her son, who becomes a criminal. In light
of Katerli’s silence over her own father in her autobiographical works, it is noteworthy
that, except for ‘Polina’, ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, and ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’ (‘Between
Spring and Summer’) (1983), Katerli has little to say about the role of the father.24 The
fathers in her stories are usually emotionally and and/or physically absent from the
family, like as Dorofeev in ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’. As a result, the mothers are forced to
assume a double responsibility.
Although Katerli neither considers herself a feminist nor one who is concerned solely
with women’s issues or themes, it is interesting to note that many themes of her humaninterest articles might be deemed ‘feminine’: relationships, mothers, child-rearing, and
concern for the elderly. Katerli considers herself to be a ‘humanist’, and thus, she states,
she writes about issues from a ‘humanist’ perspective. However, as a Russian woman,
writing about her world and her milieu, Katerli is bound to touch upon the subjects of
relationships, mothers, children, and so on, in essence, experiences that reflect or parallel
her own. Although Katerli states that she does not necessarily write ‘women’s literature’
or ‘women’s themes’, as a woman she is writing about her own experience, which is
obviously different from a man’s experience, especially in Russia where the roles of men
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and women are very clearly defined. This fact, of course, does not limit or reduce the
quality, nor should it influence the reception, of Katerli’s writing—both her prose fiction
and non-fiction.
The narrative style in Nina Katerli’s human-interest articles reveals two specific
aspects of her writing. The first is Katerli’s desire to show all sides of an issue, which she
achieves by allowing the figures in her articles to speak for themselves, reflecting, in a
sense, her sympathy with the various difficulties they are facing.

The majority of

Katerli’s human-interest articles are based on real stories, and Katerli presents many of
them in the form o f an interview, where the voice and expressions of the main characters
can be presented most directly. A similar technique is evident in Katerli’s prose fiction in
her use o f multiple points o f view and fluctuating narration. In many of Katerli’s prose
works, such as ‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’, ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’,
and ‘Polina* it is unclear at times whose point o f view is being expressed, since Katerli
allows characters to speak for themselves, in a sense, through a third-person narrator.
The second aspect o f the narrative style of Katerli’s human-interest works is her
willingness to express her specific personal concerns and beliefs. Thus, despite Katerli’s
desire to allow the subjects o f her articles to speak for themselves, she is not an unbiased
journalist, and she often directly expresses her perspectives on the matter at hand. In
‘Bespoleznye babushki’, for example, Katerli states:

CTaporo HejiOBexa Ha^o yBaxcaTb h xcajieTb, noTOMy h t o cTapocn* He paaocTb:

h xoahtb

raacejio,

h
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cep/me

6 o jih t ,

h

no HonaM He

chhtch

h

TOBapnmeH iioh th

He ocTanocb,

a

noTOMy

-

OOTHonecTBO.25

At times, Katerli assumes a strongly didactic tone in her articles.

For example, in

‘Zhivem dlia rebenka,’ Katerli states:

Mbi Bee x o th , h to 6 h HamH aera 6bum cnacTjraBbi. H He npocTO
xothm - Mbi OTBenaeM 3 a 3to. Hmchho no3TOMy m li o6«3aHbi
noMHHTb - Hama k hhm moSoBb AOJimia 6bm> co3HaTejn>HOH...
eCJIH Mbi XOTHM BHfleTb HaiHHX fleTCH CHaCTJIHBblMH, Mbi flOJDKHbl
hoctoxhho

noMHHTb, h to

bnaronojiyHHe, xarreiiCKHH ycnex,

yMeHHe ‘Bcero Ro6nrbcsC - BOBce He cuacTbe, cuacrbe —Kareropini
AyxoBHaa, h cnacTJiHBbiM no-HacToxmeMy MoaceT 6bm> tojihko t o t ,
k to yMeeT ueHHTb ^o6poTy h KpacoTy, ^py^cHTb, jnobnTb, paboTaTb,
* BepHTb mo^^M, nyBCTBOBaTb nyxcyio pa^ocTb h 6ojh». H Tyr

rjul

pozmTeneH o^hh nyTb — nocTOXHHaa pa6oTa Haa co6ctbchhoh
ZiymoH, Haa coGctbchhoh jnrm ocTbio.26

The inteijection of Katerli’s personal views does not result in condemnation or praise.
She condemns and praises behaviour, rather than people.
materi’, Katerli states:

For example, in ‘Dochki-

06e,

h

Man* h

aohb,

CHHTaiOT jspyr apyra aroHcneaMH, o6e, TeM He

MeHee, yBepeHbi,

h to

pa3penmTCH caM

c o 6 o h ...

ohh

apyraa CTopoHa onoMHHTca

h

k o h < J> jih k t

^ eim i r p y m o noHHMaTt po^HTeneH:

He 6 b d i h Ha h x MecTe. A pojjHTejraM? Be,m> 3 t o BepHo, y iw i H3

‘njieM eH H *

m o jio /u > ix , m b i H auH H aeM

B H a en *

hx

o/jH H aicoB biM H ,

3 a6 b iB aeM hx ji3bik.27

Similarly, in ‘Na perekrestke liubvi’, Katerli remarks: ‘HcTopiw THnmmaa, npofijieMa
BeuHaa. Kaac^aa H3

c to p o h

ceMBe MHp He Jienco.

3 to

CHHTaeT ce6 a npaBOH, a Apyryio BHHOBaTOH... Co3^aTi>
paBHoe /jejio Bcex

h jic h o b

c c m b h .’28

b

Thus, instead o f

attempting to determine who is the guilty party, Katerli encourages peace and tranquillity
at home between family and loved ones.
One need only recall the opinionated narrators o f ‘Chervets’ and ‘Treugol’nik
Barsukova’ in order to see the correlation between the opinionated narrative voice of
Katerli’s prose fiction and human-interest articles. Moreover, as discussed above, Katerli
neither praises nor condemns the characters in her human-interest articles. Similarly,
Katerli does not judge the characters in her prose fiction.

For example, rather than

condemning Aleksandr Gubin in ‘Zhara na severe’ for being unfaithful to his wife, he is
portrayed as morally weak and almost pitied for his insecurity. Likewise, even though
Fira Kats and Aleksandr Petiukhov in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ leave their spouses to
emigrate to Israel together, Katerli sympathises with their dissatisfaction with their
marriages and their desire to leave the Soviet Union. Thus, Katerli has compassion for
her protagonists, viewing their mistakes and deficiencies as normal human imperfections
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resulting from the disorder and turmoil o f contemporary society, rather than as intentional
manifestations o f unkindness or evil.

POLITICAL WRITINGS
Nina Katerli began writing political works in the late 1980s, and in the last ten years, she
has written over thirty political articles.29 Her largest political work to date is Isk, a 333page book, detailing her trial against Aleksandr Romanenko.30 Additionally, in 1992, she
began co-publishing Bar’er (Barrier), a magazine that printed articles on the rise of
fascism and anti-Semitism, but by 1993, the magazine folded, due to financial
difficulties.31 As previously discussed, on a political level Nina Katerli is primarily
concerned with the issues o f fascism, nationalism and anti-Semitism. Although it is not
within the scope o f this chapter to provide a comprehensive historical or political analysis
o f these issues, a proper understanding o f her political writings makes it necessary to
place Katerli’s political writings within a specific historical and political context.
Katerli became actively involved in the campaign against fascism and anti-Semitism
in August 1988, which was triggered by meetings held by the neo-Stalinist, right-wing
organisation ‘Pamiat” (Memory) in Leningrad’s Rumanevskii Garden.32 ‘Pamiat” first
appeared in the Soviet Union in 1979 as part of the All-Russian Society for the
Preservation of Historical and Cultural Monuments, under the leadership of Dmitri
Vasil’ev. At its inception, ‘Pamiat” was neither radical nor extreme. In fact, in the late
1970s and early 1980s, widespread nationalist or fascist movements were viewed by most
people as threatening, dangerous, and evil.

Gradually, however, the leadership of

‘Pamiat” fell into the hands of militant neo-fascists and anti-Semites. By the end of
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1985, the leaders o f the All-Russian Society for the Preservation o f Historical and
Cultural Monuments began blaming the destruction of historical and architectural
monuments on Jews employed by the Administration for Architecture and Planning. As
Hedrick Smith has written:

Soon the organisation invited comparisons with German fascism
because its members wore black t-shirts and military greatcoats and
carried a banner with the double eagle of the Romanov dynasty and
zigzag bolts o f lightning that evoked Nazi swastikas.33

Katerli was appalled that ‘Pamiat” was permitted to hold meetings openly and legally,
and she was curious how such an organisation could amass such a strong and sizeable
following. She recalls that it became clear to her that the key to its maintenance and
growth was the dissemination o f the propaganda upon which ‘Pamiat” built its
ideological bases.34 On 9 October 1988, Katerli wrote ‘Doroga k pamiatnikam’ (‘The
Road to Monuments’), an article about the dissemination o f fascist and nationalist
propaganda. The article discussed the ‘Pamiat” meeting in Rumanevskii Garden, and
expressed Katerli’s desire to expose the sources of propaganda used by ‘Pamiat” and
other nationalist organisations.

Katerli specifically attacked Aleksandr Romanenko’s

1986 book, O klassovoi sushchnosti sionizma (On the Class Basis o f Zionism), claiming
that the book was being used as a source of propaganda by right-wing organisations.
Katerli states in her article:

A

PoMaHeHKO H e 6 p e 3 r y e T

MapKCH3Ma-JieHHHH3Ma,

hh

HH

(J)ajn>CH(j)HKaHHeH HHTaT KJiaccHKOB
HyAOBHIHHLIMH

HCKaXCeHHHMH

HCTOpHHeCKOH npaBflBI, HH HCn0JIB30BaHHeM H^eH H H y T t JIH H e

pacKaBLiHeHHbix B bm epaceic H3 TeopeTHKOB Hau,H3Ma.35

Nina Katerli recounts that she never regarded Aleksandr Romanenko himself as an
enemy. She was not waging a battle against Romanenko’s character. Rather, she claims,
she was confronting and challenging the theories presented in his book. For Romanenko,
however, Katerli’s article was a personal attack, and he was determined to defend
himself. The battle between Katerli and Romanenko began even before the article was
published. Katerli was asked by the editor o f Leningradskaia pravda. the newspaper that
was planning to publish the article, to withdraw the sections o f the article pertaining to
Romanenko. Despite Katerli’s refusal, the article was printed. Katerli recalls that the day
before the article was printed, Romanenko himself phoned Leningradskaia pravda. and
asked if it were true that an article about him would shortly be published. The editor,
ostensibly having a change of heart, simply remarked that the printing of Katerli’s article
was a top-secret matter, and he hung up the telephone.
Once the article appeared, the conflict escalated.

Romanenko wrote to Katerli,

expressing his anger at her accusations. Having fought in World War Two against the
Nazis, Romanenko could not understand how she could call him a Nazi.

Katerli’s

statements, he claimed, betrayed both the Soviet Union and the Soviet people themselves.
Finally, he stated that the written word was an important tool, and that he would not
allow her to get away with such false and dangerous accusations. On 10 November 1988,
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Aleksandr Romanenko filed a libel suit against Nina Katerli for her accusations that he
had used Nazi theories in his book O klassovoi sushchnosti sionizma. and he made it very
clear that he wished for her to be punished to the full extent of the law. Katerli writes that
Romanenko felt compelled to ‘3amHTHTb ero necra

h aoctohhctbo.’36

The trial lasted

from December 1988 to the spring o f 1990.
As stated earlier, Katerli documented the trial in Isk, which is Katerli’s own account of
the trial, as well as an explanation o f her personal beliefs and thoughts on fascism,
nationalism, and anti-Semitism.37 The purpose of the trial was to determine whether
Romanenko’s theories could be characterised as fascist or Nazi and, if not, whether he
had been libeled by Katerli’s article. Experts were called in, but Katerli claims that she
did not trust them, because their loyalty was to the Communist Party, first and foremost,
and because such ‘experts’ had been used in the past to condemn innocent people.
The year-and-a-half period over which the trial took place was, Katerli recalls, one o f
the most difficult times in her life. Verbal and physical attacks and threats began on the
first day of the trial, when she was greeted by an angry mob o f ‘Pamiat” supporters. The
attacks continued throughout the trial with ‘Pamiat” supporters yelling: ‘Ilo30p
3amHTHHKaM cHOHH3Ma -

CKopo

b

<J)aniH3Ma Haimix ^Hen!’38 and ‘CobnpaH neMo^aH, KaTepjm,

PfepaHJiB noe^emt!’39 Katerli also received threatening letters and telephone

calls, but she refused to give up. She writes:

if He pa3 pemana /yia ce6 a Bonpoc: a CMory jih a aMHrpHpOBaxt,

ecnH CHTyaitHH 3j\c c b cTaHeT cMepTejitHO onacHOH. Otbct Bcer^a
6bdi TaKoii: tojibko pa#H cnacemia 3KH3HH. Ho 3to 6 yzteT kohijom

3KH3HH, pa3H0BH/tH0CTLK> COMOySHHCTBa. /JyXOBHOrO, n o KpOHHCH

Aleksandr Romanenko insisted that his beliefs were neither fascistic, anti-Semitic, nor
Nazi, nor was he himself a fascist, anti-Semite, or Nazi. His greatest defence, he claimed,
was the preface o f his book, which states: ‘B connajmcTiroecKOM oGmecTBe Hmcaicoro
aHTHceMHTH3Ma Her h 6tm> He Moacer.’41 Many of Romanenko’s statements in the book,

however, contradicted his preface. For instance, he does not distinguish between ‘Jew’
and ‘Zionist’, thereby claiming that all Jews owe their first allegiance to Israel. William
Korey has noted o f Romanenko’s book:

Zionist ideology was portrayed as being rooted in reactionary
Judaism and as advocating that ‘the Jews are superior to other
peoples and their vocation is to rule over the whole o f mankind’ 42

In addition, Romanenko blames Stalin’s policy o f collectivisation on the Jews and also
claims that Jews manipulated statistics regarding the number o f Jews killed in the
Holocaust. Katerli was particularly disturbed by the fact that Romanenko masked his
hatred and xenophobia with scientific terminology, making his claims appear academic
and legitimate.

In his book, Romanenko writes: TnTjiep KpHTHKOBaji eBpencTBo

Boobme, a a KpHTmcyio

tojibko

eBpencKyio 6yp3Kya3mo.’43 Romanenko continued to

assert that his book was scientific, not political. Katerli disagreed: ‘Oh b CBoen KHHre He
HMen neiiBK) ycTaHOBHTt HCTHHy, nepea hbmh nommiHecKaa, nponaraHflHCTCKafl, a
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BO B ce

He H a y H H a a

K H H ra .’44

Agreeing with Katerli, one expert claimed that Romanenko’s

book was political, simply because o f the fact that he was a well-known political leader.
As part o f his case, Romanenko stated that if he were a fascist or Nazi, then so would
be the Provincial Party Oblast’ Committee, as well as the publishing house Lenizdat,
since it had agreed to publish the book. Thus, Romanenko claimed that by criticising his
book, Katerli had ‘coBepnmna aKT MopajitHoro TeppopH3Ma, oKjieBeTaB ero h
JleHHHipaaciara

06

kom

KTICC, roTOBHBinHH KHHiy k nyfijfflicaijHH.’45 Furthermore

Romanenko accused Katerli o f being a traitor because she was married to a Jew. In fact,
throughout the proceedings, Romanenko referred to Katerli as ‘3<j)poc - OHa ace KaTepjm’, implying that Katerli uses a nom-de-plume, Katerli, rather than her married
and legal name, Efros, because she is herself ashamed o f the fact that she is half-Jewish
and is married to a Jew. Romanenko also claimed that Katerli supported Zionist causes.46
Katerli recounts that during the course of the trial, she was curious about the Oblast’
Committee’s role in the publication o f O klassovoi sushchnosti sionizma. The Oblast’
Committee claimed that, before publishing Romanenko’s book, it had consulted experts
who verified that his book was based upon scientific research rather than political
propaganda. However, William Korey has written that in 1987, a Communist Party
journal ‘castigated the Romanenko work as replete with “factual inaccuracies, distortions
and errors,” including the manipulation of the quotations from the classics of Marx and
Lenin.’47 Katerli sent numerous letters to newspapers and to the government itself in
order to ascertain the truth o f the Committee’s statement. In support of Katerli’s efforts,
a group of Leningrad writers sent an official letter to the Oblast’ Committee asking the
same questions, namely how it had allowed such a book to be published. Despite these
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and other efforts, however, their letters went unanswered. It was not until January 1990,
months before the end o f the trial, that Katerli received an answer from the Department of
Propaganda, which finally admitted that Lenizdat had made a mistake in publishing O
klassovoi sushchnosti sionizma.48
The first trial ended on 22 June 1989. The court could find no grounds to hold that
Katerli had committed libel. On the other hand, while the court did find elements o f Nazi
ideology in Romanenko’s novel, it did not hold that Romanenko was himself a Nazi.
Romanenko was furious with this equivocal decision and appealed to the Supreme Court
of the Russian Federation, accusing the experts of being incompetent, and accusing Nina
Katerli of spreading dangerous Zionist propaganda.
Romanenko called in his own experts and a second trial began in September 1989.
After several more months, many o f the experts determined that Romanenko’s book was
anti-Semitic. Romanenko was appalled and maintained that he had Marx, Engels and
Lenin on his side. Katerli maintains that once it became clear to Romanenko that he was
losing thfe second trial, he decided to drop the charges. Romanenko’s claim that he was
acting for the sake o f national stability was, in Katerli’s view, a fig leaf to cover the
baselessness o f his complaint and a public relations ploy to portray himself as the winner,
a hero, a patriot, and a martyr, while casting Katerli in the role o f a traitor and
troublemaker. The trial finally ended in the spring of 1990, and Katerli has had no further
contact with Aleksandr Romanenko. After the trial, Romanenko formed the Revival of
Russia Party, which aims at combating Zionism and capitalism.
Even during the course o f the trial, Katerli was writing and publishing articles on the
rise of fascist and nationalist organisations in the Soviet Union, which grew rapidly in the
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late 1980s, in many respects, as a reaction to Gorbachev’s reform policies. Gorbachev’s
ideas, as John Garrard has noted, were perceived as ‘alien notions from the capitalist
West.’49 Soon, the extreme right and extreme left—the fascists and the communists—
began joining forces. As Nina Katerli has written:

They [the fascists and communists] kept in mind one enemy—the
democrats. Soon, this [Communist] Commission acknowledged that
‘parties o f socialist orientation’ were as hostile toward the CPSU as
the hated democrats and the only prospective allies could be the
‘patriots’.50

The convergence o f extreme left and right became more evident in August 1991 when the
archive of the Leningrad Communist Party Headquarters, located at 239 Smolnyi Street,
was opened.

Although many documents had been destroyed, what Katerli did find

confirmed, in her view, ‘that the patriotic movement had received help—both in word
and deed from the [Communist] Party.’51 Anti-Semitic books were found, including
copies of Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf.

In addition, Katerli discovered documents

describing her ‘samizdat’ and ‘tamizdat’ works of the early 1980s, as well as copies of
papers related to her court case with Aleksandr Romanenko, namely the transcript o f an
interview she gave to the BBC during the course o f the trial.
Katerli has written extensively about the power o f the KGB and its connection to
nationalist organisations.

As Hedrick Smith has noted: ‘The ability o f right-wing

organizations like ‘Pamiat’’...to get permission for demonstrations near the Kremlin is
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widely taken as evidence of support for the right-wing within the police and the KGB.’52
In 1994, Katerli stated that the power o f the KGB ‘cymecTByeT jxo
oneHt

c h j ilh lim ,’

chx

nop

h aB JiaeT ca

and that its successive organisation, the Federal Security Service, was

simply a better organised or better equipped version o f its predecessor, the KGB.53 The
people in power in the new organisation were ex-KGB people, as are those in almost all
the major positions o f power in Russia today. Katerli maintains that many o f them were
able to obtain their high positions o f power with the help of ‘Pamiat” money.
As d isc u sse d earlier, K aterli b e lie v e s that n ation alist grou p s are d issem in a tin g
dangerou s propaganda that is spreading all to o q u ick ly. S he w rites: ‘H cT opna yuHT, h t o
<j)anm3M roncorfla He orpam rm B aeT ca pacnpaBOH Haa t o j ib k o o ^ h o h

HaimeH, o h

pa3i>eflaeT, rybirr Bee c ip a n y , b KOTopon 3apo^Hjica.’54 U n fortun ately, as K aterli n o tes,
m an y R u ssian s b eliev e:

Bi»rn» <j)anmcTOM
* a o 6 jiec T H . H

BOBce H e n o3op H O , H a n p o r a B , 3 t o - a e j io n e c r a ,

repoHCTBO. H

ocB oboxcA eH H e

ot

H a p o a e n j e cicaaceT

c h o h h c tc k o fo

hm

oiocynaitH O H H oro

cn a c n 6 o 3a
pexcHM a,

ot

fleMOKpaTHHeCKOH HeHHCTH, KOTOpaa nOCTOaHHO JIXCeT.55

Katerli maintains that ‘glasnost” allowed these groups the freedom to speak their minds
and spread their ideas, and despite her general support for freedom o f speech, Katerli
believes (with no evident sense o f irony or inconsistency) that such groups should not
have the right to air their beliefs, since ‘B

P o cch h HeT

TaicoH h c t o p h h

aeMOKpaTHH

Rax b

AMepHKe.’56 Katerli has written that Russians can no longer close their eyes to the rise in
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righ t-w in g m o v em en ts:

‘Mbi He xothm hhkoix) nyran>, flOKa3MBaa, h to BJiacTt b Hamen

CTpaHe b ot-bot 3axBaTHT
Ha BBi6opax KaK IT m iep .

(f> a n iH C T L i,

3axBaT3T nyTeM nepeBopOTa hjih ohchb cn oK oim o,

Mu Ha^eeMca, h to BepoaTHOCTb t3koh KaracTpo<])i>i n o x a Majia,

ho OHa, TeM He MeHee cymecTByeT, HapacraeT, h CBH^eTenLCTBO TOMy MHoroHHCJieHHtie
no6e,m>i, Oflep^caHHBie 3a nocne^H ee BpeMJi h cbmlimh otkpobchhhm h HaiiHCTaMH, h hx
nOAKJiaUHBIMH COK)3HHKaMH.’57

Nationalist movements have tapped into an apocalyptic sense of anxiety and dread.
With the inflation rate rising every day, the increase of crime and the power of the mafia,
many Russians are terrified o f the uncertainty o f Russia’s economic and political future.
As Stephen Carter has noted:

Every great nation faced with retreat from their empire, suffers a
crisis o f identity and a painful but necessary adjustment to new
realities. When that nation is a nuclear superpower which has been
' imbued

for

decades

with

a

millennial

ideology,

with

expectations... o f ultimate geopolitical leadership and expansionism,
that crisis o f identity must indeed be incipiently traumatic.58

The solution for the nationalists, Katerli claims, is to find a scapegoat, someone to blame
for society’s ills.

Ironically echoing Lenin’s oft repeated maxim that ‘Communism

equals socialism plus the electrification o f the entire country’, Nina Katerli has defined
fascism as ‘TOTajitHaa jjHKTarypa ronoc KceHo<J>o6ira.’59 Katerli writes o f xenophobes:
‘Tax uenoBeK, npocHyBnmct hohbio b CBoen nycTofi, 3anepTOH H3HyTpn KBapTHpe,
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Bflpyr cnbimHT Hyacne inara
‘He pa3BHTOH flyinoii

h

b

Kopuzjope.’60 She has also commented that such people

paScKHM C03HaHHeM*.61

Katerli lays the blame for this ‘slave mentality’ on the Communist system.

She

remarks that the greatest tragedy o f Soviet Communism was its suppression of critical
thought, both at the individual and societal level. By the time Mikhail Gorbachev came
to power, communism had been the ideological foundation of the Soviet Union for over
seventy years, defining political, social, economic and literary reality. As this foundation
began to crumble, many intellectuals embraced the resulting societal and political
changes.

For many Soviets, however, the void left by communism’s collapse was

frightening, painful, and confusing. Katerli writes:

Mm

pO ^H nH CB

C T paH e.

H

BMpOCJm

K oM M yH H CTH uecK H e

co B eT C K o ro rp a a c fla H H H a
' c B er.

IIp o K H a a

obm ecT B eH H O M

B aicyyM ,

TOCKa,

c

‘jiOMKa’

HaCKB03B

zjorM M

HZteOJIOrH3HpOBaHHOH

B ^aji6 jiH B ajiH C b

T o r o M O M e n ra , KaK oh

H ^ e o u o rH H
co3H aH H H

B

y M e p jia ,

K yM npM

o 6 p a 3 0 B a jic a

-

b

noHBJWJica

pa3pym eH M ,

onacH bm ,

M 03r

h

Ha
b

6 o jie 3 H e H m » m

HanofloGne toh, hto

nyB C T B yeT

H apK O M an, B H e3anH O jihihhbiuhhch n p H B t p m o r o yK O Jia.62

As discussed above, an essential element o f many nationalist and fascist movements is
the belief that Zionism is international fascism and thus a mortal threat to Russia.63 As
John Dunlop has convincingly demonstrated: ‘There can be no doubt that anti-
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Semitism...is a major current in the ranks o f contemporary Russian nationalists.’64
Dunlop has also remarked:

Most Russian nationalists countenance two solutions to the ‘Jewish
problem’: the emigration o f Jews abroad (Zionists to Israel and
harlanders to North America and Western Europe or the
establishment o f a Jewish republic, perhaps to be located in the
Crimea.).65

The discrimination and persecution o f Jews is not new to Russia.66 As Robert Brym has
commented: ‘Russia has a long tradition o f anti-Semitism and the largest combined
number of Jews and anti-Semites o f any country in the world.’67 Similarly, David Lane
has remarked: ‘Culturally, the Jews have fared less well than the other minor nationalities
in the USSR.’68
Katerli writes extensively about the numerous anti-Semitic policies o f the Soviet
Government. She writes: ‘We always knew that anti-Semitism was the official policy of
the USSR for many years.’69 During Stalin’s last years, several anti-Jewish campaigns
were launched as a result of the so-called Doctor’s Plot and the Leningrad Affair, which
sent many Jews to prison, internment camps, and to execution. In addition, in the late
1940s, almost the entire Jewish membership of the Soviet Union’s Anti-Fascist
Committee was arrested and shot, and the Jewish Theatre was closed. One purpose of the
‘Anti-Cosmopolitan Campaign’, as it was known, was to drive Jews out of cultural and
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literary activities. Furthermore, a special KGB organ was devised to ‘confront’ Zionism
at all levels. Katerli states:

The Communists...were anti-Semites, not only for the sake of the
system, but because they believed it in their hearts. These party
leaders...were, as a rule, the people with the fewest principles, least
conscience and culture, for whom anti-Semitism was nutrition, just
as manure is for worms.70

In Katerli’s view, anti-Semitism developed as a ‘science’ during the 1960s, when the
Soviet Union began experiencing economic problems. Between 1969 and 1986, Katerli
notes that 9.4 million copies o f anti-Semitic books were published in the Soviet Union.71
The rise of anti-Semitism can also be seen in the re-emergence o f a Russian-style Hitler
Youth and the presence o f Nazi literature. Despite these obvious elements o f prejudice
and discrimination, the Jewish question, including the Holocaust, remained a non-issue in
the Soviet Union.

As Alec Nove has noted: ‘Jewish questions, including that of

emigration, were hardly ever referred to in the press or media, save in the context of
denunciations o f “Zionism” and Israel.’72 Similarly, Robert Brym has commented:
‘Despite the obvious significance o f the subject, Russian surveys data on anti-Semitism
are meager and inadequately analyzed.’73
Katerli writes that the leaders and members o f fascist organisations believe that they
are at war with Zionism and Zionists, and that Zionists are seductively attempting to work
their way into every position o f power in society.
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As Hedrick Smith has observed:

‘Right-wing Russian nationalists are obsessed, as their writings and conversations testify,
with what they see as the excessive influence o f Jews in Soviet society.’74 These leaders
openly declare their disgust for liberal ‘Zionist’ newspapers, such as Moskovskie novosti.
Leningradskaia smena. and Qgonek. Katerli also writes that they believe that Jewish
authors should not be read, including such famous writers as Boris Pasternak and Osip
Mandelshtam.

Some contemporary nationalists blame Russia’s current problems on

Boris Yeltsin, whom they claim is a Jew, and whose real name, they claim, is Baruch
Yel’kin.75 They view the Bolshevik Revolution as a Jewish plot led by Jews: Leon
Trotskii, and Vladimir Lenin.
Katerli continues to write political articles on nationalism, fascism, and anti-Semitism.
In one of her most recent articles, ‘Sekretnoe oruzhie russkikh natsistov’ (‘the Secret
Weapons of Russian Nazis’), published in April 1996, Katerli warns: ‘HacTaHeT Aem», h
Bflpyr oK axceT cx, hto

HaijHCTCKHe

6ocbhkh b Ife m p a jitH O H Pocchh, Ha Y p a j ie h Ch6hph

onacHen neM 6ocbhkh .fly/jaeBa b MeHHe.’76 Although she calls herself a ‘humanist’,
Katerli is’concerned with a very narrow spectrum of political issues. Her writings on the
KGB, nationalism, and fascism may reflect her desire to protect democracy, having lived
during the repressive times o f Stalin, Khrushchev, and Brezhnev. Her works on antiSemitism may be related to the fact that she is half-Jewish.

CONCLUSION
As discussed earlier, Katerli’s non-fiction works reflect a general trend in the 1980s
toward documentary prose and political writings. Writing non-fiction works, Katerli has
stated, allowed her to convey directly her political, sociological, and moral beliefs and

convictions.77 However, these works may also express Katerli’s desire to prove herself as
a supporter of democratic ideals, primarily evident in the trial against Aleksandr
Romanenko, which presented the opportunity for Katerli to portray herself as a democrat
and heroine for democracy. This does not, o f course, diminish Katerli’s contribution to
Russian and Soviet non-fiction. She is not a self-promoting opportunist. Rather, she is a
tenacious woman with strong beliefs and convictions.
Katerli’s non-fiction writings lend understanding to her prose fiction works, and, in a
sense, reveal the transparency o f Katerli’s persona. Many o f the themes of Katerli’s
human-interest articles and political writings, including concern for the elderly, lack of
communication, parenthood, child-rearing, and anti-Semitism, also dominate in her prose
fiction. In addition, Katerli’s narrative techniques, such as expressing multiple points of
view, as well as expressing personal convictions, are evident in her prose fiction. The
similarities between her prose fiction and non-fiction reveal Katerli’s prose fiction to be
an expression of her personal moral and political convictions.

There are, however,

differences between Katerli’s prose fiction and non-fiction. In particular, Katerli’s prose
fiction does not deal with the themes o f nationalism, the KGB, or fascism. Furthermore,
despite Katerli’s preoccupation with historical themes in her political writings, she does
not, like Iurii Trifonov, deal with specific historical themes in her prose fiction.
However, as stated earlier, despite Katerli’s intention to separate her prose fiction and
non-fiction writings, it is clear that the two are inextricably linked.
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CHAPTER SIX
NINA KATERLI’S CONTEMPORARY PROSE
1989-1998
Bee jiiodu pa3Hbie. HaeepHoe, nmo-mo
xopomee ecmb e KaotcdoM nenoeexeJ

As discussed in Chapter Five, from 1988 to 1993, during the height of her political
activity, Nina Katerli almost completely abandoned her prose writing. Although she
wrote a few stories in the late 1980s, it was not until the early 1990s that she returned to
writing prose fiction on a regular basis. This final chapter will address Katerli’s most
recent prose fiction, from 1989 to May 1998. Initially, this exploration will involve a
brief, general discussion o f the historical and social context for Soviet/Russian literature
from the late 1980s to the mid-1990s, and then address Katerli’s place in contemporary
Russian literature. Finally, this chapter will look specifically at Katerli’s contemporary
works and attempt to place them within the context of the entire body o f her writing.
The current Russian literary scene defies strict definition.

In fact, many Russian

writers themselves reject the notion o f literary classification. In a society where both
literary form and content were subject to the scrutiny o f the Communist Party, the
lessening of controls unleashed a plethora o f experimental writing. As Olga Khrustaleva
has noted of contemporary Russian literature, which she refers to as ‘New Prose’:

The internal values of New Prose cannot be addressed satisfactorily
at present because, from the point o f view of new writers, imposing
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specific names upon them would be tantamount to killing them.
Values, like truth, exist in a zone o f silence. They can be reflected
upon and brought into a conceptual framework only upon the final
assembly o f the system, upon its completion.2

However, it is perhaps this sense of experimentation and the breaking of taboos that best
defines contemporary Russian literature. As will be discussed below, Katerli’s recent
prose fiction addresses such sensationalistic issues as drugs and sexually transmitted
diseases, but she usually does so in a subdued and non-explicit manner. In essence, her
contemporary prose fiction does not ignore the current realities o f life in Russia, but she
has not embraced the sexually graphic or violent subject matter o f writers such as Valeriia
Narbikova or Eduard Limonov.3
This chapter will discuss twelve stories, which were published separately in various
Russian journals. ‘Starushka ne spesha’ (‘The Old Woman Slowly’) was published in
1989 in the Soviet Union and in 1993 in the United States. ‘Dolg’ (‘The Debt’), ‘Solntse
za steklom’ (‘The Sun Beyond the Glass’) and ‘Zemlia bedovannaia’ (‘The Profited
Land’) were also published in 1989.4 ‘Utrata’ (‘Loss’) was published in 1991.5 “Sindrom
“P”’ (‘Sindrome P’) was published in 1994.

‘Piramid Tsukermana’ (‘Tsukerman’s

Pyramid’), which was placed on the long list of works considered for the Booker Prize,
was published in 1995. That same year, Katerli also published ‘Sonia,’ a story about an
elderly Jewish woman, for which she was criticised for being anti-Semitic.

Both

‘Krasnaia shliapa’ (‘The Red Hat’) and ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’ (‘From the Life of
the Best City’) were published in 1996. ‘Poshlaia istoriia’ (‘An Indecent Story’) and ‘V263

4-52-21’ were both published in 1997 and ‘Vozvrashcheniie’ (‘The Return’) was
published in May 1998.

PLOT
Although the changes initiated by ‘perestroika’ and ‘glasnost” brought a measure o f
freedom to the lives of Soviet citizens, they also brought upheaval and uncertainty. The
fall of Communism generated a wave o f freedom that uplifted some and inundated others.
Katerli’s recent prose explores the lives of the Russians damaged by the recent economic
and political changes, examining ‘byt’ (everyday life), as well as deeper moral and
psychological issues. The ‘fabulas’ o f Katerli’s recent prose fiction, perhaps because of
their concentration on social and political issues, are generally more complex and
elaborate than the ‘fabulas’ o f her realistic prose fiction. The ‘siuzhets’ of Katerli’s
contemporary works on the whole, like the ‘siuzhets’ of Katerli’s realistic prose fiction,
are rich with introspection and reflection.

Thus, both the ‘fabula’ and ‘siuzhet’ are

significant in the plot formation o f Katerli’s recent works.
‘Solntse za steklom’ tells the story o f several elderly women. The ‘fabula’ focuses on
the monotonous and mundane lives o f these women, most o f whom are widows, and who
spend their days at the local market trying to sell their wares in order to supplement their
insufficient pensions. The character o f Natal’ia Petrovna provides a second focus and
perspective for the ‘fabula’. Also an elderly woman, though not a widow, Natal’ia
Petrovna is introduced into the story when she is seen watching from her window the
elderly women who sell goods at the market:

CTOHT OHH CO CBOHM TOBapOM y

BOpOT ptlH K a, TOJHIBI j n o ^ e n

n p O X O ^ T MHMO, im y T H H flyT, HO pe^KO KTO OCT3HOBHTCX XOTJI 6 w

npni^eHHTBCH.
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h to

npoK y b

Ha CTapyx H3 OKHa rorroro

tbkoh

T oproB Jie.

oTaxca h o b o t o

Tax .n yM aer,

flOMa HanpOTHB,

num #

H aTajn»a

rierpoBHa CopoKHHa.6

Natal’ia Petrovna does not feel a part o f their world, a world o f loneliness and financial
desperation. The ‘fabula’ quickly shifts to Natal’ia Petrovna’s current dilemma: having
never eaten in a restaurant before, she tells her husband that she would like to eat at a
restaurant before she dies. After several arguments, her husband finally agrees, but ruins
the evening by getting drunk and becoming belligerent with the waitress. After this
incident, the story skips into the future, after Natal’ia Petrovna’s husband has died, and
she has now become like the women she would watch from her window—a widowed
pensioner.
The ‘fabula’ o f this story is quite simple, focusing on a few specific incidents: the
marketplace where the elderly women sell their goods and the scene in the restaurant
involving Natali’a Petrovna and her husband. The ‘siuzhet’, on the other hand, explores
the deeper issues facing the elderly widows and, in particular, the concerns of Natal’ia
Petrovna. For example, after her husband’s negative response to her request to go to a
restaurant, Natal’ia Petrovna begins to reflect on the history of her relationship with her
husband, and recalls that she has lived in a state of constant fear of her alcoholic and
physically abusive husband for several years. After he dies, she wonders who is better
off—she, because she has been freed from her tormenting husband, or he, because he has
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left this cruel world. She comments: ‘PfHor^a a a a c e Bpo^e 3aBimoBajia: y Hee Bee
eme Bnepe;jH, k t o

3H aeT ,

oto

KaK TaM nonyHHTca, M o x c e r c MyKaMH.’7 Natal’ia Petrovna, like

many o f the protagonists o f Katerli’s realistic prose, does not solve her problems or
answer her questions. She simply resigns herself to a life of loneliness:
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The ‘fabulas’ o f ‘Starushka ne spesha’, ‘Sonia’, and ‘Zemlia bedovannaia’ also focus
on the lives o f the elderly. As with the ‘fabula’ o f ‘Solntse za steklom’, the ‘fabulas’ of
these stories focus primarily on the ‘byt’ o f the elderly in urban Russia. The lives of
these elderly people, like those o f the women in ‘Solntse za steklom’, are rather
monotonous and uneventful. For example, the first line of ‘Starushka ne spesha’ reads:
‘Cerojuw JIiim n MaTBeeBHa BCTaeT no pa^Ho p o b h o
noxa pa6oTana

b

b

mecn», KaK

B C T aB ana

b c io xch3 h b ,

CBoen byxrajrrepHH.’9 The rest o f the story focuses on Lidiia’s

Matveevna’s daily activities, as well as her thoughts of her son, who emigrated to
America.

The ‘siuzhets’ o f these stories are rich with introspection, exploring the

protagonists’ fears o f aging, as well as their thoughts o f past events.

For example,

‘Sonia’, primarily told in flashback, examines the eponymous character’s thoughts on her
life as a young woman. She remembers struggling to survive during and after World War
Two. She also remembers her relationship with a young man named Pavel, and how she
suffered terribly when he left her. Later, Sonia had discovered that Pavel had been
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arrested for being an ‘enemy of the people.’ She also recalls that, although she was
convinced o f his innocence, she declined to offer any help because o f the pain he had
caused her. It is unclear from the text, however, whether Sonia regrets this decision.
‘Zemlia bedovannaia’ is similar to ‘Starushka ne spesha’ and ‘Sonia’ in the simplicity of
its ‘fabula’ and focus on a few central characters. However, the two central characters in
‘Zemlia bedovannaia’ are men. Kepker and Gerasimovich are two eccentric elderly men
who live lonely and depressing lives. Gerasimovich dies at the end o f the story, and
Kepker is left to care for Gerasimovich’s cat and to ponder the meaning of his life and the
death o f his friend.
‘Utrata’ tells the story o f one woman, Valentina, who, like Martynov in ‘Proshchal’nyi
svet’ (‘The Farewell Light’) (1981), is coping with the recent death o f her mother. The
‘fabula’ takes place over a very short period of time, possibly two or three days,
beginning with the day o f or the day after her mother’s death, and includes various
episodes of Valentina seeking emotional support from her boyfriend, an alcoholic who is
unavailable and distant. Towards the end o f the story, Valentina begins to go mad,
though it is unclear if this results from her grief over her mother’s death or her
boyfriend’s rejection, or a combination of the two. The story concludes with Valentina’s
boyfriend arriving at her house, finding her in a depressed and emotional state. He
consoles her and tries to bring her back to health.
The ‘siuzhet’ o f ‘Utrata’, primarily told in flashback, explores Valentina’s feelings
about her mother, her childhood, and her boyfriend. In particular, Valentina recalls the
difficulty of growing up with a sickly mother. She remembers never being able to enjoy
her summer holidays or evenings with friends because o f her filial duties:
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The ‘siuzhet’ also addresses Valentina’s thoughts about growing up without a father.
Valentina remembers an incident when, as a young child, she visited her aunt and
overheard her talking about a man named Misha, who had left her mother when he
discovered that she was pregnant.

It is unclear why Valentina suddenly recalls this

incident, or, more importantly, what her reaction is to this revelation. Perhaps, because it
is too painful, Valentina, has kept this knowledge buried deeply within the recesses of her
memory. Finally, Valentina is troubled by her relationship with her alcoholic boyfriend,
who often ignores her. Like so many characters in Katerli’s prose fiction, Valentina does
not resolve her personal issues. She quickly pushes away any thoughts of the mysterious
Misha. Unable to deal with her mother’s death and her boyfriend’s rejection, Valentina
has a nervous breakdown.
Like ‘Utrata’, ‘Dolg’ tells the story of one woman, Tamara. The story’s ‘fabula’
explores the life o f Tamara, whose sole desire is to marry and have children. Shortly
after finding a suitable candidate for marriage, Tamara marries him and has a child. Soon
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afterwards, Tamara discovers that her husband has been unfaithful to her, and she decides
to divorce him.

Thus, like Natal’ia Kopeikina in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ (‘The

Barsukova Triangle’) (1981) and Ol’ga Ivanovna in I. Grekova’s Vdovii parokhod (Ship
of Widows) (1981), Tamara raises her son on her own, devoting herself entirely to his
welfare. Despite her selfless efforts, however, her son becomes a selfish and egotistical
person, who, as a young adult, commits a crime. Notwithstanding the evidence against
her son, Tamara refuses to believe he is guilty. Moreover, in order to save her son from
punishment, she commits peijury, testifying that she saw another person commit the
crime. The story ends with Tamara justifying her actions to herself—such is the duty of a
mother.

Unfortunately, the story ends here and there is no indication of the son’s

response to his mother’s testimony or what the consequences of peijury are to Tamara.
‘Piramid Tsukermana*, tells the story of Iosif Moiseevich, also known as Tsukerman.
The ‘fabula’ unfolds as Tsukerman wins a trip to Egypt, a place he has always dreamed of
visiting. Before leaving, he asks his best friend Valentin to marry his wife Anna if he
does not return. When Tsukerman does in fact go missing, Valentin and Anna are told
that, while on a day trip visiting the pyramids, Tsukerman was sitting on top of a camel in
order to be photographed when the camel ran wild, carrying its rider off into the desert,
never to return. After several years, Tsukerman is presumed dead. Valentin complies
with his friend’s wishes and marries Anna.

Valentin, however, is tormented by

Tsukerman’s mysterious death, and decides to travel to Egypt to discover for himself the
circumstances surrounding his friend’s disappearance.

The story is thus a murder

mystery, Katerii’s first, and may have been inspired by the current popularity of detective
and mystery novels in Russia.
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When Valentin travels to Egypt, he learns that, five years earlier, in the same year that
Tsukerman disappeared, a pyramid had been ransacked, and everything in it had been
stolen, including a mummy. The thieves had demanded a ransom o f one million dollars,
and when the police refused to pay, they supposedly discarded the mummy somewhere in
the desert.

After a long and exhaustive search, local archaeologists had found a

decomposed body, which they assume was the mummy, and had re-interred it in the
pyramid. Valentin believes that Tsukerman had died somewhere in the desert and that
the decomposed body was not the mummy’s, but rather Tsukerman’s. When Valentin
returns to Anna, he brings a piece o f sand near the pyramid, as a token of Tsukerman.
Both ‘Dolg’ and ‘Piramid Tsukermana’ have detailed ‘fabulas’. Their ‘siuzhets’,
however, are rather unclear, as the stories focus more on the details of the stories than on
the protagonists’ reaction to them. This is not true, however for all o f Katerli’s recent
prose fiction. For example, ‘Krasnaia shliapa’, like ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ and ‘Mezhdu
vesnoi i letom’ (‘Between Spring and Summer’) (1983) explores the life of one man, Iura
Miachin, discussing his thoughts and feelings about the significant women in his life: his
mother-in-law Alla Arkad’evna, his wife Irina, his mother, and his mistress, Iana. The
‘fabula’ o f ‘Krasnaia shliapa’ is rather disjointed, focusing on various events— some that
are related and some that are not—that take place in Miachin’s life over a period of a few
years. In actuality, the story is marked by two significant deaths—the story begins when
Miachin and his wife Irina return to St. Petersburg from New York to attend the funeral
of Alla Arkad’evna, and the story ends some time later, after the death of Iana.
The ‘siuzhet’, through a series o f flashbacks, follows Miachin’s thoughts and
reflections about various people and events in his life. In particular, the ‘siuzhet’ relays
270

Miachin’s special memories o f Alla Arkad’evna, whom he meets on a train journey to
Leningrad. After this first meeting, Alla Arkad’evna introduces Miachin to her daughter
Irina, and shortly afterwards, Miachin and Irina are married. We also learn a great deal
about Alla Arkad’evna, particularly, the fact that she had been a well-known and
respected doctor and that she raised Irina on her own. This information is most likely
told from Miachin’s point o f view, suggesting that he and Alla Arkad’evna had a rather
intimate emotional relationship, and explaining perhaps why her death affected him so
deeply.
The ‘siuzhet’ also explores Miachin’s relationship with Iana. Their liaison begins at
the birthday party o f his son, Aleksei. Aleksei had invited Iana, a fellow student at the
university, and shamelessly, Iana asks Miachin to dance with her, and the next evening,
the two begin seeing each other. Several months later, Miachin goes to Iana’s flat, but
she does not answer the door. After waiting for several hours, he becomes agitated and
worried, and frantically searches her favourite spots throughout the city, hoping to find
her. Unable to find her, he finally goes home. A few days later, Miachin learns from his
son that Iana had been a drug addict and that she died by overdosing on a bottle of pills.
The story concludes with Miachin deeply troubled by Alla Arkad’evna’s death, Iana’s
death, and by his ignorance o f Iana’s addiction.
Like ‘Dolg’, ‘Sonia’, and ‘Utrata’, “Sindrom “P”’ focuses on one female protagonist.
As with the ‘fabula’ o f ‘Krasnaia shliapa’, the ‘fabula’ of “Sindrom “P”’ is rather
disjointed, tracing the life o f the main character Tat’iana.

The ‘fabula’ begins by

describing Tat’iana’s humble beginnings in a country house, where she spends her first
years with her mother. After her mother’s death, the young Tat’iana moves in with her
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uncle and his family. Later, she decides to study medicine, and shortly after her arrival,
she meets her future husband, Valentin, with whom she lives and has a relatively
contented and peaceful life. “Sindrom “P”’ contains numerous digressions from the main
plot, including descriptions o f neighbours, Tat’iana’s first date, and growing up with her
aunt and uncle. Tat’iana recounts various incidents, often bringing her readers up to the
present day. ‘Ilponuio Ha CBeTe MHoro JieT. Her Ha CBere 6a6ymKH h

Tojih, Tera

IOjm Ha neHCHH, ^cbhohkh Btipocjm h noBBicicaKHBajiH 3aMy>K.,n
The ‘siuzhet’ of “Sindrom “P”’ is rich with reflection and introspection, exploring
Tat’iana’s psychological and emotional development. Tat’iana is strong, and at a very
young age, decides that she will endure and persevere through life’s difficulties. She
survives by denying her emotional pain and suffering. The title o f the story derives from
the name of a character, Pogankina, who had been a friend of Tat’iana’s mother when
Tat’iana was quite young. Early in her life, Tat’iana developed what she called “Sindrom
“P”’—the ‘P* signifying Pogankina—which was a method o f detaching herself from
difficult emotions and situations in life by shutting off her emotions. Tat’iana, however,
is an expert at self-deception. Despite her attempts to detach herself from pain, she is
constantly reflecting on her emotional and psychological state.

For example, she

comments on her married life:

Mli xoiBeM xopomo, cnoKOHHO. IlflTHaOTaTB JieT nponuio, a x
npoctmaflcb xaxcfloe yipo, pa^yiocB,
flOM,

hto

BajieHTHH... nomDuicji,

hto h
h

- 3^ecB, hto oto - moh

TenepB

ohh

A<}>aHacBeBHOH .zjpyxcHO totobot Ha KyxHe 3aBTpaK.12
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MapBeii

At the end o f the story, Tat’iana travels to Leningrad to visit her mother’s grave, where
she sees a woman who reminds her o f Pogankina. It is unclear whether Tat’iana sees the
‘real’ Pogankina, or whether she has created this event in her head.

Regardless of

whether this is ‘real’ or imagined, perhaps this event reflects Tat’iana’s desire to
terminate the “Sindrom “P”’ and finally face her emotional pain.
‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’ has a complex and fantastical ‘fabula’ and a political
‘siuzhet’, and represents Katerli’s return to fantasy.13 ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’ tells
the story o f one city that entered a contest to be named ‘The Best City’: ‘Mecana Tax 3a
nojrropa-^Ba

ro

HoBoro ro^a YnpaBJimonuiH Ham rocnomm Kpacr cobpaji Hapoa Ha

ueHipajiLHOH iuioma/ui...
CTaT b

jiyunmM ropoaoM

oh

b

yxa3aji,

hto

HaM npeacTaBHJiact pe/maHmaa b o 3 m o 3k h o c t b

rocynapcTBe.’14 If this city wins, Lord Minister Krast has

promised to place a beautiful pine tree in the central square and give presents to everyone.
Krast determines that the largest obstacle to his city winning this honour is the enormous
number o f unhappy people who inhabit the city, and decides to rid the city of these
negative and unhappy people, many o f whom are hospitalized with an illness known as
‘lovesickness’. The story describes Krast’s tactics to rid the city o f these and other
undesirables. He warns his citizens to be diligent and aware of these negative people, and
to inform the police o f all those who could possibly be deemed unhappy, and, above all,
to avoid falling in love.
The majority o f the characters in this story are city dwellers who appear to be
paralysed by fear. There are, however, a few significant characters, in particular, ‘the
Teacher’, who falls in love with Krast-the-Younger, Lord Minister Krast’s son. She soon
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finds in a dilemma, because she knows that she is disobeying the order of Lord Minister
Krast by falling in love, and, even worse, by falling in love with his son. As the two
grow closer, Krast-the-Younger confides in the Teacher, telling o f his unhappiness and
even ridiculing his father. Afraid o f encouraging such dangerous behaviour, the Teacher
begs him to be quiet. Disgusted with the Teacher’s conformity, Krast-the-Younger leaves
her. After being abandoned by the only man she had ever loved, the Teacher falls into a
deep depression.
As the Teacher is a prominent figure, Lord Minister Krast quickly becomes aware that
she is unhappy and he decides that he must punish her and make an example o f her. Not
long after, in a moment o f goodwill, Lord Minister Krast grants a pardon to those who
have been convicted o f being unhappy, on the condition that they come to the main
square prior to the time o f their sentencing. Relieved, the Teacher goes to the main
square, along with hundreds o f men, women, children, and elderly people. When Krast
appears, a commotion suddenly arises, and several of the people are crushed to death, the
Teacher being one o f them. Although Krast declares the death toll to be eleven, the
narrator, who appears to be one o f the city-dwellers, points out that the true figure was
closer to forty, all of whom were immediately buried.15 The story ends with the narrator’s
description o f the Teacher’s untimely death and an attempt to convince the reader that
peace and stability have resumed in the city, which allows it to carry the honour of being
known as ‘The Best City.’
The ‘siuzhet’ of ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’ is highly symbolic, open to a variety of
interpretations and readings.

Whether the city and its leader, Lord Minister Krast,

represent a specific city and mayor is unclear. Katerli stated in 1998 that the city in this
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story does not represent any one city in particular, but rather represents any city defined
by dictatorship and fear.16 The character Lord Minister Krast is not a full or developed
character. He is a type—the selfish and destructive political leader. He is evil incarnate.
The story is based on contrasts—the amoral Krast and the pure and innocent Teacher.
Whereas Kazhdvi polden’ na ploshchadi dealt with the importance of the author in
society, Tz zhizni luchshego goroda’ confronts the issue of dangerous leadership and its
effects upon the governed. Katerli does not offer any utopian alternative to the governing
practices o f this city, only examining the dangerous effects of dictatorship.
‘Poshlaia istoriia’ tells the story o f Viktor, his wife Vera and his lover Sveta. The
‘fabula’ of ‘Poshlaia istoriia’, like that o f ‘Piramid Tsukermana’ and “Sindrom “P”’, is
rather detailed, focusing primarily on Viktor’s affair with Sveta. The ‘fabula’ begins
when Vera falls ill and goes to the hospital. Sveta, a rather simple-minded, but kindhearted family friend, agrees to look after her home, which eventually includes looking
after Viktor. Viktor decides that he wants to extend the bounds of his relationship with
Sveta and says to her:

.H jnodmo Bepy... 5{ jnobmo ee, h OHa co mhoh CHacTjnrea h Bcer^a

6yaeT cnacTJiHBa!... Tenept cjie/ui 3a mbicjibio. .. Bepa jdoGht mchji
h xouer MHe ,no6pa. Koiyja jnobnniB, cnacTte jno6HMoro Bceiyja Ha
nepBOM MecTe. npoceKaenn*?... A Tenept cxaacn: KOMy mli c to6 oh
npHHHHHM 3JIO, eCJIH HaiHH OTHOineHHa CTaHyT... Hy, 6ojiee
6jm3KHMH? A?17
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Vera agrees, most likely out of fear or lack of judgement, rather than out of selfishness or
malice. Shortly afterward, Vera returns from the hospital and the guilt-ridden Sveta is
unable to face her. Viktor, on the other hand, is shameless, and can not fathom why
Sveta feels the least bit guilty. He thinks: ‘HepT c Hen! npimyMajia ce6e 6e3yMHyio,
poMaHTHHecKyio jnoboBB h cipaflaeT.’18 Sveta, however, can no longer keep the truth
hidden from Vera, and confesses, disclosing the additional fact that she is pregnant with
Viktor’s child. Viktor tries to deny it, and then adds:
flo n y c T H M :

6h j i

ecjm 6bi Aaace h

H eB H H M aT eneH ?

6 lu io h to - to ,

‘E c j i h

npn neM 3/j e c b

aaace... ^onycTHM. T o j i b k o

tb i?

Te6e njioxo

jk h jio c b ?

SI

HenacKOB?’.19 Unable to comprehend her husband’s lack of

remorse, Vera punches Viktor. However, while Viktor is in the bathroom cleaning his
bloody nose, Vera has a change of heart and decides to give her marriage a second
chance.
Two additional stories o f Katerli’s recent prose period, ‘Vozvrashchenie’ and ‘V-4’5221’, are closer to documentary prose than her prose fiction. ‘V-4-52-21’ is the telephone
number o f Katerli’s childhood flat:

‘ ...E c jih

a Habepy 3TOT HOMep, Tejie^OH 333b o h h t

b

npe>KHeH 3KH3HH, b crapon KBaprape Ha neTporpa^CKOH.’20 The story discusses Katerli’s
childhood, in particular, her thoughts about her mother: ‘MaMa 3aHHMajia b Moeii jk h 3h h
oueHb 6ojibinoe MecTO. Ho noHana a 3t o

to jh » k o

Tenepb.’21 As in ‘Kto ia?’ (‘Who Am

I?) (1995), Katerli describes her mother in ‘V-4-52-21’ as a strong, kind and moral
woman. At the same time, Katerli appears to be justifying the fact that her mother was a
member o f the Communist Party. Katerli explains: ‘HoBTopaio: He H3 CTpaxa, He H3
acejiaHHa yro^HTb, He noTOMy, h t o HHane He CTanyT nenaTaTb. He H3-3a Kycxa xjieba. He
to jh » k o

-

H3-3a Kycxa xae6a. HeT, 3t o
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6 bui

#onr. Tax Ha^o!’22

Similarly,

‘Vozvrashchenie’ tells o f a trip Katerli took in the summer of 1997 to Shar’ia, the town
where her mother was raised, to participate in a celebration honouring her grandfather.
Like ‘V-4-52-21’, ‘Vozvrashchenie’ is a nostalgic story, discussing Katerli’s love for her
mother, as well as her love for Russia.

THEMES
The themes o f Katerli’s recent prose fiction explore the dark and dismal side o f
contemporary urban life in Russia.

Each o f Katerli’s characters—in one form or

another—are confronted with discomfort, anguish, and misery.

Tat’iana’s mother in

“Sindrom “P”’, for example, is unable to find accommodation near her place o f work, and
must commute two hours each way.

Tat’iana remembers: ‘Y MarepH ee pafioTa

Bbirjnmejia xax MyueHHe, Ha^cajja, oifiHpaiomafl Bee
HOpMajitHO - nocjie

cmchbi xoahjih

chubi

6e3 ocTanca. ^pyrne

m j ih

6 o^ptie h Becejiwe, Konajmci. b cbohx oropo^ax,

HaaeBajiH k Benepy HapjmHMe njiarai, noxynajiH HOByio Mefient.’23

Other characters,

such as Tamara in ‘Dolg’ and Alla Arkad’evna in ‘Krasnaia shliapa’, are single mothers
who struggle—financially and emotionally—to raise their children on their own.
Although not faced with economic hardship, Miachin in ‘Krasnaia shliapa’ feels troubled,
alone and depressed. On his way to New York for a business trip, he remarks: ‘Hepe3
HecKOJiLKO nacoB oh 6 yaeT b Htio-HopKe! E cjih 6 m tojibko oh MorpaaoBaTbca...’24
Perhaps due to the recent rise in fascism and nationalism, as well as Katerli’s own
interest in these issues, the theme o f the ‘other’ or the ‘outsider,’ especially with regard to
racial prejudice and anti-Semitism, figure significantly in her recent prose fiction. In
particular, Katerli addresses the issue o f anti-Semitism in ‘Piramid Tsukermana’. After
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Tsukerman disappears, Valentin is interrogated by the police.

Since Tsukerman is

Jewish, the police presume that he may have been a spy for Israel, and Valentin, as
Tsukerman’s closest friend, may have been involved in Tsukerman’s Zionist espionage.
Valentin is disgusted with his interrogators, and refuses to cooperate: ‘...iuieBaji oh Ha
hhx, He nocaaflT, He TpuzmaTb ce^LMon, aaxce He “3acTOH”, a nepecrpoHKa, ycicopeHHe h

fleMOKpaTH3 aHHfl.’25 Katerli also addresses the theme of anti-Semitism in ‘Sonia’, when
Sonia, a Jew, recalls the 1930s and 1940s: ‘Ebiho BpeMX - BTnxoMomcy ^cajiejm, cnnTajra
nocTpa^aBmen, h He 3pa: b copoK aeBjrroM yBOjmjra npmca30M, He nocHHTajmcb hh c
ontrroM, hh c 3acjiyraMH, hh c opaeHaMH. BpeMH 6bdio TaKoe, Bcex, y Koro Henopa^oK
c iwthm nyHKTOM bbihhcthjih.’26
Katerli also addresses the theme o f ‘the outsider’ in ‘Krasnaia shliapa’.

Alla

Arkad’evna, an educated and intelligent woman, expresses the ‘scapegoat’ opinions held
by many Russians, that Russia’s problems can be attributed to ‘outsiders’.
comments:

‘Hanm’ - 3to Bee necTHBie, nopimoHHHe h noJie3Hi»ie oOmecTBy

JHOAH. ‘HHKaKHe’ - HHHTOXCeCTBa, KOTOptie H Bpe^a He HpHHHHXT,
HO HH nOJH»3I»I, HH paflOCTH OT HHX HHKOMy HHKBKOH, TaK HTO IiyCTB
xmByT ce6e caMH no ce6e, xcenaTejiBHO, rae-HH6y,m> no^ajitme. A
bot

‘He Hanm’ -

yOe^cneHHtie 6e3flejn>HHKH, nonpomaiiKH,

nLHHHnti h, pa3yMeeTca, bcx 3Ta cbojiohb. .. Bee aro 6buih Bpara.27

She

In ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda,’ the scapegoats are not geographical outsiders; they are
ideological outsiders. The narrator comments: ‘A Hobmh roa npH6jiH)Kajicji 6bicipo6bicipo, h CTaHOBHjiocb hcho, h to He flocTaHerca HaM 3BaHHe Jlynmero ropo^a, a
3HaHHT, He BimaTb no^apKOB.

h ejncn. A Bee H3-3a hhx!’28 Fearing that their city

might lose the ‘Best City’ contest, Lord Minister Krast declares:

Haao,

h to 6 b i jh o 6 o h

nopjmoHHbm ropoxcaHHH - naxpnoT H3flajm

Mor ycjiHmaTb, Kor^a eMy HaBCTpeny H^eT
cmoHTHeB. YcjitimaTb h H36eacaTb BCTpenH.

oahh

H3

0 6 o h th

3 th x ...

H3

CTopoHon.

Hyxcoe HecnacTbe - nnyica 3apa3Haa, b o t h t o h BaM cxaxcy. O t Hero
jiyume flepxcaTbCH no^ajiLme, 3anoMHHTe 3 to ^ o Komja
c b o h x ... IIo3TOMy o6memie c ... c h h m h He b Banmx HHTepecax...

3flOpOBaa HeHaBHCTb K TeM, HTO TOTOB C03HaTeJIbH0 HCnopTHTb HaM
npa3,zmHK h Bcero mumm*, AOCTHrna npeflejia.29

In response, many city dwellers divorce disconsolate spouses and throw elderly parents
out of the house.
In certain respects, Katerli’s treatment of the themes of anti-Semitism and
geographical or ideological ‘outsiders’ in her recent works is similar to her treatment of
these themes in her previous works. In particular, this is evident in the overtly prejudiced
behaviour and expressions of many of her protagonists and narrators. In ‘Sonia’, for
example, the eponymous character is referred to as ‘Crapon cyeTjmBOH eBpeiiKOH, b o t b
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neM 6e^a!’30 Even Sonia, like Lazar’ Katz in Treugol’nik Barsukova’, expresses little
sympathy for those affected by anti-Semitism, and even justifies her own persecution:

Cohx

B H flejia:

n p n iM T b ie

n ap ra eH

M epbi

BBi3Bain>i

cypoB on

HeoSxO ^H M O CTLK ), M H O IH e eB p eH H e CyMeJIH CTaTb IIO,ZyiHHHLIMH
HHTepHailHOHaJIHCTaM H.

H,

HTO

3 a x o T e j m ! .. . C h o h h 3 m -

s to

CTOHT nOAHKM aTb H tyM

H KpHK

aH TH ceM H TH3M a,

y B b i,

CaMOe

c|)aniH 3M,

OTBpaTHTeJILHOe

— He

Tyr H eT B o n p o c o B , h H e

H 3 -3 a OTfleJIBHMX npOBBJieHHH

H eH 36e3K H oro,

noxa

He

n o x o H H eH O

c

MHpOBBIM CHOHH3MOM.31

As seen above, Alla Arkad’evna in ‘Krasnaia shliapa’ and the narrator in ‘Iz zhizni
luchshego goroda’ express a ‘scapegoat’ mentality similar to that o f Antonina Bodrova in
‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and Valerii in ‘Chervets’ (‘The Worm’) (1990). The Jews and
other outsiders of Katerli’s previous texts have few advocates, forcing some, like Fira
Kats in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and Maksim in ‘Chervets’, to emigrate and flee their
oppressive environments.

Although anti-Semitism and other forms o f prejudice are

equally apparent in her recent works, there is one advocate to be found in her recent
works. In ‘Piramid Tsukermana’, Valentin, whose ethnicity is unclear, is disgusted with
the obvious anti-Semitism o f his interrogators. Valentin, however, appears to be the only
opponent o f anti-Semitism and bigotry, perhaps expressing Katerli’s belief that the bigots
and anti-Semites outnumber those promoting ethnic, religious, and ideological harmony.
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Three o f Katerli’s stories— ‘Krasnaia shliapa’, ‘Piramid Tsukermana’, and ‘Starushka
ne spesha’—address the issue o f foreign travel. In ‘Piramid Tsukermana’, Tsukerman
had dreamed for years o f travelling to Africa. It is ironic that Tsukerman’s wish leads to
his mysterious disappearance and supposed death, suggesting that the foreign land, in
addition to being exotic and fascinating, is also dangerous.

On the other hand,

Tsukerman’s supposed burial in a pyramid perhaps suggests that Tsukerman’s death and
burial as a king in Egypt is preferred to his life in Russia. In ‘Krasnaia shliapa’, Miachin
represents the social class o f ‘novye russkie’ (new Russians), who frequently travel
abroad on business. Miachin, in particular, travels frequently to America, and comments
both on the positive and negative aspects o f his travels: ‘B IIlTaTax eMy xchjiocb xopomo.
CnoKOHHO h KOM<j>opTHO. HpaBHJiacB paboTa, HpaBHJiHCB Kojuiera, yjnabHHBue,
KOHTaKTHbie, npocTtie pebjrra 6e3 bchhbix Hanmx KOMnneKcoB.’32 Thus, unlike ‘Piramid
Tsukermana’, ‘Krasnaia shliapa’ does not present the foreign land as dangerous or
mysterious. Rather, Miachin openly comments on the good aspects o f the foreign land
and foreigners. In addition, Miachin’s travels have changed his perceptions of Russia.
After returning home, he notices many negative aspects o f life in Russia, such as his dark
stairwell, which is probably dark because the light bulbs had been stolen. However,
despite the material comforts o f America, Miachin is never quite content with his life
abroad, and when he arrives at the airport in Leningrad after a business trip to America,
his first thought is ‘Xotcjiocb cxopee 0Ka3aTBca flOMa.’33 Like many Russian emigrants,
Miachin is unable to feel at ease outside of his native Russia.34
Foreign travel is only mentioned briefly in ‘Starushka ne spesha’, and does not figure
significantly in the story. Lidiia Matveevna’s son, Grisha, much to his mother’s chagrin,
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has emigrated to America. The reasons for Grisha’s emigration are never discussed; only
his mother’s responses are explored. As Nina Katerli remarks on the story: ‘T ojilko
ojnio rope TpeBoxcHT CTapynncy: rpmna coBepnmn npecTynjiemie, npeaaji Po/urny OMHipHpOBaji b AMepHKy. KoHeuHO, Tenept - JIimna MaTBeeBHa yBepeHa - oh oco3Haji
cbok) onm6Ky, MyqaeTCH.’35 The theme o f foreign travel is not new to Katerli’s prose

fiction, seen primarily in her two underground works—‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’ and
‘Chervets’. One character, Aleksandr Petukhov in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, travels for
business to Bulgaria, and like Miachin in ‘Krasnaia shliapa’, his travels make him aware
of the deficiencies of his own society. However, unlike Miachin, Aleksandr realises that
he can no longer live in Russia, and resolves to emigrate. None o f Katerli’s previous
main characters have the privilege o f simply travelling abroad for pleasure, like
Tsukerman in ‘Piramid Tsukermana’. For most of them, like Maksim in ‘Chervets’ and
Fira Kats and Aleksandr Petukhov in ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, foreign travel represents
the hope for a better life.
The th'eme of death also figures prominently in Katerli’s contemporary prose fiction.
Like the themes of anti-Semitism and foreign travel, the theme o f death is not new to
Katerli’s prose fiction.

Like the portrayal of death in Katerli’s previous works, her

contemporary works portray death as a powerful and destructive force. Many o f the
protagonists of Katerli’s recent prose are elderly, and think a great deal about death. For
example, in ‘Zemlia bedovannaia’, a story about two elderly men, one character
(Gerasimovich) dies, and the other (Kepker) appears to be doing everything he can to
avoid death. In addition to death, the story also deals with the issue of the after-life,
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which, like death, is depicted as a perplexing and unavoidable reality. The narrator
comments:

A

KeM

ohh

HajuinctK)

06a

f iy a y T

‘E o p y x

iio to m ,

xor^ a H cn e3 H eT h

Mop/jyxoBHH

K en x ep ’? ...

K ax

x o jim h k

hx

c

6y^ yr

Ha3BmaTB, h HyxcHBi j i h TaM B oofim e HMeHa? K ax BCTpeTflTca h
y3HaiOT jm
3eMJien...

ohh

B ot

a p y r a p y ra , xor/ta Tena o 6 o h x

cTaHyT yxce

xa x n e cTpaHHBie BonpocBi npnxo^HT b

ronoBy

HHoraa, h o OTBeTa Ha h h x Hcxan> He H yxm o .36

The narrator openly admits to having no answers to these questions, simply accepting
death and after-life as enigmatic realities.
In ‘Utrata’, Valentina reflects a great deal on the death of her mother, as well as
reflecting on death in general. Perhaps accepting the inevitability of death better than
Valentina; her boyfriend replies: ‘Hy - nero?

H to

TenepB?

BeH H O

hhxto

He

jk h b c t . ’37

Similarly, in “Sindrom “P”’, Tat’iana’s mother dies when she is a child, and it is this
event that shapes her entire life, making it difficult for her to love or trust another person.
Tat’iana almost personifies death, fearing, hating, and resenting it for taking away her
mother and destroying her life. When studying at medical school, she remembers finding
it difficult to work with corpses, in essence, to be so close to death. Years after medical
school, on her birthday, Tat’iana makes a house call to a sick and dying old woman, and
she realises that no one can avoid death. The story ends with Tat’iana’s annual visit to
her mother’s grave and her supposed sighting of Pogankina, perhaps symbolising
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Tat’iana’s desire to bid farewell to the “Sindrom “P”’—her system of self-deception and
denial— and to bid a final farewell to her mother, as well as her own fear of death.
Death is also a significant theme in ‘Krasnaia shliapa’, which, as stated earlier, is
marked by two deaths—the death o f Alla Arkad’evna and the death of Miachin’s lover,
Iana. Ironically, Miachin appears to grieve more for his mother-in-law, than her daughter
does. Miachin reflects:

CHflHM

H

He

f la n e ,

B flOMe, TJJfi OHa npOJKHJia BCK) 3KH3HB. Ho flOM y5Ke He TOT.

noTOMy,

h t o x o j i o ^ h o h rpH3HO,

Ajieimca pa3 BO^HH h

xo3HHKa. HacoBceM. H

He

rom

3^;eci> Hejn>3H n p o a o jm a T t

6tmajio, Kor^a Bee JieTOM Ha

TaKoft xjieB... A H3 3Toro flOMa yimia

Hcne3 c Hen BMecTe. 3flecB HeT jsym a,

x c h t b . . . 38

In addition, Miachin is constantly tormented with images of his mother, who had been
killed when Miachin was a baby, as she was crossing the street, while holding the baby
Miachin in her arms:

IIpoKjiHTaH KpacHaa nunm a, KOTopaa

bck>

CTpainHBix c H ax ... B flOMe

HHicoiyta He 6 b u io KpacHOH

hh

y

koto

m jia n ti... H jm 6 tu ia ? /JaBHo, Koiyja

Oh noM H H T,

oh

3KH3h b MepenjHTca

6 bui

cobccm

H jm 3 t o to jh » k o x a a c e T c a , h t o n o M m r r ?

M aT epH , M a n * -

b

K pacHO H m j i a n e

n o n eM y -T O 6 o h t c h 3 t o h n u m n » i.

c

6 o jh > iiih m h

H kphhht
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b

ManeHBKHM?

Oh Ha p y x a x
n o jm iH .

o t y a c a c a h t o c k h . 39

y

Oh

Death has taken three significant women from Miachin: his mother, his mother-in-law,
and his mistress. Even more tormenting to Miachin, like the narrator in ‘Treugornik
Barsukova’, is the fact that he feels responsible for these deaths. Is he responsible for his
mother’s death? Did she die protecting him? Why was he not aware of his mother-inlaw’s illness? Could he not save her? Why was he not aware of Iana’s drug problems?
If he had known, could he have saved her? Unfortunately, Miachin never resolves these
issues. For him, death is not only a destructive force, but also something he contributed
to.
The theme o f love figures significantly in Katerli’s recent prose fiction. Like the
portrayed o f love in Katerli’s fantasy works, love in her recent works is unrequited,
unhealthy, and destructive.40 In ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’, love, or more specifically,
love-sickness or unrequited love, is not only criticised; it is a punishable offence. Thus,
the inhabitants o f this city are brainwashed to believe that love is unreal. Lord Minister
Krast cofnments: ‘Ti><j>y! Jho6 oBb -

oto

cnacTte, Bee 3HaiOT,

b

KHHrax HanncaHO.’41

Anna in ‘Piramid Tsukermana’ has a very cynical view o f love. She recalls that she did
not marry Tsukerman because she fell in love with him. On the contrary, while at a party,
she proposed to him as a joke, and when he refused, her pride compelled her to convince
him to marry her. Tamara in ‘Dolg’ has a similar outlook on love. After divorcing her
husband, Tamara refuses to have a relationship, despite the numerous proposals by men
that she works with or that she meets while on holiday. Like Polina, Tamara prefers to be
independent. The narrator comments:
3aBHceTb o t

‘J I io S o b b

ce6 fl.’42
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- 3aBHCHMOCTb, a OHa npHBtiKjia b o Bee

Self-deception is another significant theme in Katerli’s contemporary prose fiction.
Many o f Katerli’s characters are only able to cope with their various difficult
circumstances by deceiving or lying to themselves.

For example, Tamara in ‘Dolg’

refuses to believe that her son is a criminal. When she lies under oath to save her son
from prison, she tells herself: ‘HenpaBflM Tyr He 6 y jx e ? HHxaxon, noTOMy h t o ,
kohhob,

hto

He Baxmo, BHflena OHa o t o

coS c tb c h h h m h

Bee 6 h j i o HMeHHO Tax. A BHflejm ^pyrne,

rjia3aMH h j m npocTO

x o to pu m

b

xomje

tohho

3HaeT,

OHa BepHT.’43 In ‘Iz zhizni

luchshego goroda’, the city dwellers learn to deny feelings, fears, and intuition.

In

‘Sindrom ‘P’, as stated above, Tat’iana develops the “Sindrom “P”’—a system o f
denying and suppressing her emotions. Thinking about her mother’s death, she reflects:
‘MHe BCK) 5KH3HL HyECeH 6uJI TOJH.KO O^HH HeJIOBeK. H . .. XBaTHT 06 3TOM.’44

Similarly, in ‘Poshlaia istoriia’, Viktor refuses to see any fault in his relationship with
Sveta, and believes that Vera’s angry reaction—punching him in the nose—is unjustified:

'B

BaHHOH KOMHaTe OH CMBUI KpOBB, H3MOHHJI XOJIOflHOH BO^OH

n o n o T e H u e , B e p H y jic a h J i e r H a ^ B a H , 3anpoK H H yB r o j i o B y . . .

Moxzty npoHHM,

m oxcho

h

yMepeTb, ecjiH xpOBOTeneHHe He

ocTaHOBHTca. Ho eii iuieBaTB, 3axptuiaci»
HT06i»I

nOMOHL,

‘Tax,

n03B0HHTb

B

b

cnajiLHe

HeOTJIOJKXy.

b m c c to t o t o ,

^CeCTOXOCTb,

He6jiaroaapHOCTi> - 3a6LHia, xax o h 6eraji x Hen b 6oju>HHHy, b
3apa3HB»m 6apax. Tjiynaa 6a6i»x peBHocn..’45
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Viktor is not the only character who deceives himself. After Vera calms down, she
realises that she has been blind to her husband’s egoism, and recalls a conversation she
had with her father just before marrying Viktor:

rioKOHHHH o T e u c o K p y m a jic a :

‘H t o

^ e j ia e m t ?

Oh

ace n o m ju n c,

300 JI0 rHHeCKHH 3TOHCt! O bpaT H BHHMaHHe, C KaKHM BOCTOprOM OH
ecT , Bcer,zta c x B a iH T Jiyu n m H K ycoK ’ ...

A T enept

h t o ? / f a , o T e n 6 b iii

n p a B , BHzten t o , n e r o OHa H e x o T e n a BH,zten».46

Despite her revelation or new-found awareness of her husband’s deficiencies, she
resolves to stay married to Viktor.

Vera also realises that the only way she can

accomplish this is to forget, to deny that Viktor ever had an affair with Sveta: ‘Hano
n o c K o p e e 3a6i>m» b c io y r y z ty p a iu c y io HCTopHio. H a o iT b Kax p a H tm e . T o h h o H e 6 m jio
H H n er o .’47

It is unfortunate that Vera does not use her discoveries of her husband’s true

nature to* liberate herself. Perhaps for Vera, as for many of Katerli’s protagonists, the
familiar—even if it is harmful or unpleasant—is better than the unknown.

NARRATION
The narrative style o f Katerli’s recent prose fiction blends many narrative techniques o f
her previous works, such as shifting point of view, first-person narration, ‘skaz’, and
omniscient third-person narration.

The omniscient third-person narrator of Katerli’s

contemporary prose fiction, however, is more bold, direct, and opinionated than the third-
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person narrator of her previous works.

For example, in ‘Zemlia bedovannaia’, the

narrator remarks:

)Khji IleTp r epacHMOBHH (Tor^a eme Hhji)
AOMe xpacHoro xHpmiHa

b

b

HedojibmoM

nepeyjnce HenoAajiexy

xchjiom

ot hhhhoh h

CTporofi yjffluu BoHHOBa h 3araAOHHOH h onacHoii yjmijbi KaaaeBa.
BnponeM, HacneT Toro, dyATO OHa onacHaa, (})aKT Toace He Bnojrae
npoBepeHHBiH,

h , bo3m oxcho,

ajw Kenxepa OHa h onacHa, jum Hac

ace c B 3m h - Man* pOAHaa.48

Later in the story, the narrator comments:

‘K o h c h h o

Ho HHTaTejn* BOBce He o 6 a3 an pacnycKan,
A oacH B aioT c b o h
oahhokhx

Bex

b

ace, 3 Ta HCTopna ceHTHMeHTajiLHaa.

heohh

- ox, AecxaTb, xaxaa acaaocTb:

xaxoM-To napimiBOM aoMHmxe, HaBepHoe, 6e3 yAodcra, ABa

3a6pomeHHtix CTapHxa. Moji, deAHbie, HecnacTHtie, Aodpbie crapHXH. ’49

Similarly, in ‘Starushka ne spesha’, the narrator remarks: ‘Becejn»m

to h

TpHiimHbix

nnceM He odMaHbraaeT J I h z h h o MaTBeeBHy. HecnacTHbra, rjiynbm ManbHHx! .’50 Later,
the narrator comments: ‘Cennac MHorae c odpa30BaHHeM, h o xyjn>Typbi HHxaxon!’51
At times, it is difficult to discern whether Katerli’s third-person narrator is a distant
being, unrelated to the action o f the story, or whether the narration is more akin to ‘skaz’,
as if the narrator is actually a character in the story. For example, in ‘Solntse za steklom’,
the narrator simultaneously defends Natal’ia Petrovna and confronts the author:
‘Ilo3BOJibTe, aBTop. Ra b u

h to , b

caMOM /jene? Podxaa, 3adHTaa cTapyxa, noxopHaa, xax

ABopHara. CodcTBeHHOMy Myacy He CMeeT cnoBa cxa3 aTb.’ 52 It is unclear who exactly this
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narrator is meant to be.

Perhaps it is Natal’ia Petrovna’s suppressed subconscious

feelings and thoughts. The ‘skaz’ is also seen in the use of such words as ‘us’ and ‘we’.
For example, in ‘Solntse za steklom’, the narrator comments: ‘Korzta nejioBex hum
6e3pa3JiHHeH, 3a6oTBi ero, o6hzjbi h ztaaee HecnacTBH Bcer^a xa3xyTca nycTHKOM,
epyimoii, a nepeHCHBamra - rnynon namiKOH.’53
Katerli’s use of ‘skaz’ is also seen in ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’. The narrator of
this story appears to be a city dweller. At the beginning of the story, the narrator
describes the fact that the city only has one road: ‘HaM #o otoh zjopora ztena HeT, mbi eio
He nojiB3yeMca, OTxyzta OHa B3JUiacB h xyzta zteBaercfl, He HMeeM nomrnix. nopjiztOHHBm
nejioBex Ha Hee He CTynaeT. /Ja h Boo6iu,e CTapaeMca He BBie33xaTB H3 Hamero Topozta.’54
The narrator’s use of ‘we’ clearly identifies him or her as an inhabitant of this nameless
city. But this narrator is not simply an average person. He or she also knows the history
and background of the city and its inhabitants. The narrator says about the Teacher:
‘Hazzo BaM cxa3aTB, h to k zmazmara rozjaM cTajia OHa HacToxmen xpacaBHizen:
TOHeHBKafc, CTpofiHaa, rna3a CHHue, bojiocbi TeMHBie, zviHHHBie, menKOBHCTBie. M hothc
y Hac Ha Hee 3anwz£>iBajiHCB.’55 The narrator also comments:

npaB^a,

ozjhh

H3 OTBeprnyTBix BjnobjieHHBix, npBimaBBiH

Hamero CMOTpHTejw Omorepa,
3a^BHJi,

hto

bchho

cbih

bojieiomHH MajwpHeft, Bztpyr

nyBCTBO ero yracjio, Ha 3Ty razpoxy eMy nnxaTB,

CTajio 6 bitb, o h T en ep B caM Bm cnacTjiH BBiii
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nenoBex Ha CBeTe.56

h,

narrator is meant to be.

Perhaps it is Natal’ia Petrovna’s suppressed subconscious

feelings and thoughts. The ‘skaz’ is also seen in the use of such words as ‘us’ and ‘we’.
For example, in ‘Solntse za steklom’, the narrator comments: ‘Kor/ja

n e jio B e x

HaM

6e3pa3JiHHeH, 3a6oTBi ero, o6h#bi h aaace HecnacTBa Bcer^a xaxcyTca nycTaxoM,
epyH^OH, a nepOKHBamw —rjiynon naHHXOH.’53
Katerli’s use of^Aaz^s also seen in ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’. The narrator of this
story appears to be a city dweller. At the beginning of the story, the narrator describes
the fact that the city only has one road: ‘HaM

ro

sto h floporn aena h ct, mbi eio He

nonB3yeMca, OTxyqa OHa B3XJiacB h xyaa AeBaeTca, He HMeeM nomrnw. nopaflOHHBm
nejioBex Ha Hee He CTynaeT. Ra. h BOoSme crapaeMca He BBie3>xaTB H3 Hamero Topo^a.’54
The narrator’s use of ‘we’ clearly identifies him or her as an inhabitant of this nameless
city. But this narrator is not simply an average person. He or she also knows the history
and background of the city and its inhabitants. The narrator says about the Teacher:
‘Haao BaM cK33aTB, h to k .zmaOTara roaaM cTana OHa HacToameii xpacaBHnen:
TOHeHBKda, cipoHHaa, rna3a CHHne, bojiocbi TeMHBie, AJmHHtie, mejncoBHCTBie. MHorae
y Hac Ha Hee 3arjw^BiBajiHCB.’55 The narrator also comments:

npaBfla, oah h H3 oTBeprayTBix BmoSneHHBix, npBimaBBm cBra
Hamero Cmotphtcjw O m orepa, bchho 6oneiomHH MajwpneH, B^pyr
3aaBHJi, hto nyBCTBO ero yracno, Ha 3Ty ram oxy eMy nnxaTB, h ,
CTajio 6 bitb, o h TenepB caMBm CHacTjmBBm HenoBex Ha CBeTe.56
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As stated earlier, the narrative style o f Katerli’s contemporary works also utilises
shifting the point o f view between the third-person narrator and the central protagonist.
‘Utrata’, for example, begins with the commentary o f an omniscient third-person narrator,
remarking on Valentina’s dilemma o f whether she should telephone her boyfriend and tell
him that her mother died:

3aTO Tenept OHa HMeeT npaBo no3BOHHTi>. Kohchho, He chio

MHHyry, ceimac... Ckojilko TaM? HeTBeprb rorroro? Bot cbojiohb,
TtMymaa tbmb, TpaHcnopTa HHKaicoro, TaKCH He noHMaeim>, oto
3HaHHT -

nenncoM Ha neTporpa^cKyio, Ha MOCTy, kohchho

BeTpHH^e... YTpOM MOXCHO n03BOHHTb, pOBHO B ^eBHTL... Ha
3aKOHHOM ocHOBamra: ‘Y Merai HecnacTte, CKOHHajiact M art.’57

Later, Valentina’s perspective is heard, as she wonders what she should do with her
mother’s'body: ‘Hy

h hto

^ejiaTL?... PtmaTb y Tena?... C noxopoHaMH, ^onycTHM,

noMoryT He pa6oTe.’58 Katerli’s use of shifting point of view allows her to show various
points of view, adding depth and complexity to the narrative.
Perhaps reflecting a growing feminist consciousness, “Sindrom “P”’, a type of
abbreviated ‘Bildungsroman’ about one woman, is told in first-person narration, as the
central protagonist, Tat’iana, explores the events that shaped her life: the poverty o f her
childhood, her first date, her mother’s death, her education, and her marriage. The story
begins with Tat’iana’s memories o f her childhood. At time, the narrative voice appears to
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be the voice o f the young Tat’iana, rather than the adult looking back and reflecting on
her childhood. For example, Tat’iana remembers her first date:

He noHTH BenepOM b KJiy6 a He Morjia hhk3k. Bo-nepBBix, obemaaa

Bace, a HapymaTB o6emamia

uojuio.

KpoMe Toro, npomaacB, Baca

CKa3aji, h to eMy Hyaaio co mhoh cepbe3H0 noroBopHTB. H
OTKa3L»iBan>ca o t 3Toro, MoaceT, rnaBHoro b xch3hh pa3roBOpa a He
cobnpajiacB.59

At other tim es, it appears as if the story is told in flashback. For exam ple, after her
mother dies, Tat’iana goes to live w ith her uncle, and remembers: ‘i l aouia b MocKBa, b
^aUHHOH ceM te, b CoieojiBHHKax. TaM a oKommjia nncojiy, MeAymumme, a noTOM
HHCTHTyT. Mbi 3KHJIH ^pyXCHO B TeMHOH ftByXKOMHaTHOH KBapTHpe, rzte Hac 6bIJIO naTb

HejiOBex.’60 Similarly, Tat’iana reflects:

SI... flaBHO 3aMyaceM, inecTHazfflaTBiH ro^. SKuBy ot^cjibho, co

CBoen ceMben - c MyaceM h ero Marepbio Mapbeii A<|>aHacBeBHOH.
Myac CTapme MeHa Ha ABajmaTB Tpn ro^a, mbi noacemuiHCB, xor^a
eMy 6buio naTBflecaT. JJprefi. y Hac HeT.61

Thus, it is unclear whether the narrative style of “Sindrom “P”’ is meant to be viewed as a
diary or journal of Tat’iana’s life, chronicling the significant events in her life as they
occur, or whether the story is simply the memories of an adult.
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CHARACTERISATION
The characters o f Katerli’s recent prose fiction, like those of her previous works, are
varied. They range from the very cultured and educated to the uncouth and illiterate. For
example, Tamara in ‘Dolg’ is a simple, working class woman, who

KyjiLTypa

He

b o / j h h x K im r a x . IIpaBfla... B o o 6 m e - T o HHTaTb,

KOHeuHO, jho6 ht, ho n p e ^ n o H H T a e T b ochobhom n p o
o c T p o c ro a c e T H tie , noT O M y hto TaM

-

jhoah,

a He

BOHHy h

xjhohhkh.62

Other characters are educated intellectuals, like Valentin in “Sindrom “P”’, who divorced
his first wife, because she neither shared, nor appreciated his love and thirst for
knowledge. Some characters are poor, like Tat’iana’s mother in “Sindrom “P”*, and
others are wealthy, like the successful Iura and Irina Miachin in ‘Krasnaia shliapa’, who
frequently travel abroad on business. Nevertheless, all of these characters are ‘sovki’
(average Soviet people). Despite the fact that democracy and capitalism have replaced
communism, Katerli’s characters have maintained a Soviet mentality, and many find
themselves unable to cope with the social, cultural, and political transformation o f their
country.
As seen in Chapter Four, Katerli’s realistic prose dealt with the ‘female experience’,
focusing on realities o f women’s lives in Russia. However, most of her realistic prose
works, like ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’, ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’ (‘Coloured Postcards’) (1986),
‘Mezhdu vesnoi i letom’, ‘Zhara na severe’ (‘Heat in the North’) (1988), focus primarily
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on one introspective male protagonist. By comparison, in Katerli’s contemporary prose,
female protagonists outnumber the male protagonists, perhaps, as stated above,
suggesting a growing interest in the ‘female experience.’ Katerli presents her female
protagonists as enigmatic creatures, full o f inconsistencies and contradictions, who are
often the sources of their own suffering. Thus, it is difficult to say whether Katerli’s
growing interest in the ‘female experience’ necessarily indicates a growing feminist
consciousness, primarily because the portrayals of her female protagonists are often less
than favourable.

Many of Katerli’s female protagonists are ‘babushki’ (literally ‘grandmothers’, but
figuratively ‘elderly women’). On the one hand, Katerli portrays these elderly women as
pitiable creatures, who have to survive the harsh realities of life in Russia. In ‘Starushka
ne spesha’, for example, the narrator comments on Lidiia Matveevna’s life as a pensioner:
‘3aBTpa JI. MaTBeeBHa nonyHHT cboh eaceMecauHbie mecrtflecaT mm> py6jien. Copox
jieT craaca, oto BaM He myTOHKn! He oueHt-TO rycTO, ho kto acajiyerca?’63 Other elderly
women, such as the protagonists in ‘Solntse za steklom’, must work at the local market in
order to supplement their pensions. In addition to financial difficulties, many of these
elderly women feel forgotten by their families and generally disregarded by society. This
sentiment is clearly expressed in the fantastical story ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’, where
thoughtless children kicked their elderly parents out of their houses: ‘B ara ,ohh pe3KO
B03pocjio KOjrauecTBO pa3BOflOB: co3HaTejn»Htie BecenLie Myacta BtiCTaBHjm 3a nopor
nnaKCHBbix aceH, He noaeejiaBiimx B3aTt ce6a b pyxn. Mhooim ^aace npmmiocb
OTKa3an»ca o t ynpaMtix cTapHKOB. PoflHTejieiL A hto no^ejiaemt? /Jpaxjitie jho^h
6biBaioT Ha yAHBJieHHe Hy^Hbi, b oco6eHHOCTH cTapyxn.’64
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Katerli also portrays the stereotype o f the old woman as caretaker. For example, in
‘Krasnaia shliapa’, when Alla Arkad’evna first meets Miachin, she takes one look at him,
notices that the buttons on his light-coloured shirt are sewn with black thread, and
immediately presuming that he is single, she takes pity on him. If he had a woman in his
life, Alla Arkad’evna thinks, she would have mended his shirt with the correct colour of
cotton wool. Perhaps it is at this moment, when she decides that he must marry her
daughter, Irina. Ironically, however, it is Alla Arkad’evna rather than Irina who looks
after Miachin, and it is Miachin, in fact, who appears to mourn the death o f Alla
Arkad’evna more deeply than Irina. At one point in the story, Miachin learns that Alla
Arkad’evna is ill, and he immediately rushes to her house. However, when Miachin
arrives, Alla Arkad’evna notices that Miachin looks ill, and begins to look after him,
forgetting about her own illness. Perhaps by portraying her elderly female characters
generally either as victims o f the system or as wise and caring individuals, Katerli is
challenging the traditional Russian stereotype o f the elderly woman, who, as Rosalind
Marsh has noted, is ‘generally presented in grotesque, caricatured terms.’65
Many of Katerli’s female protagonists, as stated above, are contradictory and
paradoxical.

For instance, in ‘Utrata’, Valentina has no interest in marrying her

boyfriend, but at the same time, she has an emotional breakdown because he ignores her.
Tat’iana in “Sindrom “P”’ unreservedly describes her first sexual experience, which,
contrary to the image o f the pure and modest virgin, she is eager to experience. She
remarks: ‘Ecjm nepBtm nouejiyn 6bui c k 3 khm-to JIonyxoM, to noneMy 6 u He nepBaa
hohb c KpacaBiteM JlemKOH? Ha^o xce K o r/ja -T o . .. ’66 Later, Tat’iana falls pregnant by a

government minister, who asks her to marry him. Despite the fact that he would be a
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perfect match, Tat’iana knows that she does not love him, and refuses his marriage
proposal and has an abortion. At the same time, however, after finally marrying, the
supposedly liberated and free-thinking Tat’iana tells her husband that she would rather be
a housewife than continue working as a doctor. Her submissiveness becomes so extreme
that, after a discussion in which she contradicts her husband and he becomes angry, she
vows never to interrupt him again.67

Tamara in ‘Dolg’ likewise behaves in a contradictory manner. On the one hand, she is
a free-spirit, who, unlike Maia in ‘Polina’ and Inga in ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’, divorces her
husband because of his infidelity. When she discovers that he has been unfaithful, she
boldly tells him: ‘Tm 6h nocoBeTOBaJi CBoeu jnoboBHHije cxpoMHee /jyxaMH
nojn>30BaTT>cfl.’68 On the other hand, Tamara is easily manipulated by her son, and, as
discussed above, agrees to perjure herself in court in order to save him. The narrator
comments on Tamara’s behaviour: ‘A y TaMapti - CBoe, a o j i t nepea pebemcoM, / j o j i t Ha
bck> 3KH3HB,

flo nocjie,zniero

a h h . ’69

In ‘Poshlaia istoriia’, when Viktor denies Vera’s

accusations of infidelity, she punches him on the nose. This seemingly self-assertive act
is diminished when Vera resolves to forget the affair and stay married to Viktor.
Katerli’s women are anything but liberated. They are a mass of contradictions. They are
strong and weak, antagonistic and submissive.
As stated above, Katerli has fewer male protagonists in her contemporary works than
she does in her previous works, and unlike the flawed but somehow redeemed male
protagonists of her previous works, the men in her recent works generally have no
redeeming qualities. In ‘Solntse za steklom’, for example, Natal’ia Petrovna’s husband is
an alcoholic and a physically and emotionally abusive tyrant. The narrator comments: ‘C
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MyaceM HaTajiLH IleTpoBHa pa3roBapHBajia pe/uco, noTOMy h t o nycTon 6 pexHH HmcojiaH
IleTpOBHH pe3K0 He npH3HaBaji. /JaBaji,
Kor^a 3aKJieHBaTi» Ha 3HMy oKHa h j ih

kohchho,

- h to

yKa3aHna:

h to to to b h tb

Ha o 6 e/j,

JiaMnonKa b nepe^HeH nepecnyp xpicafl h h

k

neMy, Hazio KynHTt flBazmaTHiraTH cBenoByio.,7° Many of Katerli’s male protagonists are
unfaithful to their wives, such as Tamara’s husband in ‘Dolg’ and Viktor in ‘Poshlaia
istoriia’. Viktor’s infidelity, in particular, is presented as an expression o f weakness and
egoism:
Cjiabuii,

‘O h

Be/p> He

bot

3 j io h , b cymHOCTH.

H oneHt xoneT

ayM arb, h t o

nopjmoHHMH...

rnaBHoe, oSoxcaeT ce6 a, moGHMoro, BKyCHeH&xoe: xceHnmH, nHBO,

KpacHByio 3KH3HB, xcapeHoe Mflco

c

KpoBLK) . . . ’71 Many o f her male protagonists are

alcoholics: Natal’ia Petrovna’s husband in ‘Solntse za steklom’, Valentina’s boyfriend in
‘Utrata’, and Gerasimovich in ‘Zemlia bedovannaia’.

Katerli’s contemporary works

comment on the current state o f Russian society, and do not evolve into an intentional
feminist exercise in disparaging or criticising her male characters. In the 1990s, her focus
simply appears to have shifted from men to women, exploring various types o f women:
elderly women, strong women, single mothers, submissive women, among others. As a
consequence, her depiction o f male characters is not as complete as in her previous
works.

CONCLUSION
Nina Katerli’s contemporary prose fiction embraces the freedom and experimentation
heralded by today’s generation o f Russian writers and reflects the eclectic blend of
writing styles and genres currently flooding the Russian literary scene. On a thematic
level, Katerli’s recent prose grapples with many current and ‘popular’ issues, such as

inflation, drugs, and female sexuality.

Moreover, one of her contemporary works,

‘Piramid Tsukermana’ is a murder mystery, which, as stated earlier, is currently a popular
literary genre. Finally, the themes o f Katerli’s contemporary prose fiction question many
of the accepted ‘truths’ o f Russian and Soviet society, namely that anti-Semitism does not
and never did exist and that the elderly are well-taken care o f by the state, which
corroborates Nadya Peterson’s apt comment:

Deconstruction of Soviet myths in recent literature mirrors the
collapse of the ideological edifice supporting the structures o f the
Soviet state. It is inevitable that fiction writers of today would bid
farewell to the Soviet experience and would search for new
experiences and new ways for expression.72

In many respects, however, Katerli has refrained from completely embracing a number
of current and popular literary trends. Despite her interest in the ‘female experience’ and
the number o f female protagonists in her contemporary prose works, she has not adopted
the graphic depiction o f bodily functions as seen in New Women’s Prose.73 In addition,
Katerli has not completely ‘bid farewell to the past.’ Her contemporary works are not
only a blending of many current literary trends; they also appear to be a blending o f her
own literary techniques—both past and present. For example, having abandoned fantasy
for almost a decade, Katerli returned to fantasy with ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’, which
supports N.N. Shneidman’s statement regarding ‘older’ Russian writers writing in the
post-perestroika era: ‘Today most writers o f the older generation continue to produce
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narratives similar in style to their earlier works.’74 In many respects, Katerli has come
full circle—returning to fantasy. In addition, Katerli’s two documentary prose works—
‘V-4-52-21’ and ‘Vosvrashchenie’— evidence a renewed interest in autobiographical
writing, and, in particular, in themes related to her childhood and her relationship with
her mother, as seen in ‘Kto ia?’ (‘Who Am I?’) (1995) and ‘Odin iz variantov’ (‘One o f
the Variations’) (1996). As always, Katerli’s writing style is full of contradictions and
inconsistencies, as well as a visible desire to set herself apart from the mainstream.
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CONCLUSION
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In assessing Nina Katerli’s career, Deming Brown has concluded that Katerli does not
display ‘tendencies with sufficient prominence to warrant an exclusive categorization.’2
In once sense, Brown’s comment is accurate. For the last thirty years, Nina Katerli has
written in a range of genres, including fantasy and realistic prose fiction, autobiography,
political and human-interest articles, and underground works. Since the late 1980s, she
has been a political activist, both in the courtroom and in the press, against fascism and
anti-Semitism in Russia. In addition, Katerli has eschewed all labels and classifications,
with the exception of ‘shestidesiatnik’, even at the risk of remaining on the literary and
cultural fringe. In another sense, however, Brown’s comment completely misses the
point: it is Katerli’s very ‘unclassifiability’ that has made her such an unusual writer and
such an interesting object of study.
Katerli’s ‘unclassifiability’ may have its roots in both personal and literary
considerations. As discussed in Chapter One, Katerli was bom and lived her formative
years during the time o f Stalin, an era when falling (or being placed) into the wrong
category could result in dismissal, imprisonment or death. Just as a chameleon changes
its colour as a means o f camouflage and, hence, survival, so might Katerli’s shifting of
genres have been a means of maintaining her artistic—and perhaps even personal—
freedom. For example, it is uncertain whether Katerli published fantasy stories purely
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due to aesthetics, or rather because only the guise of Aesopian language and fantasy
offered her themes sufficient camouflage for her works to be published. As stated in
Chapter Two, Katerli’s decision to write fantasy was most likely influenced by both
aesthetic and political reasons.
Political practicalities, notwithstanding, I would argue that Katerli’s ‘unclassifiability’
is the result o f a conscious artistic choice. In a recent interview, Katerli stated that she
has never written for a specific audience. Rather, she claims, she writes to ‘cnpaBHTtca
co

cbohm h

co6cTBeHHtiMH

fleMOHaMH*.3

However, despite Katerli’s aversion to

classification and despite the variety in her writing, it is possible to identify recurring
themes and literary techniques. Just as a chameleon can change its colour but not shape,
so are there many features in Katerli’s writing that have adapted and changed over the
years while certain constants exist; in fact, it is the otherwise variable nature of Katerli’s
writing which makes these constant features all the more prominent.
The characters o f Nina Katerli’s prose fiction are ‘sovki’, average Soviet men and
women. They are neither grand nor epic. Rather, Katerli’s characters resemble the petty
bureaucrats of Nikolai Gogol’s Petersburg stories and the urban dwellers o f Iurii
Trifonov’s works.4 In addition, Katerli focuses primarily on the inner world o f her
characters, on their concerns, hopes, anxieties, and joys. This is evident in the thoughts
and reminiscences o f the young woman in ‘Okno’ (‘The Window’) (1977), the soul
searching o f Martynov in ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ (‘The Farewell Light’) (1981), and the
introspective reflection o f Miachin in ‘Krasnaia shliapa’ (‘The Red Hat’) (1996). In this
respect, Katerli’s writing resembles alternative prose writing. As Robert Porter has noted
of alternative prose:
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At a most fundamental level, Russia’s alternative prose has achieved
a great deal...Yet the finest accomplishments of this school have
been in the area of personal liberation in the broadest sense; the
individual with all his contradictions and imperfections, now holds
centre stage.5

In addition to exploring the inner world o f average Soviet people, Katerli’s prose
fiction explores the outer world o f her characters. The drama of the outer world is not
played out in the grand salon, the courtroom or the battlefield, however, but in the realm
of ‘byt’ (everyday life). Again like Iurii Trifonov, Katerli’s presentation o f the numerous
details of daily life demonstrates an awareness o f her surroundings. The majority o f her
stories take place in Leningrad or Moscow, where she portrays ordinary people in
ordinary situations. So, for example, while the characters of ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’
(‘TheBarsukov Triangle’)

(1981) deal with issues such as death, adultery, and

emigration, they do so within lives circumscribed by standing in queues and struggling to
put food on the table. Carl Proffer writes that Katerli’s characters, like other characters of
Soviet prose fiction in the 1970s and early 1980s,

try to do things in the face o f resistance, but it is seldom that their
tests are anything more than the tests of everyday life and Soviet
‘byt’...put before them.

They are ordinary people trying to do
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something hard—live...it’s as if ‘byt’ were the central Russian
problem and the determinant o f character.6

Thus, notwithstanding Katerli’s statement in a 1994 interview that she is not a ‘byt’
writer, her prose fiction contains many elements o f both ‘byt’ literature and urban prose.
At the same time, however, Katerli’s style or use o f ‘byt’ and urban prose in certain
essential respects differs from that o f many ‘byt’ and urban prose writers. For example,
Katerli’s ‘byt’ does not include the historical and political themes of Iurii Trifonov’s
writings, nor do her stories present only the negative aspects of life.7 Rather, many of
Katerli’s characters seek beauty, love, and happiness in the midst o f their difficult
circumstances.

The grandmother in ‘Proshchal’nyi svet’ expresses this sentiment:

‘JIioGobb k 3KH3HH- OHa Be,zu> He caMOM-TO flene h ecn> caMaa nocjie^nM Hama mo6oBB,
KOTopaa

“ h SjiaaceHCTBO h 6 e 3 H a A e m io c T B ” . ’8

Katerli’s characters also deviate from

many o f the typical characters o f urban prose, which, according to David Lowe, ‘revolves
around the intelligentsia.’9 Many of Katerli’s characters, such as Tamara in ‘Dolg’ (‘The
Duty’) (1989) and Ivan in ‘Doroga’ (‘The Road’) (1981), are simple folk, unenlightened,
or uncultured.
Katerli’s characters are flawed and often commit terrible acts out of weakness. At the
same time, many o f her characters are kind, loving, and selfless.

Whether Katerli’s

characters are adulterers, like Dorofeev in ‘Tsvetnye otkrytki’ (‘Coloured Postcards’)
(1986), pathetic figures like Kuvaldin in ‘Yrvshch’ (1981), or devoted wives and
mothers, like Masha in ‘Zhara na severe’(‘Heat in the North) (1988), Katerli portrays
most o f her characters with compassion and with an understanding of their situations and
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dilemmas.

Grief and sadness in Katerli’s world are caused by uncontrollable

circumstances or understandable human weakness, rather than by moral turpitude arising
from free will. Katerli portrays the vile and negative behaviour of her characters as the
consequences o f a life full o f difficulties and struggles that drive these characters to
courses o f action which they might not otherwise pursue. In essence, the chaos and
upheavals o f life have driven them to desperate measures. Thus, Katerli’s perspective is
more that o f a compassionate observer trying to understand her characters’ pain than o f a
judge seeking to condemn their actions.
Thus, Katerli’s works exude a humanistic spirit, perhaps reflecting o f her selfidentification as a ‘shestidesiatnik’. As discussed in Chapter One, the ‘shestidesiatniki’
advocated change, but did not initially look beyond or outside socialism or the Soviet
system. Many writers sought ‘socialism with a human face’ and in this respect militated
for reformation rather than revolution. When, however, as a result o f Leonid Brezhnev’s
stagnation neither reformation nor revolution occurred, many ‘shestidesiatniki’ fell into
disillusionment and despair. Katerli states that her response to stagnation was to distance
herself from political concerns and to become a ‘humanist’, and, in her writing, to focus
exclusively on the lives o f average Soviet people.

For Katerli, then, the term

‘shestidesiatnik’ would appear to be more a philosophical than a literary affiliation.
Consequently, her self-identification as such may explain some of her humanistic themes,
but sheds little light on her literary techniques.
Another significant aspect of Katerli’s prose fiction is her use of fantasy. Although
Katerli was primarily occupied with fantasy in the 1970s, she continued to incorporate
fantastic elements into her subsequent writing periods. In her realistic prose period, for
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example, Kuvaldin in ‘Yrvshch’ communicates with birds and Rastorguev in
‘Nes’edobnyi drug Rastorgueva’ (‘Rastorguev’s Inedible Friend’) (1982) believes that his
pet pig can converse with him. Perhaps the best example of Katerli’s ‘return’ to fantasy
is in her 1996 story ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’ (‘From the Life o f the Best City’).
Katerli’s use o f the fantastic, as well as her sudden shifts in chronology, locale, and her
use of skaz narration, convey a certain sense o f confusion and mystery, perhaps, like
Andrei Siniavskii, in response to the enforced didacticism and simplicity o f socialist
realist literature.
Despite Katerli’s continual rejection of the label ‘feminist’, her depiction o f many
numerous male and female protagonists evidences a sensitivity towards the plight of
women in Russia and the Soviet Union.10 Many of her stories are filled with images of
women as victims o f men’s adultery, cruelty, and abandonment. For example, in ‘Zhara
na severe’, Gubin has a holiday romance with the nai've Liza, and then carelessly
abandons her. In ‘Treugol’nik Barsukova’, Anna Tiutina’s husband is unfaithful to her
and leaves her for a younger woman, and in ‘Poshlaia istoriia’ (‘An Indecent Story’)
(1997), Viktor has an affair with his wife’s friend. In ‘Utrata’ (‘The Loss’) (1991),
Valentina, who is grieving the recent loss o f her mother, is neglected by her alcoholic
boyfriend.

When asked why many of her male protagonists are negative and

disagreeable, Katerli responded:
cymecTByioT. il

tohho sto

nmny o

jh o ^ h x

3Haio, Tax xax BH/jejia h x

Taxoro rana, noTOMy

c o 6 c t b c h h i >i m h

hto

ohh

rjia3aMH.’n In this

respect, Katerli may not have been interested in ‘re-naming the world’, recalling Gayle
Greene’s definition o f feminism, but was fearless in taking the preliminary step of
‘naming’ the world she knew with all o f its sadness, cruelty, and injustice.
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In the last few years, however, Katerli has become increasingly receptive to feminism.
As stated in the Introduction, after speaking at the 1993 ‘Women in Russia and the
Former USSR* Conference in England, Katerli stated that she might have always been a
feminist without being consciously aware o f it. In a 1995 interview, she stated: ‘51 He
<|>eMHHHCTKa, ho CHMnaTH3Hpyio <J)eMHHHCTHHecKOMy ^BH5KeHHK).’12 Recently, in a 1998
interview, she explained that when she first began writing (in the late 1960s), she thought
that women’s prose was ‘second class’, and therefore sought to distinguish herself from
what many critics refer to as ‘damskaia proza’ (ladies’ prose). Now, however, she has
concluded that she cannot deny her womanhood, and believes that it has affected her
writing, primarily the way in which she views the world. As stated above, Katerli’s
sympathy towards women is evident in her prose fiction, as well as in her non-fiction
articles about elderly women.
Moreover, an evolving feminist consciousness may arguably be evident in her later
works, in particular, in ‘Polina’ (1984) and ‘Sindrom “P”’ (‘Sindrom “P”’). In these two
stories, for example, the female protagonists are sexually liberated. Polina refuses to
marry and have children, and Tat’iana in ‘Sindrom “P”’ chooses to have an abortion and
live on her own, rather than marry her lover and have his child. In this respect, some of
Katerli’s works reflect certain trends in New Women’s Prose, in which, as Helena
Goscilo has noted: ‘Perhaps the single greatest innovation...is its discovery of the body
as an authenticating locus o f female experience and a source o f powerful rhetoric.’13
Similarly, as Teresa Polowy has noted:
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Contemporary Russian literature now has a small body o f iconoclastic
texts by women authors who present their heroines through nonstereotypic points o f view and engage in non-traditional life-styles
which give a fuller and more complete picture of women’s lives in
late Soviet and post-Soviet Russia.14

While two stories cannot be used to characterise a writing career spanning three decades,
nor to establish a definite trend in a writer as stylistically elusive as Katerli, it is possible
that in the characters o f Polina and Tat’iana, a ‘renaming’ of Nina Katerli’s world may
have begun.
How then does Katerli’s prose fiction figure in the tradition o f Soviet and Russian
women’s writing? Like many Soviet and Russian women authors, Katerli’s plots and
themes focus on the everyday lives o f average Soviet people, confirming Nicholas
Zekulin’s statement concerning contemporary Russian women writers: ‘There is a
striking Coincidence between the themes they [Russian women writers] treat and the
official concerns of the day.’15 Stylistically, Katerli’s stories are told primarily in third
person narration with interior monologue, which as Catriona Kelly has noted, is
reminiscent o f women’s writing in the 1890s and 1900s.16 The most significant similarity
o f Katerli’s prose fiction with that o f other women writers lies in her combination of
fantasy and reality, or, what Kelly has called ‘realism’ and ‘anti-realism’. Kelly writes:
‘The most stimulating and diverse writing of post-thaw women writers has had a re
examination o f the binary opposition between ‘realism’ and ‘anti-realism’ at its base.’17
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For the most part, Katerli’s prose fiction resembles that o f the older generation of
women writers, such as I. Grekova and Natal’ia Baranskaia, rather than the ‘new wave’ of
women writers, such as Liudmila Petrushevskaia, Nina Sadur, and Valeriia Narbikova, or
formerly dissident writers like Irina Ratushinskaia and Iuliia Voznesenskaia.18 It is
Katerli’s perennially humanist concerns that bear a striking resemblance to the critical
realism o f I. Grekova’s Vdovii parokhod (Ship of Widows) (1981) and Natal’ia
Baranskaia’s Nedelia kak nedelia (A Week Like Any Other Week") (1969). At the same
time, however, perhaps Katerli’s eternal themes of love, compassion, and understanding
are more typical of the ‘shestidesiatniki’. At times, she appears to write with the pen o f a
feminist, and at other times she seems to write like a ‘shestidesiatnik’. Although Katerli
displays some features o f ‘New Wave’ women writers and New Women’s Prose—
namely a depiction of female characters as victims of their male counterparts, and a frank
portrayal o f the sexual behaviour o f some o f her female protagonists, as stated above—
she does not embrace the eroticism and hyper-realism of such writers as Liudmila
Petrushevskaia and Valeriia Narbikova.19 Is it possible then, to classify Katerli as a
feminist or a feminist writer? True to her (non) colours, the chameleon Katerli does not
fit neatly into any one category, and should simply be understood as a writer who
combines a multitude o f styles, techniques, and themes—including feminist themes—
without adhering to a specific political or literary agenda. Thus, as some might wish to
classify Katerli as a feminist, Elaine Showalter writes: ‘The pages o f the ongoing history
o f women’s writing will have to give up the dream of a common language and learn to
understand and respect each sister’s choice.’20
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In many respects, Katerli, like many o f the writers known as the ‘forty-year-olds’, can
be seen as a social commentator and a chronicler of the post-Stalin period.21 Deming
Brown has written o f the ‘forty-year-olds’:

As interpreters for the most part o f a period (the 1970s and early
1980s) in which social stagnation had deprived their countrymen of
belief in the future and fostered attitudes of futility and cynicism,
they wrote largely about individuals who had learned to adapt to a
way o f life they could not hope to change, the means by which such
individuals made the necessary accommodations.22

Katerli confronts such political and social themes as anti-Semitism, the plight o f the
elderly, emigration, and economic difficulties. As Deming Brown has noted of Nina’s
Katerli’s prose fiction in particular:

The world o f Nina Katerli is authentically Soviet Russian in its
social, psychological and moral dimensions; although many o f her
stories have elements of the fantastic, even these are fundamentally
realistic in their characters and settings. Her writing is factual and
critical, but it is also compassionate and leavened with humor. Her
stories constitute a sensitive chronicle of life in the post-World War
II Leningrad and in general, in the complicated late twentieth
century.23
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In this respect, it is possible to see the similarities between the themes of Katerli’s prose
fiction and the concerns o f her non-fiction and autobiographies.
The difficulty of classifying Katerli or o f placing her within one specific literary
movement or genre does not, on the other hand, make her a stylistic innovator. While
remaining on the fringe o f various literary movements, she has adopted and utilised
themes and literary techniques similar to those o f other writers from various literary
movements. In this respect, Katerli can be seen as one whose personal and artistic
development has reflected rather than influenced the development o f the Russian and
Soviet cultural intelligentsia from the 1950s to the 1990s. As has been discussed earlier,
many of Katerli’s writings call to mind the works of such writers as Vladimir Makanin,
Iurii Trifonov, I. Grekova, and Natal’ia Baranskaia. In addition, Katerli’s works often
seem to resemble ‘byt’ literature, urban prose, New Women’s Prose, and alternative
prose.
Katerli has commented that, in her mid-sixties, she finds herself at the end o f a
journey. Having spent years as a chameleon, changing both her political and ideological
beliefs, as well as her writing styles, she states that she has come to rest, that she has,
perhaps, ceased being a chameleon. She writes:

B cBoeii 2KH3HH h nepenrpajia mhoxccctbo pojien... noxoace ohh

3aKOHHHjraci> ... h Tenept n CBoSo^Ha, b Mnpe c co6oh h
fleHCTBHTeJILHOCTBK). ECTL TOJIBKO 3KH3HL... B 3TOH HOBOH 3KH3HH
6ojn>me cbo6oabi h MHpa.24
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Katerli has lived and pursued a literary career in one of the most difficult and turbulent
periods in Soviet and post-Soviet history. Following the fall of the Soviet Union, many
Soviet and Russian writers experienced a crisis of creativity, finding it difficult to re
orient themselves in a society where the writer no longer appears to be needed to perform
the duty of ‘conscience o f the nation’. As David Gillespie has noted:

Literature too is at a crossroads, for the traditional civic role o f the
writer has now all but vanished. As society democratizes, the gulf
between the rulers and the ruled narrows, and so the place the writer
occupies in that gulf—an alternative government as Solzhenitsyn
memorably put it—becomes increasingly invalid.25

Katerli, however, does not appear to have experienced a crisis of creativity. Since she
began publishing in the early 1970s, she has continued to write and publish. Thus, on the
surface Katerli can be seen to have made a smooth transition from a Soviet to a postSoviet writer.

On the other hand, as stated earlier, Katerli has in the main been a

chronicler of the post-Stalin period and much of the emotional impact of these works
arises from the fact that Katerli has seen the world of her characters ‘with...[her] own
eyes’ and therefore can portray it so accurately and intimately. Her works have depicted
the world o f the ‘sovok’ in its political, sociological, and psychological manifestations. It
is a flawed world filled with flawed people, a Golgotha in the form o f queues, petty
jealousies, betrayals, drunkenness, indifference and loneliness.
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But it is also a place

where, amid the suffering, true serenity, compassion and human dignity—redemption—
can be achieved.
Like many of the characters o f ‘Barsukov Triangle’, though, the world in which Nina
Katerli was raised and lived has disappeared.

Katerli was a faithful and powerful

chronicler o f that world, but her most recent stories evidence a certain distance from the
contemporary generation and its world. Many of Katerli’s recent stories, such as ‘Zemlia
bedovannaia’ (‘The Profited Land’) (1989), ‘Starushka ne spesha’ (‘The Old Woman
Slowly’) (1989), ‘Sonia’ (1995) and her most recent and as yet unpublished story ‘Tot
svet’ (‘That World’) depict the lives o f elderly pensioners, who reminisce about their
lives as young people and struggle to survive on their pensions, but the works have little
to say or show about the lives o f the rest of the population.
On a stylistic level, Katerli’s most recent works evidence a ‘return’ to many styles of
her earlier prose fiction periods, rather than an experimentation with new or innovative
techniques. For example, as stated above, after having apparently abandoned fantasy in
the 1970s, Katerli recently published ‘Iz zhizni luchshego goroda’, one o f her most
fantastical stories. In addition, two o f Katerli’s most recent stories— ‘V-4-52-21’ (1997)
and ‘Vozvrashchenie’ (‘The Return’) (1998)—are both autobiographical/documentary
prose stories.

Similarly, when Katerli first began writing, she wrote semi-

autobiographical stories about both her and her husband’s childhood.

Thus, Katerli

appears to have come full circle, returning to fantasy and returning to autobiography.
Whether this return represents the ‘second childhood’ that precedes the end, or whether it
represents a new beginning, only time will tell. But, Katerli is still relatively young, and
has many years ahead o f her to write and pursue both her political agenda and her literary
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interests.

Some of Katerli’s latest works evidence a developing Russian feminist

consciousness that promises to make contributions to women’s issues and women’s
literature.

Whether Katerli will take an active part in this development, of course,

remains to be seen. Katerli herself has stated that there are ‘no more roles...only life.’
But, if she is a woman who has made a life out of playing roles, why should she be
believed? And, if she is a writer who has enlightened and entertained by playing such
roles, why should we wish to believe her?
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