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Abstract

Svetlana Aleksievich is a contemporary Belarusian author whose works
straddle the divide between Soviet and post-Soviet time. Based on
tape-recorded interviews with eyewitnesses to events of historical and
political significance, such as the Chornobyl’ nuclear disaster and the
Soviet-Afghan war, her works can be considered a hybrid form of
journalism and fiction. This form of writing, where the statements of a
multitude of individuals are selected, processed and arranged by a
single author, raises important questions about representation and

authorial agency.

Focusing on Aleksievich’s fifth book, Chernobyl’skaia molitva:
khronika budushchego (Chernobyl Prayer: A Chronicle of the Future)
[1985], this MA thesis examines the unresolved tension between the
voices of the eyewitnesses and that of Aleksievich. Its aim is firstly to
contextualise and conceptualise the question of authorial agency in
Aleksievich’s writing in general, and secondly to examine the concrete
textual manifestations of authorial agency in Chernobyl’skaia molitva.
The thesis will explore the extent to which Chernobyl’skaia molitva
displays a clear political bias through the ideological position that its
implied author occupies in relation to the narrators. Moreover, it will
show that in its thematic insistence, Chernobyl’skaia molitva presents a
specific eco-critical perspective on the nuclear accident, a particular
interpretation of the relationship between the Soviet state and its

citizens, and a specific view on issues related to the possibilities of



language to adequately communicate an experience — points which,
contrary to the implicit assertion of the text of being the product of a
multitude of authors, can only be attributed to a single consciousness.
Thus, this thesis argues that Chernobyl’skaia molitva performs two
separate functions: “giving a voice” to the witnesses of the event and,

through these voices, presenting a particular “message” or “worldview”.



Transliteration and References

Unless otherwise indicated, all quotes from Chernobyl’skaia molitva:
khronika budushchego refer to the most recent edition of the work,
published by Vremia in 2016.1 When referring to the Chornoby/’
accident or the city of Chornobyl’, | transliterate from the Ukrainian. In
the third section of chapter one, | quote extensively from Bakhtin’s
Problemy poetiki Dostoievskogo. In order to make the reading of my
text more fluent, | cite the English translation, providing the original

Russian in parenthesis where necessary.

! Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, Chernobyl’skaia molitva :
Khronika budushchego, (Moskva: Vremia, 2016).
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Introduction

In 2015 when Svetlana Aleksievich was awarded the Nobel Prize in
literature, the committee citation read: ‘For her polyphonic writings, a
monument to suffering and courage in our time’.? It is interesting to note
that the committee stipulates the multi-voiced nature of Aleksievich’s
work as one of her principal literary achievements. Basing her books on
tape-recorded interviews with historical eye-witnesses, Aleksievich is
widely seen as a writer who “gives a voice” to other people. Consisting
of statements produced by one subject (the witness) and subsequently
selected and arranged by another (the writer), Aleksievich’'s work
challenges our understanding of authorship and authorial agency. As

Lev Anninskii comments:

Tak NogKoLUEH »XaHp, Tak Aep3ko OOHOBNEHO camMo NMoHsATME 06
aBTOPCTBE: OT MOBECTU K MOBECTM BCECBETHAas crnaBa
nucaTenbHULbI pacTeT, MeX TEM Kak TeKCTbl ee Ha AEBSIHOCTO
OEBATb NPOLIEHTOB NpuHaanexaT agpyrum niogam! 3T1o - nepeas

3aragka.s

The fact that the names and in some cases professions of the

interviewees are given at the end of each monologue, akin to individual

2 Sara Danius, 'Press Release', (2015).
3 Lev Anninskii, 'Oglianut’sia v slezakh', in Knizhnoe obozrenie, (1998),

(p. 80).
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signatures, reinforces the implicit claim that the text is being faithful to
what the interviewees actually said. In other words, the text identifies
the interviewees as authors, i.e. as agents who produce the text. Thus,
Chernobyl’skaia molitva presents itself as a collective text produced by
a multitude of authors. At the same time, it manifests the distinct
thematic interests and biases of a single consciousness. As | will argue,
Chernobyl’skaia molitva displays a clear political bias through the
ideological position that its implied author occupies in relation to the
narrators. Moreover, in its thematic insistence, it presents a certain eco-
critical perspective on the nuclear accident, a particular interpretation of
the relationship between the Soviet state and its citizens, and a specific
view on issues related to the possibilities of language to adequately
communicate an experience — points that can only be attributed to a

single consciousness.

This duality between, on the one hand, the multitude of authors
and, on the other hand, the interests and biases of the single
consciousness, does not necessarily imply an overt conflict.
Chernobyl’skaia molitva performs two functions simultaneously: “giving
a voice” to the witnesses of the event and, through these voices,
presenting a particular “message” or “worldview”. By what criteria then
can we distinguish between these two functions? This question can be
conceptualized in terms of an opposition between, on the one hand,
what we may conditionally call “neutrality”, and tendentiousness on the
other. Vladimir Golstein, for instance, criticises Aleksievich for precisely
this, saying that her books are seriously flawed by a conflict between

2



their ‘formal polyphony and their monologic message’.* Sergei
Oushakine notes that it is difficult to determine whether a witness’s
particular recollections are included in the text because of their mere
referential reality, or because of what they communicate within the
meaningful structure of the text: ‘CnoxHo ckasaTb, YeM OHM BbI3BaHbI
— pearnbHbIMY BOCMOMUHAHMAMU NN NOTPEBHOCTLIO NOAYEPKHYTh

abcypaHoCcTb Npovcxoasiuero’.®

The aim of this MA thesis is firstly to contextualise and
conceptualise the question of authorial agency in Aleksievich’s writing
in general, and secondly to examine the concrete textual manifestations

of the intentional agency in Chernobyl’skaia molitva.

In the first section of Chapter One, | discuss the tension between
the historical and novelistic in Aleksievich’s writing, and the implications
of this for the relationship between author and narrator. This
relationship will then be further contextualised by looking at the tradition
that Sivakova calls ‘HoBasi JoKyMmeHTanbHas nuTepatypa’.’ In particular,
| discuss the imperative of ‘letting the witness speak’ which is at the
heart of this tradition. The resultant multi-voiced nature of Aleksievich’s

work will then be analysed by using Bakhtin’s notion of literary

4 Vladimir Golstein, 'Svetlana Aleksijevitj — Sovjetintelligentians rost',
(Stockholm: Karneval forlag, 2015), (p. 23). ‘Svetlana Alexievich — The
voice of the Soviet intelligentsia’ was written for a Swedish audience
and has not been published in English. All translations of this text are
mine.
5> Sergei Oushakine, 'Oskolki voennoi pamiati: Vse, chto ostalos’ ot
takogo uzhasa?’, NLO, 93 (2008).
6 N.A. Sivakova, 'Funktsii avtora v povestvovatel'noi strukture novoi
dokumental’noi literatury', Izvestiia Gomel’skogo gosudarstvennogo
universiteta imeni F. Skoriny, (2006), 76.
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polyphony as a theoretical framework to assess her narrative
strategies. The discussion of polyphony in Aleksievich’s work, as we will
see, is essentially a discussion of authorial agency and control. In
connection with this, | will discuss the trial in 1993 where Aleksievich
was accused of having misrepresented her interviewees in Tsinkovye

mal’chiki (1991), her third book.

In Chapter Two | will discuss the function of the author (rather
than a conventional narrator) in Chernobyl’'skaia molitva as a medium
for the telling of other peoples’ experiences, and the obscured presence
of the author within the monologues attributed to the witnesses. Here, |
will provide a theoretical framework for addressing the role of the author
in Aleksievich’s work. First, | will outline the problematic questions
surrounding the concepts of intention and interpretation in narrative
fiction, discussing the authorial intentionalism proposed by E.D. Hirsch
and Roland Barthes’s critique of the Author. | will then discuss Wayne
Booth’s concept of the implied author and its applicability to the

intentional agency in Chernobyl’skaia molitva.

Chapter Three will be wholly devoted to an analysis of the textual
manifestations of authorial agency in Chernobyl’skaia molitva. In the
first section, | will demonstrate how the text displays a clear political
bias through the ideological position that its implied author occupies in
relation to the narrators. Section two discusses the recurrent motifs of
Chernobyl’skaia molitva, analysing the thematic insistence that
emerges in the cumulative emphasis of the many testimonies. In the

third section, | will examine the juxtapositions in Chernobyl’skaia
4



molitva, which can also be seen as manifestations of the single
authorial agency. Specifically, | will look at two of the most frequently
recurring juxtapositions in the book: first, that between “official”
discourse and spoken language; second, the juxtaposition between, on
the one hand, witnesses with higher education, and older members of
the rural population on the other. In the concluding section of Chapter
Three, | will analyse the relationship between the authorial monologue
and the monologues of the witnesses. Discussing the superior position
that the author-figure occupies in relation to the witnesses, | will show
how her voice guides our reading of the witnesses’ monologues. By
examining these aspects of Chernobyl’skaia molitva, | will demonstrate
the ways in which a single consciousness asserts itself through the

multitude of purportedly independent voices.



Chapter 1: Research Context
Fact or Fiction?

The Chornoby!’ disaster has been treated in political, historical,
environmental, technological and social studies as well as in fiction,
such as the American novel The Sky Unwashed (2000) which tells the
story of a Ukrainian woman who remains in the contaminated area after
the evacuation.” Although all treat an authentic historical event, the
content itself cannot define the fictional or factual nature of such works.
Chernobyl’skaia molitva presents itself as a historical source which,
akin to a collection of historical documents, collates and gives access to
primary sources. To further distinguish itself from historical fiction which
has extensively covered the Chornobyl’ disaster, Chernobyl’skaia
molitva does not include any of the usual disclaimers of fiction, which

for instance The Sky Unwashed has:

This is a work of fiction. While, as in all fiction, the literary
perceptions and insights are based on experience, all names,
characters, places, and incidents are either products of the
author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. No reference to any

real person is intended or should be inferred.®

" Irene Zabytko, The Sky Unwashed, (Chapel Hill, North Carolina:
Algonquin Books, 2000).
8 Ibid. p. Preliminaries.



On the contrary, like a factual text, Chernobyl’skaia molitva is based on
the assumption that “nothing is invented”. It is interesting to note that
the Library of Congress classifies the work under ‘Environmental
Pollution’, while the Hallward Library at the University of Nottingham
categorizes the book with works on ‘Environmental Disaster’. Indeed,
Chernobyl’skaia molitva gives us important historical information about
the disaster, both about its particularities and its historical context. The
testimonies of which the book consists — assuming that these be
deemed factually reliable — contribute to the clarification of the
circumstances around the accident and provide insights into the
workings of Soviet structures. Taken as a totality, they can be read as a
historical interpretation of the event, as they give answers to the
guestions that a historian might ask, such as: How was the evacuation
handled? Did the government inform people of the dangers of high-
level radiation? Was safety a paramount issue in the operation of
Soviet nuclear power stations? What was the accident’s impact on
health?® However, despite this obvious focus on the historical, the work
also flaunts its own textual manipulation and structural devices which
would be unusual in conventional historical studies. More important
than content, therefore, in considering its factual or fictional dimension

are the work’s structural properties and its thematic focus.

9 These are some of the question asked by the Canadian historian
David Marples in David Marples, 'Chernobyl: A Reassessment’,
Eurasian Geography and Economics, 45 (2004).
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The problematic classification of Aleksievich’s work has been
noted in most reviews and critical studies. In a preface to the first
edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso (1985), the Belarusian writer Ales
Adamovich suggests a number of possible genre definitions for this
book: ‘magnitafonnaia literatura’, ‘ustnaia istoria’, ‘epicheski-khorovaia
proza’, ‘dokumental’noe samoissledovanie’, ‘sobornyi roman’, ‘roman-
oratoria’ — and goes on to conclude: ‘Pa3 CToNbKO BapuaHTOB, 3HAYUT,
BCe ellle He NPOSICHUINOCH, He BO3HUKIO, He HaraeHo cnoo’.? This
ambivalence has persisted ever since. Books covers, blogs, hewspaper
articles and the author’s website put forward various suggestions as to
the appropriate description for Aleksievich’s writing, such as
‘zhurnalistika’, ‘non-fikshn’, ‘roman golosov’, and ‘roman-svidetel'stvo’.
Genre definitions suggested in scholarly research include ‘testimony’,*!
‘polifonicheskii roman-interv'iu’,*? ‘zhanr molitvy’? as well as the more
general ‘khudozhestvenno-dokumental’naia proza’ and

‘dokumental’naia povest”.

10 Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, U voiny ne zhenskoe litso,
(Moskva: Pal'mira, 1985), p. 49.
1 Johanna Lindbladh, 'The Problem of Narration and Reconciliation in
Svetlana Aleksievich’s Testimony Voices from Chernobyl™, in The
Poetics of Memory in Post-Totalitarian Narration, ed. by Johanna
Lindbladh (Lund: Centre For European Studies at Lund University,
2008), pp. 41-53.
12 |iisa Liiski, 'Kolme kertomusta valkovenalaisesta
nykykirjallisuudesta’, in Tuntematon Valko-Venja, ed. by Arto
Luukkanen (Helsinki: Edita, 2009), pp. 316-46.
13 Sonu Saini, 'Chernobyl’skaia molitva: khronika buduschego S.
Aleksievich. Problema zhanra', Vestnik Tomskogo gosudarstvennogo
universiteta Kul’turologiia i iskusstvovedenie, (2013).

8



The most obvious reason for this lack of clarity may be the
complexity of the literary form Aleksievich works in. The choice of genre
definition is in part a matter of emphasis and tends to reduce the
complexity of Aleksievich’s work, defining her work through particular
terminologies as either fictional or factual. ‘Zhurnalistika’, ‘non-fikshn’,
and ‘ustnaia istoria’ suggests that Aleksievich’s writing is factual,
whereas terms like ‘roman golosoVv’, ‘magnitafonnaia literatura’, and
‘epicheski-khorovaia proza’ seem to locate her work in the realm of
fiction. As such, they remain unsatisfactory in recognizing and recording
the co-existence of the factual and the fictional, the historical and
novelistic, which defines all of Aleksievich’s work. Johanna Lindbladh,
for instance, in her study of the polyphonic performance of testimony in
Voices of Utopia has shown that the ‘historical value of Aleksievich’s
writing [is] intimately connected to the aesthetic composition’, thereby
challenging a more traditional theoretical standpoint which defines ‘fact
in a dichotomous relation to fiction’.** The same is true for
Chernobyl’skaia molitva which could be approached equally as novel,
factual text, historical work or journalistic report, as in terms of both
content and its mediation, it incorporates both fictional and factual

elements.

Therefore, to make a general claim as to whether

Chernobyl’skaia molitva is a novel or a historical work would mean to

14 Johanna Lindbladh, 'The polyphonic performance of testimony in
Svetlana Aleksievich’s Voices from Utopia', Canadian Slavonic Papers,
59 (2017), 281.

9



exclude certain aspects of the text. The purpose of this particular study,
however, requires us to set up a dichotomous relationship between the
factual and the fictional as it is crucial for our understanding of the
author-narrator relationship whether we read a text as pertaining to one
or the other. When talking about authorial agency, we cannot ignore the
relationship between the historical author and narrator. By historical
author, | understand the physical person who produces the text, and, by
narrator, the textual subject to which speech is attributed: the “I” of the
monologue, in Aleksievich’s case. How we conceive of the relationship
between the two depends on whether we approach the text as factual
or fictional. A factual text, whether an autobiography, a historical work,
journalistic report or academic essay, is based on the reader’s
assumption that author and narrator are one and the same. By contrast,
a work of fiction, even a work of fiction that imitates a factual text, such
as autobiographical novels, relies on the strict separation between
narrator and author in order to retain its identity as fictional work. While
the author of non-fiction cannot disclaim his text, an author of fiction
can distance herself from the produced text through the interpolated
narrators. For example, in A la recherche du temps perdu (1913-1927),
the narrator has the same first name as the author — Marcel — and
describes the historical and social environment to which the author
belonged, that is French high society at the turn of the century.
However, this does not mean that the two are identical. (For instance,
the author, Proust, was homosexual; the narrator, Marcel, is

heterosexual.) Because of the complex operations characteristic of the

10



fictional work, its implicit meanings and layers of voices, the relationship
between author and narrator is never so straightforward that the two
can be regarded as one and the same. The fictional text is read and
written according to the assumption that author and narrator are
separate entities (Author # Narrator). In the factual text, by contrast, the
relationship between them can be described in terms of oneness

(Author = Narrator).

What clearly sets Chernobyl’skaia molitva apart from factual texts
are the explicit authorial interventions, determining a particular thematic
focus. Full of descriptions of sounds, smells, visual impressions, and
renderings of shame, indignation, regret, sorrow, and love, the
monologues are often constructed in such a way that they gravitate
around, or culminate in the expression of a single emotion that
pervades the monologue. The narrators carry something “innermost”, a
“secret”, a deeply intimate, often traumatic experience of the event:
‘MoxHo nn 06 aTom roBopuTb? HasbiBaTb cnosamu... beieatoT
TaiiHbl...”.r> The focus on the emotional and the tactile is a factor
through which Aleksievich distinguishes her personal histories from
more conventional history writing and locates these personal histories
at the juncture between the real and the imagined. This emphasis on
the personal and subjective in public historical events is reminiscent of
Hayden White’s definition of the ‘real’ (as opposed to the ‘true’). White

sees the essential difference between the two in that History is

15 Aleksievich, p. 293.
11



interested in the ‘true’ and fiction in the ‘real’. The ‘true’ is the event as
such, that which can be established on the basis of historical evidence
to have taken place. The ‘real’ is all that the event could possibly be

imagined to be in terms of human experience. Discussing Primo Levi's

Survival in Auschwitz (1947) as an example, White notes that:

The significance of Levi’s book lies less in any new ‘truthful’
information he gives about the camps than in the artistry (by which
I mean literary, poetic and rhetorical devices) he employs in order
to conjure up a compelling image of a cosmos utterly horrifying
and at the same time horrifyingly present as a possibility for
everyone in our time. [...] Primo Levi’'s book is true in a fictional
sense, in the sense that the image of Auschwitz conjured up by
Levi’s poetic prose is ‘faithful’ as well as ‘true’ to the range of
feelings induced by the experience of an extraordinary historical

condition of subjection and humiliation.®

The same can be said about Chernoby’lskaia molitva. The human
experience is further highlighted in the work through its structural
properties, as the book employs literary devices and produces aesthetic
effects which are untypical of factual texts. Although Chernoby/’skaia

molitva refrains from using the most explicitly “literary” devices such as

16 Hayden White, 'Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and
Historical Reality', Rethinking History, 9 (2005), 149.
12



the building of suspense, a clearly defined protagonist and an
organised narrative, in its communication of meaning and production of
effect, it makes extensive use of such “literary devices” as metaphor,
counterpoint, and fragmentation which are more frequently found in
creative writing. For example, in ‘Monolog o tom [...] A to, chto v
chugunke kipit, tozhe ne vechnoe’, the cast-iron pot becomes a
metaphor for the end of an old way of life. Counterpoint, also, is used
throughout the work. For instance, the very beginning of the book is
marked by a stark contrast between the newspaper excerpts — in which
factual information about the disaster is given — and the first
monologue, ‘Odinokii chelovecheskii golos’, where we are confronted
with the human experience of the same event. This juxtaposition
suggests the radical discrepancy between fact and personal
experience, between, on the one hand, what we think we know of an
event from a mass media discourse, and, on the other hand, how it
“really was” to someone who experienced it. Also, Chernobyl’skaia
molitva makes elaborate use of fragmentation, in the monologues as
well as in the composition of the work as a whole, thereby refraining
from constructing a coherent narrative about the disaster and leaving
us, at the end of the book, with a sense of something inconclusive and

unsayable.

It might go too far to say that these structural properties —
counterpoint, metaphor, and fragmentation — are typical of the novel,
but it is safe to say that they are quite untypical of factual texts.
Mediated in this particular way, the testimonies become something

13



more than just biographical statements. In their totality, they constitute
an intricate artistic structure which is controlled by the author to
produce, through subtle rhetorical and literary devices, certain aesthetic
effects. This does not necessarily prevent Chernobyl’skaia molitva from
attesting to an event that occurred in historical reality. However, it does
complicate the relationship between author and narrator to the extent
that one cannot be equated with the other (as in a purely factual text).
Therefore, the monologues cannot be read as unmediated withess
statements by the interviewed witnesses, as the function of the
narrators is not only to testify to a factual event — they also serve as

meaningful elements in a quasi-novelistic system.

14



The Witness Must Speak: Aleksievich and New Documentary
Literature

Aleksievich’s works are deeply rooted in the Soviet tradition of
documentary writing.'’” Specifically, her writing is indebted to the works
of Ales Adamovich, in particular his co-authored books, Blokadnaia
kniga (1981, written together with Daniil Granin) and la iz ognennoi
derevni (1977, written with lanka Bryl’ and Vladimir Kolesnik) which
examine the experiences of the Soviet population during the Nazi
German invasion that begun in 1942. Sivakova sees these two works
as canonical for what she conceptualises as ‘HoBas gokymeHTanbHas
nutepatypa’ [New Documentary Literature].'® Defined by its use of oral
histories, by the montage of monologues based on interviews, this
literary tradition has influenced Aleksievich’s writing in a fundamental

way.

Works in the tradition of New Documentary Literature tend to be
centred around what Sivakova calls ‘ctpexxHeBoe cobbiTne’, that is, a
single event that unites all the stories of which the work consists.*®

Blokadnaia kniga is compiled of testimonies by Leningraders who lived

17 Aleksievich’s work has been examined most thoroughly in this
context by Sivakova and by Daniel Bush. See N.A. Sivakova,
'Zhanrovye istoki dokumental’noi prozy S. Aleksievich', Vestnik
Brestskogo universiteta Seriia 3, (2016). and Daniel Bush, “No other
proof”: Svetlana Aleksievich in the tradition of Soviet war writing',
Canadian Slavonic Papers, 59 (2017).
18 Sivakova, p. 76.
19'N.A. Sivakova, 'Osobennosti sub”ektnoi organizatsii dokumental’nykh
knig Svetlany Aleksievich', Vestnik TvGY, (2014), 151.

15



through the siege and la iz ognennoi derevni describes the experiences
of the rural population during the German invasion, whereas U voiny ne
zhenskoe litso and Poslednie svideteli — Aleksievich’s first two books —
focus on women who patrticipated in battle and the experiences of
displaced children. This highlighting of a female perspective on events
that were traditionally narrated from a male point of view is one of
Aleksievich’s main contributions to this writing tradition. Attempting to
remedy the marginalisation of women’s war experiences in Soviet
historiography, Aleksievich’s books made available testimonies that had
previously not been a part of the wider historical discourse on the
Soviet war experience. The gender-defined perspective is also an
integral part of her aesthetics. Daniel Bush has pointed out the special
status given to female accounts of combat in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso,
discussing two important notions of Aleksievich’s understanding of
gender. First, whereas stories told by men mainly reproduce the
mythologised depictions of war, Aleksievich understands the female
perspective as being free from images of war imposed by the socialist
realist canon and therefore more authentic: ‘Female means anterior to
myth, whereas male means “canonical™.?® Furthermore, according to
Bush, Aleksievich sees female subjectivity as inherently more
perceptive to the sensuous. What Aleksievich calls “melochi byta”, the
“little details of life” such as smells, colours, and sounds, are supposed
to be lacking in stories told by men but abound in women’s accounts.

This heightened perceptiveness makes a more “truthful” depiction of the

20 Bush, p. 219.
16



war possible: ‘More than once | noticed that [...] women preserved a
large quantity of the little details of life at war in their memories... [Most
men)] forgot [these things] that day or the next’.?* Another important
element that distinguishes Aleksievich’s work from that of her
predecessors is the varying use of authorial commentary in connection
to the reported interviews. In Adamovich’s works, the author frequently
intervenes with his own observations, describing the person
interviewed, her appearance and manner of speaking. For instance, in

la iz ognennoi derevni, one of the interviewees is described thus:

PacckasbiBaeT bapbapka, wectngecsatuneTtHaa bapbapa
ApamoBHa Cnecapyyk. [0BOPUT CO CTPaHHOW U XXYTKOBATOM
YCMELLKOM - ByaTO CTpaLLHYH CKasKy, HeobblHanHO ganekyto,
NepexnTylo o4eHb JaBHO. [OBOPUT BPpEMEHAMM NOYTM COBCEM Kak
ckasaTenbHuLUa - Hapacnes, C NOBTOPAMMW, YTO HE KaXyTCs
TNNLLHUMU, U NO-MECTHOMY, - Ha TPEX UMW YETbIPEX A3bIKaXx

OAHOBPEMEHHO: 6enopyCCKo-pra|/| HCKO-PYCCKO-MOJ1IbCKOM 22

In Blokadnaia kniga, the author comments:

21 Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, U voiny ne zhenskoe litso,
(Moskva: Vremia, 2016), p. 205. Quoted in: Bush, p. 221.
22 Bryl' Adamovich A., la., Kolesnik, V., Granin, D., la iz ognennoi
derevni, (Moskva: Sov. Pisatel’, 1991), p. 7. Quoted in: Sivakova, p.
78.

17



OHa Tak BMauT, Tak YyBCTBYET, NPOUCXOAMBLUEE TpUaLaTb NATb
neT Hasag, YTo Kak Obl CHOBa y4YacTByeT BO BCEM, O YEM
pacckasblBaeT BaM. M Bbl y)ke caMu He pacckas cnylaeTe, a
CNOBHO crneLunTe C Heto, ¢ ee bonuammn camosawmnTbl OT Bapaka K

Gapaky, OT noxapa K noxapy, oT CMepTh K cMepTu...>3

The influence of this authorial scene-setting is felt only in U voiny ne
zhenskoe litso, where the author describes her interviewees in a similar
manner: ‘ManeHbkasi >XeHLLUMHa C TporaTesibHbIM, 4EBUYLUM BEHLOM
ANWHHOW KOCbl BOKPYT ronosbl’.2* In later works, this sort of description
is altogether absent and the direct authorial commentary is reduced to
a minimum. In addition to this a difference in purpose between
Adamovich and Aleksievich can be mentioned, Aleksievich being much
less concerned than Adamovich with the fact of the historical event and
the urgency to establish what happened. Instead, she attempts to
record and describe the emotional experience of the event. Thus,
another way in which Aleksievich’s writing has developed the genre of
New Documentary Literature is its explicit focus away from the mere
establishing of facts onto the human experience of the event. As Bush
puts it: ‘If Adamovich’s question is what happened?, Aleksievich asks

what did it feel like?'2®

23 A. Adamovich, Granin, D., Blokadnaia kniga, (Moskva: Sov. Pisatel’,
1979), p. 5. Quoted in: Sivakova, p. 79.
24 Aleksievich. Quoted in: Sivakova, p. 79.
25 Bush, p. 2109.
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The genre of New Documentary Literature must be seen within
the context of Soviet authors writing about the Second World War. New
Documentary Literature emerged from a tradition in Soviet post-war
writing that included such authors as Viktor Nekrasov, Vasil’ Bykau, lurii
Bondarev, Viktor Astaf'ev, and Bulat Okudzhava, who all wrote what Il'a
Kukulin has termed “unofficial” prose: works that were ‘published by the
Soviet presses but promulgated non-State memory and experience’.?8
Characterized by an aesthetic that positioned itself against the
depiction of war in Soviet state-controlled media, this “unofficial” line of
war writers can be considered to have originated with Nekrasov’s V
okopakh Leningrada, a novel in the vein of Remarque that gave rise to
the notion of “okopnaia pravda” [“the truth of the trenches”]. This
concept, as Bush has pointed out, comprises two essential
components. First, it makes ‘the claim to possess a specific truth about
the war (as well as the implication that there were “untruths” out there
that needed to be combated)’. Second, it involves ‘the notion that this
truth is the prerogative of the frontline soldier’s trench-level view of the
war’.?” “Okopnaia pravda”, then, is based on the notion that the war had
been appropriated by the Soviet state-controlled media and was used
as a propaganda tool in an “official” Soviet discourse. This made it the

task of the “unofficial” writers to present the “real” image of the war, in

26 |I'a Kukulin, "Regulirovanie boli (Predvaritel'nye zametki o
transformatsii travmaticheskogo opyta Velikoi Otechestvennoi/Vtoroi
mirovoi voiny v russkoi literature 1940-1970-x godov)'.', in Pamiat' o
voine 60 let spustia, ed. by Mikhail Gabovich (Moscow: Novoe
Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2005), pp. 617-58. Quoted in: Bush, p. 226.
27 Bush, p. 216.
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other words the war as it was experienced by people who took part in
battle: “There was a “truth” about soldiers’ experiences that was under

constant threat of mythologization’.?®

The use of oral history, which Adamovich was the first to employ,
can undoubtedly be seen as a strategy to “combat the mythologised
image of the war” and to express the “real truth”. For the first time
soldiers and victims of war talked about their experiences “in their own
words”. Nothing is “made up”. The truth is given “as it is”. In his preface
to U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, Adamovich metaphorically refers to
depictions of the war in state-controlled media as the ‘bronze plaque of
history’ and rhetorically suggests that it is in response to the official
dissemination of myths that works such as U voiny ne zhenskoe litso

are written:

He B OTBET N Ha BHYTPEHHEE YYBCTBO Halle, a MOXeT ObITb, U
Hapo4HOE — Ha NPOTECT NMPOTMB TOrO, YTO NEPEXUTOE U
nepectpagaHHoe MUNnMoHamu ayw 6yaeT 3acnoHeHO BPOH30BOM
NSIMTON UCTOPUN, XONOLHOW, MEPTBOW, @ TOYHEE, MOXOPOHEHO NOA
NANTON — HE B OTBET /1N Ha 3TO YyBCTBO W BO3HUKAIOT Takne

npounsseneHna?2°

28 |bid. p. 217.
29 Aleksievich, p. 49.
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The most recent edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso includes a
conversation between the author and a censor (‘Iz razgovora s
tsenzorom’) where Aleksievich employs a similar logic. The aesthetic
principles of Soviet propaganda are explicitly contrasted with her own
aesthetics. The censor accuses her of ‘primitive naturalism’
[‘npumuTuBHBIN HaTypanuam’], for ‘degrading and debunking the
women-heroes’ ['yHWKaeTe ... pa3BEHYMBAETE ... KEHLUNHY-repPOnHIO’]
who are ‘holy’ [‘cBaTbie’], to which the author simply replies that what
she is trying to show is the ‘truth’ [‘npaBaa’]. In the conversation that
follows, the two aesthetic systems are presented as a set of binary
oppositions, where ‘grand ideas’ ['Benukune ngewn’] are set off against
‘the ordinary person’ [‘ManeHbknin Yenosek’], ‘instances of heroism’
[‘reponyeckne npumepsbl’] against ‘dirt’ [‘'rpsasp’], ‘grand history’

[‘Gonbluas nctopus’] against the ‘little history’ ['ManeHbkas ncropms’].°

This kind of rhetoric that consciously positions the text against
Soviet state-controlled media runs throughout Aleksievich’s books.
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva is no exception. The monologues are full of
remarks that assume the interviewer’s expectation of an “official”
representation of the event. For instance, the clean-up worker Arkadii
Filin tells the author that there will be ‘nothing heroic’, ‘nothing for the
writer’s quill in his story, as if that were what she was looking for: ‘A Bac
npenynpexaan... Huyero reponyeckoro Ans nucartenbckoro nepa’.3!

There are also numerous references to slogans used in the

30 Aleksievich, p. 27; 29; 31.
31 Aleksievich, p. 107.
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representation of the disaster in Soviet media: ‘peakTtop nobexaéH’;®? ‘a
XM3Hb Npogormkaetcs’;> ‘Mbl nobegmm!’;3* ‘paboTaloT My>XeCTBEHHO U
caMOoOTBeEPXEHHO';%° ‘BbicTonM 1 nobeaum’.28 In this way, the “official”
Soviet discourse is present throughout the book as a kind of polemic
background, a distorted depiction against which the authenticity of the

withesses’ accounts can be measured.

Thus, Aleksievich’s depiction of the historical event does not only
insist on telling us “how it was”. It also insists on telling us “how it was
not”. By insisting on their own authenticity (defined against the official
discourse) her work claims the right to talk about historical events, re-
appropriating them in the process. The privilege to speak of the event —
be it the “Great Fatherland War”, the war in Afghanistan or the
Chornobyl’ accident — which always belonged to the official Soviet
discourse, is reclaimed by people who experienced the event first-hand,
which implicitly authenticates their narratives. Sergei Oushakine
compares Poslednie svideteli to the prose written by American war
veterans, pointing out that the fragmentation that characterises these
works serves to highlight the immediate and disintegrated perception of
war, a sensitivity that belongs exclusively to people who experienced it
first-hand. Thereby, according to Oushakine, it functions as a means by

which veterans attempt to ‘reclaim power [...] over language and the

32 |pid. p. 110.
33 |pid.
34 |pid. p. 124.
35 |pid. p. 89.
36 |pid.
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depiction of war, which has been monopolised by official discourse’
[‘BepHyTb cebe [...] BNacTb Hag A3bIKOM U CHOXKETHLIM OPOPMIIEHNEM
BOWHbI, MOHOMON3MPOBAHHLIMU OrUManbHBIM guckypcom’].3’
Similarly, Angela Brintlinger astutely observes that Aleksievich
translates this sense of narrative empowerment into structural devices
in her works. The titles of chapters and sections in U voiny ne zhenskoe
litso which consists of quotations from interviews with a witness, seem
to ‘[elevate] the women’s voices to a position of power and authority
and [imply] that the women themselves are in control of the book’s

contents’.38

Aleksievich frequently comments on these issues of ownership of
historical experience in speeches and interviews. For example, recalling
her conversations with witnesses in an interview with the Belarusian
journalist Dmitrii Gordon, she said: ‘aHs ABa yLwno Ha To, YToObl OHM
nepecTany roBopuUTb TO, YTO B raseTax HanucaHo’.2° The depiction of
the event in official Soviet discourse, then, has been internalised by the
witness who now speaks in “the language of the newspapers”. In a
similar vein, in her Nobel Lecture which she begins by emphasising the
collective origins of her writing — ‘A cToto Ha aTon TpubyHe He ogHa’ —,

Aleksievich indirectly addresses the privilege to control historical

37 Qushakine, p. 2.
38 Angela Brintlinger, 'Mothers, father(s), daughter: Svetlana Aleksievich
and The Unwomanly Face of War', Canadian Slavonic Papers, 59
(2017), 201.
39 Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, 'V gostiakh u Dmitriia Gordona',
in V gostiakh u Dmitrila Gordona, ed. by Dmitrii Gordon (2016).
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narratives and the dissemination of myths in Soviet official discourse.*°
Comparing the interviews she conducts to a conversation in
Dostoevsky’s Besy in which Shatov asks Stavrogin to ‘drop [his] tone
and speak like a human being’, Aleksievich juxtaposes two kinds of
voice: on the one hand the impersonal and inauthentic, and on the
other the “human” and authentic voice. Her interviewees, she says,
cannot ‘speak out of a void’; their voices are ‘tainted by the
superstitions of the century, its biases and deceptions, television and
newspapers’. This outer layer of the impersonal and inauthentic is what,
she, the interviewer, has to reach through in order to gain access to the

“human soul”:

Y HdoctoeBckoro B «becax» LWaTtos roBoput CTaBpornHy nepes
Ha4anom 6eceapl: «Mbl ABa cyLlecTBa COLWNCH B
BecnpenenbHOCTU. .. B nocrneaHun pas B Mmpe. OcTaBbTe BaLl
TOH 1 BO3bMUTE Yenoseveckun! 3aroBopute XOTb pas rofiocom
yernoBeyeckumy MNpnbnmsanTenbHO Tak HAYNHAKTCS Y MEHS
pa3roBopbl ¢ MOMMU reposmMu. KOHEYHO, YenoBeK roBOpPUT U3
CBOEro BPEMEHU, OH HE MOXET roBOpUTb M3 HMOTKyAa! Ho
NpobUTbCS K YenoBeyeckon ayue TpyaHO, OHa 3aMycopeHa
CcyeBepusiMu Beka, ero npuctpactmamm n obmaHamu.

Tenesusopom 1 razetamm.*!

40 Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, 'Nobel Lecture', (2015).
41 Ibid.
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The imperative to “let the witness speak”, then, is the defining trait of
New Documentary Literature as well as of Aleksievich’s writing.
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva quotes the interviewees in the first person and
the monologues are explicitly attributed to them. Their names are given
in the end of each monologue, usually with the additional information of
their occupation: ‘Cepreit N'ypuH, knHoonepatop’;*? ‘AHaTonui
LnmaHckuit, )xypHanucT’;*® ‘Apkaguii Masnosuy BorgaHkesuy,
cenbckuin penbalep’.** This reinforces the implicit claim that the text is
being “faithful” or perhaps “true” to what the interviewees actually said.
Of course, “faithfulness” as well as “truth” is a dubious category. What
does it mean to ask whether the text “faithfully” represents what the
interviewees said? What it does not mean is that the text should literally
report every word that they uttered. A mere succession of literally
transcribed interviews would make for a completely different book. The
selection, processing and arrangement of the statements performed by
Aleksievich is an integral part of her claim to depict a deeper, more
authentic reality. The claim to faithful representation in Chernobyl’skaia
molitva, therefore, does not compete with factual accounts of the events
(newspaper articles, history books, etc.) but is based on the insistence
that it accurately renders the “essence” of what was said. In this way, it

identifies the interviewees as authors, i.e. as agents who produce the

42 Aleksievich, p. 132.
43 |pid. p. 147.
44 |bid. p. 133.
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text, and, asserts itself as a collective text produced by a multitude of

authors.

Like the notion of “okopnaia pravda”the imperative informing
New Documentary Literature to “let the witness speak” can thus be
seen as a strategy to “truthfully represent” the historical event. This
concept ties in with the implicit claim in Aleksievich’s works to restore
the power of enunciation to the witness and combat the untruths of
mythologised history. It is an integral part of Aleksievich’s prose, which
insists on the independence of the interviewees as authors by citing
them in the first person and naming them. However, to what extent we
really “hear” the witnesses in Aleksievich’s prose has been the subject
of much debate, both in literary criticism and in the public sphere. In the
next section of this chapter, I will outline some of the scholarly debate
on this issue. In particular, | will look at the discussion surrounding the
guestion of whether Aleksievich’s writing can be said to be “polyphonic”
in the Bakhtinian sense of the word. | will also discuss how Aleksievich,
in an appendix to later editions of Tsinkovye mal’chiki, responded to the
allegations put forward during the trial in 1993 where she was accused
of having misrepresented the interviewed witnesses and distorted their

testimonies.

26



A Tension of Voices: ‘ite—iia’

Aleksievich and Polyphony

Aleksievich’s books consist of a multitude of voices, telling us about
their own experiences, presenting us with “their own truth”. Therefore, it
IS not surprising that her work has been referred to as “polyphonic”. In
literary criticism, the validity of this description has been both refuted
and reaffirmed, most notably by Vladimir Golstein in a polemical essay
written in response to the 2015 Nobel Prize announcement, and by
Johanna Lindbladh in an article from 2017. Other than that, the
guestion of polyphony tends to be examined in relation to specific
aspects of Aleksievich’s work, as for instance in Doris Scribner’s
unpublished MA thesis from 2008 which is concerned with the
representation of trauma in Chernobyl’skaia molitva, or lurii
Seppialiainen’s thesis from 2016 which examines the book’s eco-critical
aspects. The concept of polyphony is crucial to understand the question
of who the subject of the text is in Aleksievich’s work. What is at stake
is essentially the “independence” of the many voices of the books. In
the polyphonic novel, as Bakhtin defined it, ‘the character is treated as
ideologically authoritative and independent; he is perceived as the
author of a fully weighted ideological conception of his own, and not as
the object of Dostoevsky’.#> Bakhtin opposes this aesthetic attitude to

that of the “monologic” novel, in Russian literature paradigmatically

45 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. 5.
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represented by the works of Tolstoy. The monologic novel, by contrast,
‘[squeezes] the artist's demonstrated plurality of consciousnesses into
the systemically monologic framework of a single worldview’.4¢ In other
words, the polyphonic novel approaches its characters as independent
subjects, ‘capable of standing alongside their creator’, whereas the
monologic novel subordinates them to the design of the author and
makes them ‘serve as a mouthpiece for the author's voice’.*” The
discussion of polyphony in Aleksievich’s or any other work, therefore, is

essentially a matter of authorial agency.

Before applying Bakhtin’s ideas to Aleksievich’s work it is
important to note a methodologically problematic discrepancy in the
terms of reference used. Bakhtin developed his notion of literary
polyphony drawing on Dostoevsky’s works, which can be unequivocally
defined as fictional, which is not possible in the same way in the case of
Chernobyl’skaia molitva. In Dostoevsky’s works, the characters and
events are invented, whereas Chernobyl’skaia molitva speaks of
historical events and actual people. Applying Bakhtin’s concept to
Aleksievich’s work, therefore, may seem counter-intuitive. However, as
we recall, the speakers in her work do not only testify to a factual event,
they also serve as meaningful elements in a novelistic system.
Chernobyl’skaia molitva is not a succession of randomly selected,
unmediated witness statements but a carefully structured entity.

Through its speakers, the text communicates a certain ideological

46 |bid. p. 11.
47 |bid. p. 6; 7.
28



meaning. Therefore, the speakers can be described in terms of the
ideological standpoint they embody and the relation of this standpoint to
that of other speakers and to the ideology communicated by the work
as a totality. In fact, whether a text is factual or fictional has little
importance for the applicability of Bakhtin’s literary polyphony, a
concept essentially concerned with structure. Crucially, what
Dostoevsky’s and Aleksievich’s works have in common are the

multitude of characters and the ideologically charged content.

Another methodological concern are the potential flaws in
Bakhtin’s theory. Bakhtin presents Dostoevsky’s works as texts that
exist outside any kind of ideological bias. This neutrality is supposedly
based on the independence of — and perfect equality between — the
various views expressed by different characters. According to Bakhtin,
no character in Dostoevsky’s fictional universe is more “wrong” or “right”
than any other; the work as a whole does not favour any one view but
allows for a plurality of equally valid truths. It is easy to argue otherwise.
In Crime and Punishment, for instance, Raskolnikov’s psychological
breakdown and eventual confession seem to insist on the
impermissibility of his transgression and repudiate his nihilistic views,
and the text clearly “sides” more with Sonya’s orthodoxy than Luzhin’s
rational egoism. However, even if one disagrees with Bakhtin that
Dostoevsky’s novels are in fact polyphonic in the way he describes
them, it is possible to conceive of literary polyphony as an ideal notion.
Granting that no truly “polyphonic” text was ever written, we can still use
Bakhtin’'s concept as a terminology in indicating the degree of

29



ideological equality between speakers in a text. Moreover, Aleksievich’s
texts clearly evoke the concept of polyphony, which at least in part
explains why it is frequently used in criticism of her work (for instance

by Vladimir Golstein).

Literary polyphony was introduced by Bakhtin in his Problemy
poetiki Dostoevskogo (1929). Bakhtin saw this notion as a defining and
unique trait of Dostoevsky’s fiction, singling him out in the Russian
realist tradition and setting him apart from writers such as Tolstoy,
Goncharov, and Turgenev on purely artistic grounds. He defines
polyphony as a certain kind of “independence” that the characters
retain in relation to the author and to the work as a whole. Throughout
Problemy, this independence is often defined negatively and in relation
to the treatment of characters in the monologic novel. The
consciousness of the character ’is not turned into an object [He
onpeameymnBaeTcs], is not closed [He 3akpbiBaeTcsl], does not become
a simple object of the author's consciousness [He CTaHOBUTCS MPOCTbIM
06bEeKTOM aBTOPCKOro co3HaHus] [emphases mine]’.#® In the monologic
novel, when a character voices a thought or idea, it is either affirmed or
repudiated, either true or untrue from the ideological perspective
defining the work as a whole. Some (“true”) thoughts ‘gravitate toward
the author's consciousness, and strive to shape themselves in the [...]
unity of a worldview’. Other (“‘untrue”) thoughts ‘are either polemically

repudiated, or else they lose their power to signify directly and become

48 |bid. p. 7.
30



simple elements of characterization’.*° Literary polyphony, by contrast,
allows for a plurality of equally valid truths. The idea voiced by a
character is “independently valid”, not “subordinated” to the ideological

agenda of the work as a whole or of the author:

A character's word about himself and his world is just as fully
weighted as the author's word usually is; it is not subordinated to
the character's objectified image as merely one of his
characteristics, nor does it serve as a mouthpiece for the author's
voice. It possesses extraordinary independence in the structure of
the work; it sounds, as it were, alongside the author's word and in
a special way combines both with it and with the full and equally

valid voices of other characters.%°

Specifically, Bakhtin identifies three main aspects of Dostoevsky’s
fiction that together make up for its characters’ independence: 1) the
character as ideologist [repon — ngeonor], 2) the character’s
unfinalizability [He3aBepLlueHHOCTL reposi], and 3) the characters’

unmerged voices [HECNMMAHHOCTb rofiocos].

First, the Dostoevskian hero is an “ideologist”. His idea defines his
relation to the world and to other people. In Raskolnikov, the idea of the

Napoleonic figure’s right to moral transgression is played out with the

49 |bid. p. 80.
50 |pid. p. 7.
31



most extreme consequences. All of his actions, thoughts, and discourse
are centred on the idea and determined by it. When he talks about
himself or about his immediate reality, his poverty, his sister's marriage
to Luzhin, he sees these things through the lens of his ideology. What
is more, we know very little of what has happened to Dostoevsky’s
characters prior to the events related in the beginning of the plot. They
are not disclosed as products of their past, or of their social reality.

Therefore,

if one were to think away the idea in which they live, their image
would be totally destroyed. In other words, the image of the hero
is inseparably linked with the image of an idea and cannot be
detached from it. We see the hero in the idea and through the

idea, and we see the idea in him and through him.>!

Aleksievich’s characters are not “ideologists” to quite the same extent.
Of course, they often express their views on Soviet history as well as on
the notions of faith, love, death and the like, and several monologues
have titles with decidedly philosophical or ideological overtones, for
instance: ‘Monolog o kartezianskoi filosofii’ or ‘Monolog o simvolakh i
tainakh velikoi strany’. But as characters they are not defined by their
ideas in the same way as Raskolnikov or Ivan Karamazov, or, say,

Nerzhin, Rubin, Sologdin, and Innokentkii Volodin, the heroes of

51 |pid. p. 87.
32



Solzhenitsyn’s V kruge pervom, a good example of a polyphonic novel
in the Bakhtinian sense, as Vladislav Krasnov has convincingly argued.
According to Krasnov, the characters in Solzhenitsyn’s novel are less
products of social reality than they are ‘bearers of an idea to which they
are utterly committed’.>? Rubin is first and foremost defined by what
Krasnov calls his ‘progressive ideology of Marxism-Leninism’, just as
Volodin is defined by his being a ‘disciple of Epicure’.>® The plot of V
kruge pervom is designed so as to show their ideas from different
angles and explore their consequences when played out within a
totalitarian reality. Aleksievich’s heroes are not defined by their ideas.
Rather, their ideology is an important internalized part of them. Their
personal stories are told in a context that is highly ideologically
charged. Not unlike Dostoevsky’s heroes, therefore, their ‘discourse
about the world [their ideology] merges with confessional discourse

about oneself’ .54

A second important criterion of polyphony is what Bakhtin calls the
character’s unfinalizability. It is grounded in the character’s self-
awareness, i.e. the awareness of his own distinguishing properties, ‘his
social position, the degree to which he is sociologically or
characterologically typical, his habitus, his spiritual profile and even his

very physical appearance’.®® According to Bakhtin, this is how

52 Vladislav Krasnov, Solzhenitsyn and Dostoevsky — A Study in the
Polyphonic Novel, (London: Prior, 1980), p. 15.
53 |bid. p. 16.
54 Bakhtin, p. 70.
%5 |bid. p. 48.
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Dostoevsky radically differs from his contemporaries. Whereas writers
such as Gogol, Turgenev, or Goncharov would describe a character’s
distinguishing properties for the purpose of externally characterising
him, Dostoevsky presents these properties within the boundaries of the
character’s self-consciousness, which is what he is essentially
interested in uncovering. Unlike Gogol, whose quiet and self-effacing
Akakii Akakievich is unambiguously determined, exhaustively
described, a “fixed image” [“TBepabIn 06pa3”], Dostoevsky does not
present us with a type, but with a character’'s awareness of belonging to
that type. Hence his heroes’ extreme sensitivity to the anticipated
opinion of the Other. The question Who is he? ‘becomes in Dostoevsky
the object of the hero's own introspection’.>® The best example of this is
the Underground Man. With his endless diatribes, appeals, digressions,
and “loopholes”, he represents the voice of a character who — when
talking about himself — cannot utter a single word without being

conscious of how his utterance is (or would be) perceived:

YK HE KakeTca nv Bam, rocrnoja, 4To s Tenepb B 4YEM-TO nepen
BaMW pacCkamBaloCb, 4YTO A4 B HEM-TO Yy BaC NpoLleHbA I'IpOLLIy?.. A
YBEPEH, YTO BaM 3TO KaXeTcCA... A Bnpo4yem, yBep4dro Bac, MHe

BCe paBHO, ecnu 1 kaxeTtcs...%’

%6 |bid. p. 40.
57 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo, (Moskva-
Augsburg: Werden-Verlag, 2002), p. 135.

34



Because of this awareness of the reaction of the Other to his own
words, we cannot definitely say who the Underground Man is. No
judgement of ours eludes him. There is nothing we could say about him
that he does not know himself. His monologue is designed in such a
way that he ‘retain[s] for himself [the] final word about himself’.%8 In this
way, Bakhtin argues, the Dostoevskian hero remains unfinalized
[HesaBepLeHHbIN]. What is so important about this is that the hero
eludes being reduced to a mere function of the author’s overall design.
He is not an object subordinated to a greater structure allowing the

author to express her truth.

The third crucial constituent of Bakhtin’s literary polyphony is the
notion of “unmerged voices”. Bakhtin does not devote a separate
chapter to this but keeps coming back to it throughout his Problemy.
Comparing Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, he sees a major compositional
difference between the two in that the former shows his heroes in
isolation from each other (as in for instance ‘Three Deaths’) whereas
the latter makes them clash and intersect. Dostoevsky’s heroes meet,
both in the external fictional reality and in their “dialogised” inner
monologues. They are aware of the “truths” of the others and relate to

them in one way or another. lvan Karamazov, for instance,

knows and understands Zosima's truth, as well as Dmitry's truth,

and Alyosha's truth, and the "truth" of that old sensualist, his father

58 Bakhtin, p. 53.
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Fyodor Pavlovich. Dmitry understands all these truths as well;
Alyosha, too, understands them perfectly. In The Possessed,
there is not a single idea that fails to find a dialogic response in

Stavrogin's consciousness.>®

Part of this dialogic composition are the many conversations between
the characters, lvan and Alyosha, Raskolnikov and Porfirii, Stavrogin
and Shatov. However, unlike the Socratic dialogue, the Dostoevskian
dialogue never reaches any form of conclusion, according to Bakhtin.
No one voice is given predominance over the others, nor does any
singular message emerge implicitly from the many contradictory voices.
The text does not “side” with anyone; nothing is affirmed or repudiated
with finality. The nature of the dialogic relationships in Dostoevsky is not
marked by ‘evolution’ [‘cTaHoBReHMEe’] but by ‘coexistence’
[‘cocywiecTBoBaHue’] and ‘interaction’ [‘B3anmopaeiicTeue’].%0 In this
sense, polyphony is the very opposite of Hegelian dialectics. The
antithetical ideas represented by two characters are never resolved by
means of a synthesis. They clash and argue, but are never merged or
reconciled. Dostoevskian dialogue never ‘leads to a merging of voices
and truths in a single impersonal truth’.%! Hence, there is no ‘merging of
the author's and the other person's voice’.%? In, say, Besy, there is not

“one truth” that could be said to belong to the author, Dostoevsky, but
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only the truths of Stavrogin, Kirillov, Shatov, Stepan Trofimovich, and

Piotr Verkhovenskii.

Such is the polyphonic novel as Bakhtin understood it.
Aleksievich’s work could be described in similar terms, given the
ideological nature of her subject matters and the multitude of voices,
where every character speaks “for herself”. In interviews and speeches,
moreover, Aleksievich often mentions Dostoevsky as a point of
reference and she has more than once insisted on the “plurality of
truths” in her work. As she stated in the Nobel lecture: ‘Bceraa mensa
My4Mro, 4TO NpaBAda He BMeLLaeTcsa B O4HO cepaue, B 04uH yM. YTo
OHa Kakasi-To pa3gpobneHHas, ee MHOro, oHa pa3Has, U paccbinaHa B
mupe’.83 Similarly, in the abovementioned interview with Dmitrii Gordon,
Aleksievich stated: ‘Hukorga s1 He BbICTynar afIMTUCTCKUM Cyaben. JTO
Kak y [1IoCTOEeBCKOro — kaxkabl Kpn4nt cBoto npasay. W s He cyabs. A
npocTo cobupato Bpemsa. OHo pasHoe’.* Opinions are divided,
however, as to whether such statements accurately reflect Aleksievich’s
poetics. Shortly after she was awarded the prize, Vladimir Golstein
criticised Aleksievich for what he calls her “one-sided monologic
message”.% His article raises the issue of authorial agency in

Aleksievich’s work within the context of literary polyphony.

Golstein argues Aleksievich’s work is not actually polyphonic in

spirit. Having recognised the qualities of her writing, which ‘captures the

63 Aleksievich.
64 Aleksievich.
65 Golstein.
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misery and conveys the experiences of ordinary people who
traditionally remain silent’, he goes on to argue that her books are
seriously flawed by a conflict between their formal polyphony and their
monologic message.® The form Aleksievich has chosen, the montage
of interview-based monologues, the multitude of voices that gravitates
toward the polyphonic, should ideally allow a multitude of different
opinions and points of view. According to Golstein, this is exactly what
her writing is lacking, as the overwhelming majority of stories gives a

highly negative image of the Soviet system.

Despite [the formal] polyphony of the voices, they all sound like
testimonies in a trial, where they time and again prove to us that
wars are evil and transform people in a way that we cannot
imagine, just as nuclear accidents are tragic and devastating, as
were the efforts of the Soviet government to handle their

consequences.b’

According to Golstein, this turns Aleksievich precisely into what she
claims not to be: a judge. ‘The majority of her books are structured in
the same way’, he argues: ‘an inhumane Soviet regime is to be
exposed and here are my star witnesses’.%8 In other words, Aleksievich

only gives us “one side of the story”. What we are presented with in
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Voices from Utopia is by no means an “objective” representation of the
Soviet system and how people experienced it. Instead, we see a highly
subjective image shaped by Aleksievich’s own ideology. This ideology
is typical for what Golstein refers to as “the liberal Soviet intelligentsia”
or the “pro-west Russian intelligentsia” (hence the title of his article). An
axiomatic truth for these intellectuals, he continues, is that ‘Russia is
not a fully western country and therefore backward and inferior’, an
opinion which, Golstein thinks, underpins Aleksievich’s writing agenda:

‘to convince us that the Soviet experiment was a failure in every way’.®°

Golstein admits, of course, that it is the prerogative of any writer
to depict reality in a subjective way, but he considers it ethically
problematic to do so and at the same time claim to be a mouthpiece for
other people. As he comments, ‘one moment Aleksievich appeals to her
licentia poetica and to her right to present the documentary material in
whatever form she sees fit, the next she claims to be a journalist who
gives a voice to other people’.”® Thus, the fundamental flaw of her
writing method is that it presents a monologic message in a dialogic
form. In Bakhtin’s terminology, what Golstein points to here is the
absence in Aleksievich’s work of the “unmerged voices”
[‘HecnuaHHocTb ronocoB”]. As opposed to Dostoevsky’s characters
whose voices — according to Bakhtin’s reading — remain independent
and unsubordinated, the voices of Aleksievich’'s books merge with that

of the author. According to Golstein, the dialogic composition in

59 |bid. p. 26; 20.
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Aleksievich does arrive at a synthesis, at a conclusion; the multitude of

voices — as Bakhtin would put it — merge in a single impersonal truth.

If the premise of Golstein’s account is that we read Aleksievich’s
work as a representation of the Soviet system, Lindbladh approaches
polyphony not from a political but psychological point of view and
argues that the polyphonic composition of Voices from Utopia ‘reflects
an empathy with the witnesses’ feelings of ambivalence when
confessing their traumatic past’.”* Lindbladh takes her point of
departure in the subject’s split attitude to the telling of a traumatic
event, the contradiction between what Dori Laub has described as the
“imperative to tell” and the “impossibility to tell”.”> On the one hand,
Lindbladh explicates, the witnesses feel ‘the existential need to narrate
in order to understand and incorporate the traumatic event in the story
of him or herself. On the other hand, the witness is reluctant to
represent the trauma in the past, since every word seems insufficient’.”?
In order to convey this ambivalence, the text has to represent the
traumatic event as something unfinished. This is accomplished,
Lindbladh maintains, by means of an aesthetic strategy that allows the
narrators to remain unfinalized in the same way as Dostoevsky’s

heroes do according to Bakhtin.

! Lindbladh, p. 303.
2 Dori Laub, "An Event without a Witness: Truth, Testimony, and
Survival”, in Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature,
Psychoanalysis, and History, ed. by S. Felman and D. Laub (New York:
Routledge, 1991), pp. 75-92 (p. 78). Quoted in: Lindbladh, p. 286.
73 Lindbladh, p. 286.
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Lindbladh’s suggestion that the absence of explicit authorial
commentary (which is characteristic of most of Aleksievich’s books,
including Chernobyl’skaia molitva) makes the voices unfinalized and
independent in the Bakhtinian sense is important for the present
discussion. Lindbladh observes — correctly — that a ‘necessary
prerequisite for a polyphonic composition is the avoidance of “a single
authorial consciousness™.” She then argues that this is achieved by
what she calls ‘the significant absence of an external perspective’.”
Comparing Voices from Utopia to Adamovich’s works, she observes
that, in the latter, a reporter often describes the witnesses externally
and inserts questions into their monologues, a device which is largely
absent in Aleksievich’s work. Aleksievich’s prose lacks the degree of
direct authorial commentary found in Adamovich. Lindbladh’s
proposition that ‘this absence of an external perspective [...] is
symptomatic of a polyphonic aesthetics’ is at first sight justified, but the
suggested implication that it ‘allows the characters/witnesses to speak
for themselves’ is highly problematic, as the absence of direct authorial
commentary does not mean that the character’s speech does not
become objectified in Bakhtin’s sense of the word.”® As we have seen,
literary polyphony is not only the ostensible elimination of the presence
of the author in the text. As Bakhtin comments on Pushkin’s
Kapitanskaia dochka: ‘Grinev's story is constructed by Pushkin in a

fixed monologic field of vision, even though this field is not represented
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externally in the composition because there is no direct authorial
discourse’.”” Furthermore, Lindbladh claims that the authorial essay,
simply because it is presented as an ‘Interv’iu avtora s samoi soboi’
rather than as a preface, is located ‘on the same hierarchical level as
the other monologues’.”® This, she claims, emphasises ‘the polyphonic
composition of this work’.”® Yet, the ‘Self-interview’ is evidently
hierarchically superior to the monologues, for two reasons. First, it is
being uttered by the figure of the Author, Svetlana Aleksievich, elevated
post-Soviet intellectual and recipient of numerous awards. Regardless
of the way in which her meditations are being presented, a reader is
likely to attach greater importance and validity to her words than those
uttered by one of the many narrators. Second, as we will see in Chapter
Three, the thoughts elaborated in the ‘Self-interview’ are confirmed in
the subsequent monologues. The narrators repeat Aleksievich’s
observations and suggestions about the disaster, which gives these
observations even greater (“empirical”) validity. Thus, the voices of

Aleksievich and those of the characters are not equal.

Scribner (2008) and Seppialiainen (2016) have made
observations not unlike Golstein’s, saying that the voices of the
witnesses in Chernobyl’skaia molitva seem to merge in a single truth
and confirm the observations made by Aleksievich in the ‘Self-

interview’. Scribner, examining the representation of trauma in

77 Bakhtin, p. 57.
8 Lindbladh, p. 292. Henceforth, I will refer to this part of
Chernobyl’skaia molitva as ‘Self-interview’.
2 1bid.
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Chernobyl’skaia molitva, states that ‘through authorial choice of
traumatized voices, a deliberate focusing of voices into a single point
and addition of her strongly worded ‘Self-interview’, Aleksiyevich’s
opinion seems to overwhelm those of the other witnesses’.2°
Comparing Aleksievich with Dostoevsky, she goes on to say: ‘Whereas
in Dostoevsky’s polyphonic voice the individual speaks within a
collective of voices [...] in Chernobyl’'skaya molitva, the collective hero
drowns out the individual voice’.8! In other words, the voices seem to
come together in one single voice, rather than reflecting a multitude of
independent consciousness. From the perspective of her inquiry,
Scribner is able to distinguish a “single impersonal truth”, a ‘message’
attributable to the author, by which the voices are submerged:
‘Aleksiyevich’s big message’ she says, [...] insists that man has
become dehumanized through Soviet ideology and a race for progress
to the point where he has destroyed his habitat and that of the weaker
creatures’.®? Furthermore, sounding much like Golstein when he
suggests a serious contradiction between Aleksievich’s simultaneous
appeal to her ‘licentia poetica’ and her claim to ‘be a journalist who
gives a voice to other people’, Scribner comments on two public
statements made by Aleksievich, one in an interview with Irina Rishina,
the other in connection to the 1993 trial. In the former, talking about the
importance of a multitude of different perspectives on the depicted

event, Aleksievich said: ‘The people [in my books] must be from varying

80 Doris Scribner, Title, Edition edn (unpublished, 2008 ), p. 103.
81 |bid. p. 104.
82 |bid.
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professions, generations and ages, so that the event might be seen
from various sides with totally different points of view’.83 And, in the
latter, defending her right to describe her own vision of reality: ‘As a
person, | ask your forgiveness for having caused you pain. But as a
writer, | cannot. | cannot, | do not have the right to ask forgiveness for
my book, for the truth!®* Scribner comments: ‘It is difficult to reconcile
this uncompromising statement with Aleksiyevich’s comments that, in

her literary approach, events must be seen from various viewpoints’.8°

Finally, Seppialiainen, focusing on the ecocritical aspects of
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva, suggests that the narrators — through their
strategic location in relation to each other and the opinions and
observations they collectively repeat — serve to convey a message that
emerges from the totality of voices. This message is explicitly stated by
the Author in the ‘Self-interview’: ‘Ha yepHOGbINbCKON 3eMne xarnko
yenoseka. Ho elle Gonblie xanko 3Beps’.8® The message is then
reaffirmed, “proved” in the monologues: ‘Bbicka3biBaHNSA NPO XanocTb K
XMBOTHbIM 1 NPO TO, YTO 0OLLECTBO ObINO HE FOTOBO K TEXHOrEHHOM
aBapun n3-3a NOAroTOBKM K BOMHE BCTPEYAOTCH Ha NPOTSHKEHMM BCEN

kHurn'.8” Therefore, Seppialiainen concludes: «ronoc aBTopa» MOXHO

83 Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, "“Chernobyl’skaia molitva’. Mne
kazhetsia, ia zapisyvaiu budushchee...”, ed. by Irina Rishina
(Literaturnaia Gazeta, 1996). Quoted in: Scribner, p. 103.
84 Aleksievich. Quoted in: Scribner, p. 105.
8 Scribner, p. 106.
8 |urii Seppialiainen, Title, Edition edn (unpublished, 2016), p. 49.
87 Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, Chernobyl’skaia molitva :
Khronika budushchego, (Moskva: Vremia, 2013). Quoted in:
Seppialiainen, p. 49.
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cynTaTbh HEKUM pe3toMe TeX rofiocoB, KOTOPbIE 3avHTepecoBasnm
Anekcunesny’.88 Throughout the book, a single authorial consciousness
asserts itself, a certain set of interests and values that Seppialiainen
attributes to the author: ‘C nomoLLbto CTPYKTYpbl KHUMM AnekcrueBmny
BbIiCKa3blBaeT CBOE TOSIKOBaHME nocrneactasnin YepHobblnbCcKomn

aBapun’.®

Although Aleksievich’s writing has often been described as
“polyphonic”, most notably in the committee citation of the 2015 Nobel
Prize in Literature, several scholars argue that it is in fact not. While
different voices seem to become audible in her book, the principal
argument against the description of Aleksievich’s writing as polyphonic
is the perceived conflict between the formal polyphony (the multitude of
voices) and the monologic message (the intentional agency of the
single consciousness). This discrepancy does not explain the entire
complexity of Aleksievich’s work but it provides an important context in
which to read her books and will serve as part of a methodological
framework for my discussion of unreliable narrators in Chernobyl’skaia
molitva in the first section of Chapter Three. In the final section of this
chapter, | will discuss the 1993 trial during which Aleksievich was
accused of having misrepresented her interviewees in Tsinkovye
mal’chiki, her third book. Specifically, | will look at the appendix to later
editions of Tsinkovye mal’chiki, which deals with the trial and can be

read as an explication of the author’s view on the relationship between

88 Seppialiainen, p. 49.
89 |bid. p. 48.
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her own agency in her works and the responsibility to remain faithful to

the documentary material.

The Trial

In 1993, Svetlana Aleksievich was taken to court by four of the
witnesses who had contributed to her third book, Tsinkovye mal’chiki
(1991), who accused her of having distorted and falsified their
statements given in interviews. Some plaintiffs denied ever having
uttered statements cited in their name by Aleksievich; others claimed
she had misrepresented them by “freely interpreting” what they said. In
a later edition of Tsinkovye mal’chiki (1994), Aleksievich added a
chapter about the trial, entitled ‘Sud nad “Tsinkovymi mal’chikami”
(Istoriia v dokumentakh)’.°0 It covers a little more than sixty pages and
consists of excerpts from Russian and Belarusian newspapers covering
the trial, court documents, fragments of conversations in the court
room, a six-pages long ‘independent literary analysis’ ['fHe3aBucrnmas
nutepaTtypHasa akcneptunaa’] delivered by Viktor Kovalenko and Mikhalil
Tychina — two Belarusian writers and critics — as well as an authorial
monologue entitled ‘Iz vystupleniia S. Aleksievich, avtora «Tsinkovykh

mal’chikov» (iz togo, chto bylo skazano i chto ne dali skazat’)’.%*

9Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, Zacharovannye smertiiu,
(Moskva: Izdatel'stvo Slovo, 1994). Henceforth | will refer to this
appendix as ‘Sud’.
91 Henceforth | will refer to this particular part of ‘Sud’ as ‘Iz
vystupleniia’.
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The trial would be a worthy topic for a separate study, as it
crystallises important aspects of censorship and political repression in
the post-Soviet sphere, as well as issues of freedom and responsibility
in the writing of documentary literature. Here, | will limit myself to
discussing Aleksievich’s own depiction of the trial in Tsinkovye
mal’chiki, without taking other material into account (such as court
documents and recordings, or newspaper articles). In particular, | will
look at ‘Iz vystupleniia’ — Aleksievich’s explicit response to the
accusations — as this seems to reflect the author’s view on the
relationship between her own artistic freedom and her responsibility to

remain faithful to the documentary material.

The trial took place in the People’s Court of the Central District of
Minsk.®? Four individuals filed lawsuits against Aleksievich: two former
soldiers and two mothers of soldiers who were killed in Afghanistan.
Speaking in general terms, all plaintiffs accuse Aleksievich of the same
thing, namely distortion [‘n3kaxxenune’]. Specifically, their accusations fall
in three different categories. 1) Aleksievich freely “invented” parts of
entire interviews — (‘gonucana To, YTO s HEe roBopuIT’; ‘HEKOTOpbIE
dakTbl fobaBuna ot cebs’; ‘ABHas NoXb, BbIMbICALI'; ‘UnTaTa
BblAyMaHHas (T.e. He COOTBETCTBYET MnanoxeHHomy).%2 2) Aleksievich
“interpreted freely” statements by her interviewees — (‘caenana

CaMOCTOATENIbHbIE BbIBOObI, KOTOPbIE 4 HE Aerian, BOJibHadA

92 Narodnyi sud Tsentral’'nogo raiona goroda Minska.
93 Aleksievich, p. 171; 74; 77.
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nHTepnpeTtauus’.®* 3) She “omitted” important parts of the interviewee’s
statements — (‘MHoroe 13 Mmoux pacckasos onyctuna’.®® Throughout
‘Sud’, Aleksievich points out various irregularities in the legal
proceedings. For instance, she states that she and her lawyer learned
that the presiding judge had been replaced only a few minutes before
the beginning of the court hearing. During the hearings, moreover,
Aleksievich complains that she is verbally insulted and threatened by
spectators, which is ignored by the judges. The plaintiffs are
characterised as nervous, inarticulate and confused. In particular, one
of them, T.M. Ketsmura, is presented as having changed his
statements in a conspicuous way during the hearing, first claiming not
to have ever met Aleksievich and later speaking about the person who
introduced them to one another. There is also a recurrent suggestion
that the plaintiffs have been persuaded, or forced, to file complaints
against Aleksievich and that the trial is orchestrated by the Belarusian
regime. According to Aleksievich’s presentation of events, the lawsuits
were filed with no date and signature and the plaintiffs do not seem to
know their exact contents. The wrongful nature of the entire trial is
further emphasised by the inclusion in the appendix to Tsinkovye
mal’chiki of a number of letters of protest, in which prominent post-
Soviet intellectuals object against Aleksievich’'s having been taken to

court, praising her books and commending her talent and courage.

% |bid. p. 171; 77.
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‘Iz vystupleniia’ is strategically placed toward the end of ‘Sud’,
giving it additional weight, and emerges as a statement less about the
trial than about the principles of Aleksievich’s aesthetics. After two short
sections including fragments of conversations and the wording of the
verdict (Aleksievich is found guilty on some of the charges), ‘Iz
vystupleniia’ is followed by the independent literary analysis. These two
echo each other, the latter confirming and stating more explicitly much
of what is said in the former. Delivered by “independent experts”, the
literary analysis gives additional legitimacy to Aleksievich’s statements
in ‘Iz vystupleniia’. Aleksievich spends a great part of ‘Iz vystupleniia’
discussing Soviet mentality, history, and depictions of war. She
repeatedly suggests that the lawsuit is not the consequence of a
conflict between herself and the mothers and soldiers, but between
herself and the former (Soviet) regime. For instance: ‘He [maTepu] co
MHOW CyOATCS, a CyauTCsa CO MHOW GbiBLUMIA pexum’.?® Or: ‘3a cnnHamu
martepeit 9 BUXy reHepanbckue noroHbl’.®’ The implication of this is
twofold. First, the suggestion is that the trial was initiated not by the
plaintiffs personally but by reactionary “Soviet” political forces (the
Belarusian authorities). Second, it divests the plaintiffs of individual
willpower and the capacity to think independently, reducing them to
anonymous representatives of historical and political forces. Soviet

mentality, as it were, “speaks through them”.

% |bid. p. 200.
9 |bid. p. 202.
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The most important point with regard to the questions of
faithfulness, authorial freedom and agency, is expressed mid-way

through the text of ‘1z vystupleniia’:

UTto a gomkHa oTctanBaTth? CBOE nucaTenbCcKkoe npaBo BUOETb
MUP TakuUM, Kak 9 ero Buxy. [...] inn a gorkHa gokasatb, 4TO ecTb
npaesga v npasgonogobue, YTo AOKYMEHT B UCCKYCTBE — 3TO He
cnpaBka U3 BOEHKOMaTa U He TpaMBanHbIN GuneT. Te KHUru,
KOTOpble 9 NuLy, — 3TO CBOEro poga nposa. AT0 — JOKYMEHT 1 B
TO Xe BpeMsi Mo obpas BpeMeHu. A cobupato nogpobHocTy,
YyBCTBa HE TONbKO N3 OTAENbHOM YenoBeYeCKOM XNU3HU, HO U3
BCEro Bo3ayxa BpeEMEHU, ero NpoCcTpaHCTBa, ero royfiocos. A He
BblAyMbIBalo, HE JOMbICIIMBALO, @ OpPraHN30BbIBaD MaTepuan B
camoun AeNCTBUTENHOCTU. [JOKYMEHT — 3TO U Te, KTO MHe
pacckasblBaeT, JOKYMEHT — 3TO U A KaK YeroBeK CO CBOMM

MUPOBO3PEHMEM, OLLlyLLieHneM. %8

To properly understand this statement we must examine the relations
between Aleksievich’s notions of ‘pravda’, ‘pravdopodobie’, ‘proza’,
‘vydumyvat”, and ‘dokument’. First, she makes a distinction between
‘pravda’ and ‘pravdopodobie’. ‘Pravdopodobie’ is a compound formed
by ‘pravda’ (‘truth’) and ‘podobie’, which means ‘semblance’ or

‘similarity’. A Russian dictionary defines ‘pravdopodobie’ as ‘cxoacTtso ¢

% |pid. p. 203.
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npasaoit’,*® which could be translated into English as verisimilitude;
probability; likelihood; plausibility. Further, it is this insistence on
‘semblance of truth’ rather than ‘truth’ here that makes Aleksievich’s

books ‘sui generis prose’ [‘cBoero poga nposa’l.

Interestingly, a comparison of these statements with those from
the 2015 Nobel Lecture reveals a number of problematic contradictions.
In 2015, Aleksivich says: ‘nMcaTb npo3y o kowMapax XX Beka
KOLLYHCTBEHHO. TyT Henb3s 8bl0yMbieameb. [Tpasdy Hy>XHO AaBaTb, Kak
oHa ecTb’ [Emphasis mine].1%° ‘Proza’ is here associated with fiction
(‘vydumyvat”), and as such stands in an oppositional relationship to
‘pravda’. In the Nobel Lecture, writing ‘prose’ about the ‘nightmares of
the 20" century’ is ‘sacrilege’. In ‘Iz vystupleniia’, she states that her

books ‘are sui generis prose’.

The inconsistencies in these two statements can at least in part
be explained by the gap of twenty-one years between them; the
appendix to Tsinkovye mal’chiki was published in 1994, the Nobel
lecture held in 2015. There is also a high degree of coherence in the
statements when they are read with a more complex understanding of
the binary of fact and fiction. What Aleksievich seems to be saying is
that she does not “write prose” in the sense that she does not “invent”
[‘BbigymbiBaTh’] (like for instance the Strugatsky brothers “invented”

Piknik na obochine or Tolstoy Voina i mir). She does write prose,

99 S.A. Kusnetsov, Bol’shoi tolkovyi slovar’ russkogo iazyka, (Saint
Petersburg: Norint, 2000), p. 952.
100 Aleksievich.
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however, in the sense that the truthfulness of her books is not grounded
in a strict correspondence between referent and signified. Truthfulness
is not to cite her interviewees literally. This is probably how her
distinction between ‘pravda’ and ‘pravdopodobie’ in ‘Iz vystupleniia’
should be understood. Here (and only here) ‘pravda’ is an ‘official note
from the military commissariat’ [‘cnpaBka 13 BoeHkomata’] or a tram
ticket [‘TpamBanHbIn 6uneT’]. These are deliberately simplistic examples
of what would and could be deemed a truthful document [‘gokymeHT’] in
a non-art discourse. An artistic document [‘GOKyMeHT B Uckycctae’],
however, does not draw its truthfulness from ‘pravda’ but from
‘pravdopodobie’, from ‘semblance of truth’. Thus, truthfulness in art is
for Aleksievich not a matter of correspondence between text and extra-
textual reality (text and interview); rather, truthfulness is based on the

aesthetic means by which a compelling textual reality is created.

This standpoint brings to mind Hayden White’s distinction
between history and fiction. As | have already signalled, according to
White the significance of Levi’s book does not primarily consist in the
new information he gives about the camps but rather in the artistically
refined depiction of them. Aleksievich seems to be saying something
similar here. She does not ‘invent’ ['A He BblaymMbIBato, He
Aombicnueato’] but ‘organises the material’ [‘'opraHnsoBbiBato
matepuan’].1%! Part of the truthfulness of her work is thus grounded in

the selection and organisation of the material, and the rewriting of a

101 Aleksievich, p. 203.
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transcribed interview into a fluent monologue, in other words
Aleksievich’s authorial agency. Of course, this does not mean that the
interviewee is completely eradicated as textual subject. The interviewee
remains — but to what degree? Or conversely: to what degree does the
single authorial consciousness assert itself? It is this question that
makes an inquiry into the authorial presence in Aleksievich’s books so
relevant. Her texts are both ‘they and I’, as she states in ‘Iz
vystupleniia’: ‘[1IoKyMEeHT — 3TO 1 Te, KTO MHEe paccKka3blBaeT, JOKYMEHT

— 3TO U 51 KaK YenoBeK CO CBOMM MUPOBO3PEHNEM, OLLyLLieHneM' 102
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Chapter 2: Aleksievich’s Author
The Author as Medium

Considering New Documentary Literature in general and Aleksievich’s
work in particular, Sivakova notes the ‘mediating function of the author’
[‘ocobyto meduymHyro dyHKkumio aBTopa’]l who ‘by listening to, recording
and letting the confessional stories of a multitude of people pass
through herself, gives her characters an incitement, an impulse of
remembrance, a direction of recollection’ [‘BbicnylumnBas, 3anucoiBas un
nponyckasa Yyepes cebsi pacckasbl-MCrnoBean MHOXECTBA pasHbIX
nogen, gaeT CBOMM reposiM TOMYOK, MMMYNbC NamsATh, ee
HanpaeneHue’].1%2 The author acts as a channel by which the first-hand
accounts of the nuclear disaster reach the reader. Researching
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva, Aleksievich reports having talked to around
five hundred people: ‘Out of 500 or more interviews 107 were included
in the final version; that is, approximately one in five’.1* The vast
majority of the interviewees are people who would not have been able
to make themselves heard in the public realm: villagers, soldiers,
firefighters, clean-up workers, while more politically and culturally active
interviewees such as Gennadii Grushevoi, a Belarusian member of
Parliament, would never have been able to reach out to an audience as

big and internationally diverse as Aleksievich’s. Consisting of material

103 Sjvakova, p. 76.
104 Aleksievich.
54



from a little more than hundred interviews, Chernobyl/’skaia molitva tells

stories that would otherwise have remained unknown to the world.

The mediating function of the author is twofold. She not only
communicates the stories to her readers by recording and publishing
them, but also contributes to producing (or rather eliciting) the stories,
by seeking out and interviewing the eyewitnesses who might otherwise
have remained silent. The author thus has two roles: that of interviewer
and that of writer. In the final text, the function of the author as
interviewer is mirrored by the narratee: the figure to whom the narrators
address their discourse. In a few monologues, the narrators address
the narratee explicitly, appealing to her to ‘write it down’, thereby
stressing the urgency of making the testimony known to the world and
reminding the reader that she is hearing something that occurred in
actuality. For instance: ‘XoTa 6bl Bbl 3anuwimnte:’ 1% Most frequently,
however, the presence of the narratee is just vaguely felt in how the
narrators seem to address a silent interlocutor. Some of them begin
their monologues by replying to an implicit question or imperative, for
instance Katia P. who in the beginning of her monologue says:
‘BecnomuHath? MoXeT, Hao Ha BCAKWUIA Crlydan OTTONKHYTb OT cebs...’
— as if answering the question ‘What can you recall?’1% A silent
observer and listener, the narratee allows herself no more than short

bracketed remarks, reminiscent of stage-directions: ‘(3akpbieaem nuyo

105 Aleksievich, p. 53.
106 |pid. p. 119.
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pykamu u monrqum)’.%7 In this way, she both reveals herself and
recedes into the background, giving the narrators near maximal textual

space.

The narratee and author are mirror-images of each other, one
explicitly identified with the other. Responding to a narrator who is
asking what her book will be about, the narratee says: ‘Tlpo
YepHobbinb'.1% Of course, it is important not to confuse the two. By
author | mean the human being, Svetlana Aleksievich, born in 1948,
educated at the State University of Minsk. Traditionally conceived of as
the first instance in a communication model describing the act of
narration — going from Author to Narrator to Narratee and Reader —
several terms have been suggested for the author as physical person.
Wayne Booth refers to it as the ‘real author’,1%° Harvey Hix calls it the
‘creative author’,'° Jorge Gracia suggests the term ‘historical author'*'!
and Alexander Nehamas simply opts for ‘writer’.*1? Virtually
synonymous, these terms all signify the author as a physical person,
i.e. as the agent who produces the text. They differ only in terms of

what they emphasise, Booth’s and Nehamas’ terms being the more

107 |pid. p. 21.
108 |pid. p. 160.
109 Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, (Chicago; London: University
of Chicago Press, 1983), p. 71.
110 Harvey Hix, 'Morte d’Author: An Autopsy', The lowa Review, 17
(1987), 142.
111 Jorge J.E. Gracia, 'Can There be Texts without Historical Authors?',
American Philosophical Quarterly, 31 (1994), 245.
112 Alexander Nehamas, 'Writer, Text, Work, Author', in The Death and
Resurrection of the Author?, ed. by William Irwin (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 2002), pp. 95-115 (p. 95).
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neutral ones. | will henceforth use Hix’s term ‘creative author’ because
of its useful emphasis on the creative act performed by Aleksievich: the
assembling, selection, and aesthetic processing and arrangement of
the text. Another reason for choosing this particular term is that the
witnesses, too, in a sense, are authors. Therefore it would entail a
confusing and misleading contrast to use the term ‘real author’ or

‘historical author’ in regard to Aleksievich.

Calling Aleksievich a ‘creative author’ designates her as physical
person, and locates her outside the text. The narratee, by contrast, ‘a
person to whom the narrator addresses his discourse’, is situated within
the text and is an object constructed by the creative author.'? In this
model, the creative author in the role of interviewer becomes the
narratee, an intra-textual author-persona. In the same way, the witness

in the role of interviewee becomes a narrator:

Witness » Narrator

Creative Author——» Narratee

The Obscured Presence of the Creative Author

Appearing directly only in the ‘Self-interview’ and in the sentences

attributed to the narratee, the author’s presence is at first sight reduced

113 J.A. Cuddons, 'Dictionary of Literary Terms & Literary Theory',
(London: Penguin Books, 2015), (p. 456).
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to a minimum. However, as Sivakova has noted: ‘BneyaTtneHue,
CBSA3@aHHOE C OLLYLLEHNEM ero OTCYTCTBUS, COBEPLLEHHO
obmaHumBo’.14 On the one hand, Sivakova maintains, the author
‘absents herself in order to give way for the heroes and the facts’
[‘ycTyna[eT] mecTo reposim n cpaktam’], thereby functioning as a silent
medium for the witnesses to tell their stories; on the other hand, the
author organises the text, selecting and arranging the material and so
putting her stamp on it: ‘0okyMeHT He yGuBaeT TBopyeckoe «sa»’ 1o

Therefore, Sivakova suggests:

Kaxkabli 06pas, kaxayt AeTtanb B KHUrax Anekcuesmy
HeoGXoAMMOo paccMaTpuBaTh B ABYX LIEHHOCTHbIX acrekTax: B
acnekTe XW3HW repos, Ans KOTOPOro nepexunTble cobbITUS
onpeaenunu Bclo ero AarnbHewwyo cyabby, 1 B acnekTe 3ambicria

BCEW KHUIN: BCE ee cogepxaHune nog4nMHeHoO aBTOPCKUM

3agavyam.116

But who is the author of Chernobyl’skaia molitva? Svetlana Aleksievich
is identified as its author; the copyright of the work belongs to her; she
is criticised and praised for it. Yet, the work consists of statements that
are produced by a multitude of people. The monologues that constitute

the book are based on verbatim recorded interviews and are explicitly

114 Sjvakova, p. 149.
115 Sjvakova, p. 76.
116 Sivakova, p. 38.
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attributed to the interviewees, who are quoted by name and cited in the
first person. If we understand the author to be that person who
produces the text, then the witnesses are authors, too. We can thus
view them from two perspectives. As interviewees, producers of text,
providers of the raw material for the written work, they are authors
(witnesses-authors). As speakers in the completed work with a
designated function within the artistic design of the book, they are
narrators (withesses-narrators). In their former capacity, they are
independent subjects. In the latter, they are constructed objects, whose
function is to some degree controlled by another, transcendental
agency — that of the creative author (Aleksievich). The first monologue
of the book, ‘Odinokii chelovecheskii golos’, begins thus: ‘A He 3Hato, 0
yeM pacckasbiBaTb... O cmepTn nnu o nben? Uinu aTo ogHO 1 TO
xe...”.'r” Who is speaking here? On a textual level, the sentence is
uttered by the narrator, but the specific function of these words within
the wider text is controlled by Aleksievich, who chose to start the
monologue at this particular point in the conversation and who gave
these words a prime position in opening all of the witness statements.
This raises the question of authorial intervention. The only part of
Aleksievich’s interview recordings that has become publicly available is
a fragment of a conversation between herself and two interlocutors, a
man and a woman whom she interviews about their experiences in the
Kolyma labour camp. Given its limited extent, this interview fragment

does not allow us to establish the exact degree of authorial intervention

117 Aleksievich, p. 11.
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in Aleksievich’s writing, but it does give us an indication of the possible

extent of her authorial intrusions not only in this instance:

Aleksievich: Tell me please if it is true that many people who were in
positions of power in the camps [Gulag], those who were in
management, that many of them committed suicide. They were afraid

that they would be sought out, and they would be interrogated.

Man: You see, it was not distinguished people who were picked
for these roles, but the immoral careerists, who would sell you for a

rouble.

Aleksievich: Tell me, what were your thoughts when you went through
that, were they similar to Iuliia Pavlovna’s [his spouse]. Did you both
feel the same way as you went through it? Did you believe that the

party would figure it out, that it would bring justice?*18

The difference between this interview fragment and the monologues
that shape Aleksievich’s books is striking. What is perhaps most
conspicuous is how actively Aleksievich participates in the interview,

asking leading questions and steering the conversation in particular

118 \Volha Isakava, 'Between the public and the private: Svetlana
Aleksievich interviews Ales' Adamovich. Translator’s preface', Canadian
Slavonic Papers, 59 (2017), 370.The interview fragment covers two
pages in its entirety and has only been published in Isakava’s English
translation.
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directions. In the finished work, as we saw earlier, the narratee absents
herself. The text is not presented as a dialogue but a monologue. This
alone suggests that the raw material undergoes an extensive editing
process. This assumption is also consistent with the fact that the
monologues are written according to a strict aesthetic symmetry, as we
will see. In ‘Odinokii chelovecheskii golos’, after the first statement in
which the narrator replies to an implied interviewer, she goes on to tell
her story. She narrates the night of the explosion, the death of her
husband (a firefighter) and her life thereafter. Framing the monologue
thematically, the dichotomy of love and death is restated in the end: ‘O
CMepTu Nnoan He xoTaT cnywatb. O cTpawwHom... Ho 4 Bam pacckasana
o no6su... Kak a nobuna...’.''° By ostentatiously leaving the last word
to the narrator/interviewee, Aleksievich assigns to these words the
function of conclusion which articulates the existential notion of the
intricate relationship between love and death. This then raises the
guestion of who controls the overall meaning of both individual

monologue and the overall text.

There is a classic typology of narrators suggested by Plato and
Aristotle. It identifies three basic kinds, distinguished on the basis of the
relationship between narrator and author: ‘a) the speaker or poet (or
any kind of writer) who uses his own voice; b) one who assumes the
voice of another person or persons, and speaks in a voice not his own;

c) one who uses a mixture of his own voice and that of others’.}?° An

119 Aleksievich, p. 29.
120 Cuddons, p. 459.
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example of the first kind would be the autobiographical novel My
Struggle by the Norwegian writer Karl Ove Knausgaard in which the
narrator is explicitly identified with the author: ‘Today is 27 of February.
The time is 11.43 p.m. |, Karl Ove Knausgaard, was born in December
1968, and at the time of writing | am thirty-nine years old’.*?* An
example of the second type, suggested by Cuddons, is Byron’s poem
The Prisoner of Chillon in which the author assumes the voice of
Francois de Bonnivard who was imprisoned in the castle of Chillon in
the 16" century: ‘My hair is grey, but not with years, / Nor grew it white /
In a single night [...]".1?2 Exemplifying the third kind, Cuddons cites
Milton’s Paradise Lost, where the poet ‘begins in his own voice in the
first person to invoke the ‘heavenly muse”.1?® Some thirty lines later, the
muse responds to Milton’s invocation: ‘The infernal serpent; he it was
[...].%%* Thereafter a third voice is introduced, when Satan speaks:
‘Breaking the horrid silence thus began. / If thou beest he; but O how

fallen! how changed [...].1%°

Into which of these categories do the narrators of
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva fall? The answer to this question depends on
whom we consider to be the author, i.e. the creator of the monologue. If

we see Liudmila Ignatenko as its author, then the narrator pertains to

121 Karl-Ove Knausgaard, A Death in the Family: My Struggle 1,
(London: Vintage Books, 2013), p. 22.
122 ord Byron, The Prisoner of Chillon, (Oxford: Woodstock Books,
1993), p. 3.
123 Cuddons, p. 459.
124 John Milton, Paradise Lost, (Oxford, New York: Oxford University
Press, 2005), p. 5.
125 |pid. p. 6.
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the first category: the author speaks in her own voice. If we regard
Aleksievich as the author, then the narrator belongs to the second
category: the author assumes the voice of another person. There is
also the possibility of considering the identity of the author not of a
single monologue, but of the entire work. From this point of view, the
narrators of Chernoby/’skaia molitva belong to the third kind, a mixture
of voices. The author begins in her own voice (in the ‘Self-interview’)
and thereafter assumes the voice of the witnesses. The problem with
this way of reasoning, of course, is that Aleksievich does not assume
Ignatenko’s voice in the same way as Byron assumes Francois de
Bonnivard’s and Milton Satan’s voice. For Byron, de Bonnivard could be
said to be a source of inspiration or a literary motif, a vehicle that allows
the communication of something about religious freedom, brotherly
love, tyranny and isolation from nature. Arguably, Ignatenko is for
Aleksievich a literary motif, an entity within the semantic system of the
literary work, a vehicle that allows communicating something about love
and death, but she is also a historical eyewitness whose statements
must be faithfully reported. Refraining from inventing and adding words
of her own to the documentary material, Aleksievich is restricted to the
statements that Ignatenko made during the interview. These statements
she arranges as she sees fit. While she can include and omit particular
sentences or parts of sentences, emphasise an utterance by using
ellipses, exclamation marks, indents etc., she cannot add anything
Ignatenko did not say. On the level of the single monologue, therefore,

it makes sense to talk about a double authorship:
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Ignatenko (witness-author) Aleksievich (creative author)

Ignatenko (narrator)

What are the implications of this? First of all, the double authorship of
the monologue is far from obvious to a reader, as Chernobyl’skaia
molitva convincingly creates an illusion that we hear the witness
“directly”. It does so in four ways. First, actual people are identified as
the extra-textual speakers (authors) of the statements. The historical
reality of this referent is clearly indicated: we know the speakers’ names
and sometimes what professions they have and where they live. Their
existence can be verified; it is enough to google Gennadii Grushevoi’'s
name to read about his work for the Chornobyl’ children and his recent

death in 2014.

Second, Chernobyl’skaia molitva presents itself as a text where
nothing is invented. As | suggested in Chapter One, Aleksievich’s
literary form is exceedingly ambiguous and Chernobyl/’skaia molitva can
justifiably be approached as novel, journalistic report and something in
between. What matters here, however, are the expectations that the
referential nature of the text establishes, what Tzvetan Todorov calls

the ‘horizon of expectation’. Just as genres function as ‘models of
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writing’ for authors, he says, they prescribe the reader’s attitude to the
text, what she expects from it and how she responds to it: [...] readers
read in function of the generic system, with which they are familiar
thanks to criticism, schools, the book distribution system, or simply by

hearsay; however, they do not need to be conscious of this system’.126

In this regard it is illuminating to discuss Chernobyl’skaia molitva
in comparison to an unambiguously fictional work that shares some of
its defining formal traits, the multitude of voices and first person-
narration, for instance Milan Kundera’s The Joke (Zert) from 1967.
Here, four narrators — Ludvik, Helena, Jaroslav, and Kostka — speak in
the first person. Stylistically, their voices are clearly distinct, Ludvik’s
being characterised by a tone of fussy loquaciousness and the use of
brackets, Helena’s by longish, stream of consciousness-like sentences.
Reading the novel, we know that these voices are the result of a
number of aesthetic choices and considerations; in other words, that
they were created by the author, Milan Kundera, whose name is written

in upper case letters on the book cover.

Despite this awareness, however, we listen to Ludvik’s voice as
if we were actually hearing him speak. Unthinkingly, we enter into an
agreement with the text based on our suspension of disbelief. Coined
by Coleridge, the notion of suspension of disbelief describes ‘the
mechanisms of assimilation required to appreciate an invented

situation, particularly a work of drama or fiction in film, theatre, or

126 Tzvetan Todorov, Genres in Discourse, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), p. 18.
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literature’.22” Whether the reader ‘adopts a position of trust’ because
‘[she] expects the work of art to give [her] pleasure’,*?® ‘holds second-
order beliefs about objects of compassion which do not conflict with
first-order beliefs [...] that we are dealing with fiction’'?° or ‘pretends to
believe*® is irrelevant for this discussion. The point is the fact that the
reader, by one mechanism or another, accepts what she knows is
fictional as true in some sense. Even though we know that the events
described in The Joke never happened, that no man named Ludvik
travelled to Brno to seduce the wife of his former friend, that no girl
named Lucy was raped, we “believe” in these events, in the sense that
we respond emotionally to them as if to something real: we empathise
with Ludvik’s bitterness, we pity Lucy. In the same way, we “believe”
that we hear Ludvik speak, even though we know that his voice is an

object constructed by Milan Kundera.

In Chernobyl’skaia molitva the reader’s expectation is
diametrically opposed, starting with the reader’s historical knowledge
that on the 26" of April 1986 the fourth reactor in the Chornoby!’
nuclear power plant was brought down by a series of explosions. Based
on the knowledge that the events described did happen, by extension

the reader expects that the narrators are real people. Whereas the

127 Greg Martin, 'Notes on the Willing Suspension of Disbelief', 1.
128 Norman N. Holland, 'The “Willing Suspension of Disbelief” revisited',
The Centennial Review, 11 (1967), 5; 6.
129 Eva Scharper, 'Fiction and the Suspension of Disbelief', British
Journal of Aesthetics, 18 (1978), 43.
130 Kendall Walton, L., '‘Appreciating Fiction: Suspending Disbelief or
Pretending Belief?', Dispositio, 5 (1980), 2.
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reader of The Joke postulates the creative author within the character’s
enunciations as their omnipresent but invisible creator, a reader of
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva locates the author outside of them as an agent
who might arrange but does not create the narrators. The reader of The
Joke “believes” that she is hearing Ludvik speak; the reader of
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva believes that she actually hears Ignatenko

speak.

Third, the activity of the creative author is further obscured by the
presence of an intra-textual author as narratee. This is the second
function of the bracketed stage-remarks, concisely observing that a
witness starts to whisper, turns silent, cries, gets up or approaches the
window. In the first monologue, the narrator says: ‘A koraa ymep, Hu
pasy He nossan. Hu pasy...’'3! Then, the narratee comments:
‘(Mnayem)’.*3? The reader thus separates the two — the voice of the
“witness” and that of the “author” — and perceives only one of them —
the narratee — as a construct by the creative author. Thus, the
bracketed remarks deepens the impression that the author limits herself

only to absolutely necessary intrusions.

Fourth, there are no obvious indications of the aesthetic
elaboration of the interview. The monologues as they appear in
Aleksievich’s book retain (or construct) the character of fragmentation,
spontaneity and temporal and thematic digressions that are associated

with face-to-face conversations. The conversational character of the

131 Aleksievich, p. 14.
132 |pid.
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monologues is further reinforced by the frequent use of ellipsis,
exclamation marks, rhetorical questions, slang, cursing, fragmented
sentences and omitted pronouns. In this way, the text creates an
impression of authenticity around the monologues; they appear to be

given “directly”, with only a very low degree of external editing.

Taken together, these strategies make the reader less aware of
the monologue as a mediated entity. Paradoxically, even though we
recognise Svetlana Aleksievich as the author, i.e. the creator of the
overall work, we perceive the witnesses to be the authors of the shorter
texts that constitute it. A particularly illustrative example of our
blindness to the activity of the creative author in Chernobyl/’skaia
molitva are the titles of the monologues, which often paraphrase or
directly cite something uttered by the narrator. For instance, in the
section entitled ‘Monolog o tom, chto tol’ko vo zle chelovek izoshchren i
kak on prost i dostupen v nekhitrikh slovakh liubvi’, the narrator says:
“TonbKO BO 3r1e 4YenoBeK U30LWpPEH. HO Kak OH NPOCT 1 JOCTYMEH B
HexXMTpbIX crioBax Mo6su’.132 In the title, the statement has been
rewritten from direct to reported speech with the inclusion of ‘Monolog o
tom, chto [...]". ‘No’ has been replaced with ‘" and the full stop with a
comma. Apart from that, the wording is identical. As part of the title, the
sentence reveals the distinct presence of the creative author. As part of
the monologue, the same words are attributed to the narrator. It is

tempting to solve this ambiguity by positing Aleksievich as the ultimate

133 |pid. p. 80.
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author of the words in the title, because Aleksievich clearly a) selected
this sentence (out of all sentences uttered by the witness) and b)
located it in this particular place and fashion (in the beginning,
separated from the rest of the monologue, in capital letters and bold
font). But is this not true of all sentences in the text, including those
uttered by the narrator? The words in the monologue (uttered by the
narrator) and those in the title (not uttered by the narrator) undergo the
exact same process: from interviewee through creative author to

narrator.

The title then is selected with an obvious authorial intention: it
encapsulates, often metaphorically, the central topic of the monologue
and directs the reader’s attention to it. The words of the narrator that
mirror the title are there for the same reason. Often, these are
positioned at the end of the monologue, recapitulating the title and
emphasising a central point. An example would be ‘Monolog svidetelia,
u kotorogo bolel zub, kogda on videl, kak upal khristos i nachal krichat’,
where the narrator, in the third passage from the last, alludes to the
Russian writer Leonid Andreev’s story of Ben-Tovit, a Jerusalem
merchant who suffered from toothache on the day of the Crucifixion and
remained oblivious to the magnitude of the event. The narrator of this
monologue, Arkadii Filin, a clean-up worker who at the time of the
disaster was being divorced by his wife, sees himself in the light of the
story. Next, he mentions his father, who fought the Germans in Moscow

in 1942:
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To, 4To yyacTBOBan B UICTOPUN, OH MOHAN Yepes3 AecaTku net. N3
KHUT, 13 unbmoB. A cam BcnomuHan: «Cuagen B okone. Ctpensn.
B3pbiBOM 3ackinano. NonymepTBoro caHntTapbl BbIBOOKN». U

Bce.134

These two motifs — Filin’s recollection of his father’s attitude to his
wartime experience and his reading of Andreev’s story — reinforce by
way of resemblance/contrast the monologue’s central dichotomy of
personal experience (divorce) and blindness to historical significance
(the Chornobyl’ disaster). Every sentence that mentions the narrator’s
wife is part of the same semantic structure. Compositionally, the
distribution of these motifs can be described in musical terms, as
exposition, development, repetition, recapitulation, and final entry, as in

a fugue or sonata:

Exposition (first passage): ‘Torga s gyman o gpyrom... Bam
MOKaXeTCHA CTPaHHbIM... Kak pa3 B 3T0 Bpems s1 pa3BOAMIICS C

XeHown...'135

Development (second passage): ‘MHe nameHuna xeHa, Bce

ocTanbHoe kasanocb epyHaoi. Cen B 3TOT «BOPOHOK» ... 136

134 |bid. p. 111.
135 |bid. p. 106.
136 |pid.
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Repetition (second and third passages): ‘Ho oT MeHs ywna

XeHa... A cnocobeH 6bin gyMaTb Tonbko 06 aToMm. .. 137

‘Tloyemy 51 QOMKEH pUCKOBATb, KOrAa KTo-To ByaeT cnaTb ¢ MOe

XeHoW. MoyeMy onsATb 5, @ He oH?'138

Recapitulation (fourteenth passage): 7KeHa gaxe nucbma He

npucnana. 3a nonroga HY 0QHOro nNucbma. ..’ 139

Final entry (nineteenth and final passage): ‘A meHs Torga

6pocuna xeHa...'t40

All these elements — the Andreev story, the father, the wife’s betrayal —
are included in the text because of their meaningfulness for what the
story as a whole is intended to communicate, and they are strategically
placed within the monologue with consideration to rhythm and thematic
emphasis. They are also meaningful as entities in the wider semantic
field of the entire work. The story of Arkadii Filin’s divorce is one of
many about love relationships and ties in with a thematic concern that
runs throughout Chernobyl’skaia molitva. The same can be said of the
narrator’'s meditations on Soviet life, his comparison of the rounding up
of clean-up workers with the mass arrests during the Great Purge in
1937, the bribery and disorganised nature of work in the contaminated

zone, what he refers to as ‘typical Russian chaos’ ’[[HlopMmanbHbIv

137 |bid. p. 107.
138 |pjd,
139 |pid. p. 111.
190 |pid. p. 112.
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pycckuii xaoc'].*4! Furthermore: his impression of scenic beauty in the
area, seemingly incompatible with the horror, the ‘Uzhas’ of the
disaster.#? Or, in connection to the telling of the clean-up workers’
near-suicidal recklessness, the twofold repetition of the following phrase
suggests the background polemic with the Socialist Realist narrative of
the heroic deed: ‘A Bac npeaynpexnaan... Huyero reponyeckoro...'143
As we shall see, all these units of content are variations of recurrent
motifs in the work. They reflect a general thematic concern and serve to

reinforce what could be termed the “messages” of the book.

But why stop there? ‘Huyero s Bam He pacckasarn...
O6psbiBkK...".1** Why is this noted, as opposed to everything that the
witness said but Aleksievich chose not to include? What about the
narratee’s bracketed comments? On two occasions she observes that
the narrator stops speaking: ‘3akypusaem cuesapemy u mon4um’ and
‘OcmaHasnusaemcs’.** Now if he lit a cigarette, he must have put it
out, but this is passed over in silence. Or let us imagine that he at some
point looked out the window, tapped his fingers on the table, cleared his
throat or coughed. None of these details are mentioned, simply
because they are not deemed notable by the creative author. In the
semantic system of the monologue, the extinguishing of a cigarette

would not have any connotative or symbolic value — it would signify

141 |pid. p. 110.
142 |pjd,
143 |pid. p. 107.
144 |pid. p. 111.
145 |pid. p. 107; 11.
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nothing. The moments when the narrator lights a cigarette and stops to
speak, however, do signify: they both occur directly after he mentions
his wife and so they indicate the sudden pain of traumatic memory

(silence connoting trauma, smoking — pensiveness).146

The recording in the text of an event or an uttered word, then, is
not occasioned by its mere referential reality, but by the meaning
invested in it by the creative author. To think otherwise would be to fall
prey to what Roland Barthes calls the ‘referential illusion’, the
impression that the referent ‘speaks for itself’.14” This impression is
produced through the various means by which the creator of the text
‘absents himself’ from it, the ‘systematic absence of any signs of the
sender of the historical message’.' It is not an exclusive property of
historical writing, for, as Barthes points out, ‘how many novelists [...]
imagine they are being “objective” because they supress signs of | in
the discourse!**° ‘I' here should not be understood as the ‘I’ of first-
person narratives but as the selecting and organising agent of the text,
i.e. the author, who does not seem to address the reported event for
any other reason than that it took place: the mere fact of its occurrence
appears to be sufficient justification for speaking about it. However, all

representational writing inevitably endows reality with subjective

146 This is a common device in Aleksievich’s writing, which is very much
concerned with trauma and the unsayable. Pauses, silences and
suddenly interrupted speech indicate that a point of utmost pain has
been reached in the narration.
147 Roland Barthes, The Rustle of Language, (Berkeley, Calif.:
University of California Press, 1986), p. 132.
148 1bid. p. 131.
149 1bid. p. 132.
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meaning by virtue of its structure, for example by allocating much or
little textual space to an event, presenting it as a beginning or end, a
cause or reason. The “objectivity” of historiography (or literature), where
the historian (or writer) “never intervenes”, therefore, is an unattainable
ideal, for by the mere inclusion in the narrative of one name, event or
occurrence rather than another, the writer has already designated some
events as important and other as insignificant. Citing Nietzsche,

Barthes says:

“There are no facts as such. We must always begin by introducing
a meaning in order for there to be a fact”. Once language
intervenes (and when does it not intervene?), a fact can be
defined only tautologically: the noted issues from the notable, but
the notable is [...] only what is worthy of memory, i.e. worthy to be

noted.1%0

In other words, the narrator lights a cigarette not because the witness
did so during the interview, but because Aleksievich chose to note it.
This is true of everything in Chernobyl’'skaia molitva, from the smallest
detail — a sudden smile, the momentarily intensified sentence
fragmentation in a certain passage — to the most extensive blocks of
text. In the abovementioned interview with Luci¢, Aleksievich says that

out of the 100-150 pages that a transcribed conversation with a witness

150 pid., p. 138.
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comprises, around ten go into the finished book, in other words
somewhere between six and ten percent.*®! The documentary material
undergoes a careful selection and every word in the monologue is
included for a specific purpose. This does not mean that Aleksievich
“‘invents” sentences or details. Rather the monologues in
Chernobyl’skaia molitva — no less than a chapter in a work of fiction —
are the result of aesthetic and thematic considerations on the part of
the creative author, contrary to what the rhetoric surrounding the
monologues seem to suggest, namely that we hear the witness speak
“directly”. Commenting on the literary aspect of her writing in an

interview with Nadezhda Azhgikhina, Aleksievich says:

OS5 MeHs1 BaXKHO Bb1f10 NpeBpaTuTb NCNOBEAU, KOTOPbLIE S
cnblwana, He B JOKYMEHT, HO B UCKYCCTBO. YUTOObI KaxabIn
pacckas 6bin1 kak HoBesnna. OH KU CTPOUTCS MO 3aKOHaM HOBEMNbI,

TYT €eCTb CBOS My3blKa, CBOW PUTM, CBOW KOHTpanyHKT.152

Thus far | have addressed the question of authorship mostly on the
level of the single monologue. | have pointed out its double authorship
where the witness provides all the words of which the monologue

consists and Aleksievich endows them with meaning by selecting and

151 Syetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, 'A Conversation with Svetlana
Alexievich', ed. by Ana Lucic.
152 Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, 'Moia sleduiushaia kniga budet
o liubvi', ed. by Nadezhda Azhgikhina (Nezavisimaia gazeta, 1996).

75



distributing them according to her authorial intention and the ‘laws of
the novella’ [‘no 3akoHam HoBennbl']. | have indicated why this dynamic
eludes the reader of Chernobyl’'skaia molitva, the suppression of what

Sivakova calls the ‘artistic “I”’; or, to use Barthes’s term: why a reader of

Chernobyl’'skaia molitva is lead to believe in the referential illusion.

However, Chernobyl’skaia molitva generates its meaning not
only within the monologues, but between and throughout them.
Between them, specific points of contact create juxtapositions.
Throughout them, the successions of recurrent leitmotifs present the
reader with a well-defined interpretation of the Chornobyl’ disaster. On
this level, the artistic “I” is still suppressed as the messages are
communicated with extreme subtlety. However, as opposed to the level
of the single monologue, there can be no such thing as a double
authorship here, as the withesses obviously have no control over which
monologues go into the book, or the ordering of them in relation to each
other. The meaning produced by the arrangement of larger textual units
and thematic insistence can therefore only be attributed to the creative
author. The main part of my analysis of Chernobyl/’skaia molitva in
Chapter Three will be devoted to this: an examination of the recurrent

motifs and juxtapositions as manifestations of authorial agency.

Authorial Agency and Intention

76



Throughout this chapter, | have used a vocabulary stressing a) the
author and b) intention (‘artistic “I”’, ‘obvious intention’, ‘created by the
author’, and so forth). The view of the author as the location or source
of meaning of the artistic text, however, is far from unproblematic. Since
the inception of Russian formalism in the early 20" century, a long
tradition of literary criticism has problematized the importance
traditionally given to the author in literary studies, arguing that author-
focused readings confuse personal and poetic studies (Wimsatt and
Beardsley) and suppress the plurality of meaning of the literary text
(Barthes). In the following discussion, | will provide a theoretical
framework for addressing the role of the author in Aleksievich’s work in
general. First, | will outline the problematic questions surrounding the
concepts of intention and interpretation in narrative fiction, discussing
the authorial intentionalism proposed by E.D. Hirsch and Roland
Barthes’s critique of the Author. | will then discuss Wayne Booth’s

concept of the implied author and its applicability to the intentional

agency in Chernobyl’skaia molitva.

The concern with intention and the role and function of the
author can be traced throughout the most important movements in
literary studies of the 20" century: Russian formalism, New American
criticism, Structuralism, and Post-structuralism. These movements and
their canonical figures address the issue from their own specific
perspectives and with their particular emphasis, but all debates
ultimately focus on the question of whether our understanding of a text
should be determined by our sense of what the author meant by it. After
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all the literary text is not (save for the Dadaist poem) a haphazard
collection of words but supposed to be a unified structure developed
according to aesthetic principles. As we have seen in the discussion
above, the author choses her words for one reason or another, with a
particular intention. Therefore it seems only logical that we should try to
determine accurately the author’s intended meaning in our reading of

her text.

In his Validity in Interpretation (1967) and The Aims of
Interpretation (1976), one of the most canonical proponents of authorial
intentionalism, E.D. Hirsch, offers two arguments to support such a
view. The first argument is of an ethical nature. It states that it is not a
logical imperative but an ethical obligation to choose the author’s
intention as an interpretative criterion, because this mode of enquiry
safeguards the text from interpretative arbitrariness and distortion.
Viewing ‘meaning [as] an affair of consciousness not of words’, Hirsch
sees an unquestionable link between author and work, message and
sender.'>3 To divorce the two by interpreting a work of literature without
taking authorial intention into account, is therefore tantamount to a

moral transgression:

When we simply use an author’s words for our own purposes

without respecting his intention, we transgress what Charles

153 E.D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation, (New Haven and London:
Yale University Press, 1967), p. 4.
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Stevenson in another context called ‘the ethics of language’, just
as we transgress ethical norms when we use another person

merely for our own ends.*

Closely linked to the ethical argument is an epistemological one. Hirsch
points to the vast number of diverging interpretations of the same text

by different critics, and asks:

When these disagreements occur, how are they to be resolved?
Under the theory of semantic autonomy they cannot be resolved,
since the meaning is not what the author meant, but “what the

poem means to different sensitive readers”. One interpretation is

as valid as another, so long as it is “sensitive” or “plausible”.*>®

Hirsch, in other words, sees no solid basis for objectively valid
interpretation in mere textual evidence, no ‘normative criterion for
interpretation structurally implicit in language’.1°¢ This raises the
problem of where we locate the meaning of a text, if not in authorial
intention? What are we seeking when analysing it? According to Hirsch,

the only solid ground for a valid interpretation is the author’s intention,

154 E.D. Hirsch, Aims of Interpretation, (Chicago; London: University of
Chicago Press, 1976). Quoted in: Kaye Mitchell, Intention and Text:
Towards an intentionality of Literary Form, (London; New York:
Continuum, 2008), p. 24.
155 Hirsch, p. 4.
156 Mitchell, p. 25.
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which it is in principle possible to reconstruct: [...] it is the only kind of
interpretation with a determinate object, and thus the only kind that can
lay claim to validity in any straightforward and practicable sense of that

term’.157

This view is problematic for a number of reasons. First of all
there is an evident methodological problem here. How exactly should
the author’s intention be determined? Should we rely on her statements
about her work? What if these are contradictory? What if she is no
longer alive? If she is not, to what extent can we trust statements in
diaries, letters and notebooks to be accurate indications of her
intentions? For instance, what about the time gap between a diary entry
outlining a planned chapter in a book, and the time when that chapter
was actually written? Second, there is the obvious objection that there
may be a discrepancy between intended meaning and textual meaning.
If the author did not succeed in communicating what she wished,
should we simply disregard the lack of textual evidence for something
that she “wanted to say”? There is also the possibility of unintentionally
created meaning that does not impoverish the text but enriches it, and
that the author cannot account for. If this is so, where does it leave us?
The intentionalist interpretative framework seems to assume that the
author’s intention is necessarily manifested in the text. This is what
Monroe C. Beardsley, in an essay from 1968, called Hirsch’s “Identity

Crisis” — ‘the identification of textual meaning with authorial meaning’.1%8

157 Hirsch. Quoted in: Mitchell, p. 25.
158 Mitchell, p. 28.
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Another inherent problem of authorial intentionalism is that it
causes the focus of literary criticism to shift from what is seen to be its
proper object — the literary work — to areas of other disciplines such as
psychology and history. This kind of literary criticism, which is equally,
or more interested in sources surrounding the text, such as biographical
facts, historical context, notebooks, letters, interviews etc. — ‘the
mishmash of philology, biography, moral admonition, textual exegesis,
social history, and sheer burbling’ — was the main target the criticism of
Beardsley and William K. Wimsatt’s hugely influential essay from 1946,
‘The Intentional Fallacy’.1>° Here, the two critics famously stated that
‘the design or intention of the author is neither available nor desirable
as a standard for judging the success of a work of literary art’.16° The
critic’s task is not to determine what the author tried to do but what she
did, in other words to analyse the text itself and the intentions

expressed in it:

If the poet succeeded [...] then the poem itself shows what he was
trying to do. And if the poet did not succeed, then the poem is not
adequate evidence, and the critic must go outside the poem — for
evidence of an intention that did not become effective in the

poem.16?

159 Wimsatt W.K. and Beardsley M.C., 'The Intentional Fallacy’,
Swansee Review, 54 (1946). Quoted in: Andrew Bennett, The Author,
(New York: Routledge, 2005), p. 77.
160 M.C., p. 468.
161 1bid. Quoted in: Bennett, p. 77.

81



‘By this logic’, Bennett comments, ‘if an intention does not ‘become
effective’ in the text, it is, by definition, not part of the text. And if it is not
part of the text, it is not the critic’s job to search for it or to attend to
it".162 The text, to quote Chatman, ‘is what it is’;1¢® regardless of what
the author had in mind when writing it, its properties stay the same. This
is a fact that author-focused criticism disregards. Moreover, it can
justifiably be said to constrain and impoverish the reading of a text
because it postulates a single “correct” meaning. Following Hirsch’s
doctrine of reading we ‘try to establish what the author meant and not at
all what the reader understands’.1%* This issue was raised by Barthes in
some of his most important essays on the author, ‘The Death of the
Author’, ‘From Work to Text’, and ‘Theory of the Text’. Barthes’s attack
on the author is far more radical than that of Wimsatt and Beardsley.
Whereas the latter do not deny the intentional nature of literature and
ultimately see meaning in the same way as Hirsch (‘an affair of
consciousness not words’), Barthes rejects the very idea of writing as
an accurate expression of an individual. For Wimsatt and Beardsley,
the literary text is still a product of intention: the poem ‘comes out of a
head, not out of a hat’;'6° the poet can ‘succeed’ or ‘not succeed’. For

Barthes, authorial intention is a non-entity altogether.

162 Bennett, p. 77.
163 Seymour Chatman, Coming to Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in
Fiction and Film, (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1990), p.
98.
164 Barthes, p. 30.
165 M.C., p. 469.
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Barthes’s famous declaration of the death of the Author has far-
reaching implications that come to light most clearly in his distinction
between Work and Text. These notions are not so much classifications
of different types of literary works as designations of two methods of
reading. The meaning of the Work is interpreted; the meaning of the
Text is disseminated. In the Work, we presuppose a single, “right”
meaning which we try to uncover — we look for the “message” of the
Author-God’.1%® The Work ‘closes upon a signified’ that is ‘said to be
secret and final, and must be sought for’ with the result that it ‘depends

on a hermeneutics, and interpretation’.16’

The Text, on the contrary, practices the infinite postponement of
the signified [...] the Text is not achieved by some [...]
hermeneutic process of “delving deeper”, but rather of a serial
movement of dislocations, overlappings, variations; the logic of the
Text is not comprehensive (trying to define what the work

“means”).168

The desirable mode of enquiry for Barthes then is to read works of
literature as Texts, not Works. The ‘disagreements’ among critics about
a specific text that for Hirsch has to be ‘resolved’ are not a problem for

Barthes. On the contrary: the infinite proliferation of signifieds in the

166 Barthes, p. 53.
167 |pid. p. 58.
168 |bid. p. 59.
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reader’s production (not reproduction) of meaning is seen as something
positive. Liberated from the demand of looking for the meaning
supposedly placed in the text by the Author, the reader is not simply a
consumer but a co-producer of the text; the ‘death’ of the author brings
about the ‘birth’ of the reader.'%° Textual analysis no longer implies a
search for, but a dissemination of meaning — an endless expansion of
associations, ideas, stimuli and intertextual references. In his S/Z
(1974), a reading of Balzac’s novella ‘Sarrasine’, Barthes put this
method into practice. S/Z states no hypothesis about the object of study
and arrives at no conclusion. Instead, the critical inquiry consists of a
meticulous close-reading of the novella where the semantic unities are
enumerated one after the other according to what Barthes sees as the
universal rules of reading. The aim of the analysis, as Barthes
comments in ‘Writing Reading’, is simply to account for the associations
triggered by the text in the reader’s mind; to establish not what the

author meant but what the reader understood.17©

This kind of textual analysis, poignantly described as ‘Reading,
forgetting’ in the beginning of S/Z, leaves no room for a description of
the unity of a literary text. It is the diametrical opposite of traditional
analysis where a thesis is tested and proved. Since no textual elements
are more important than others, there is no such thing as a “centre”, let

alone “message”. ‘Forgetting a meaning’, therefore, cannot [...] be seen

169 |pid. p. 55.
170 pid. p. 30.
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as a fault’.1’* Or, as Barthes puts it in ‘Theory of the Text”: ‘It is
henceforth less a question of explaining or even describing, than of
entering into the play of the signifiers; of enumerating them, perhaps
[...] but not hierarchizing them’.1"? By this logic it is simply insignificant
who speaks. If there is no final meaning, no message to be decoded or
even understood, the sender or originator of the message becomes
irrelevant. In Barthes’s reading of ‘Sarrasine’ it is neither Balzac nor the
narrator, but the discourse that is the subject of the novella; the
discourse, not Balzac ‘lies’, ‘prolongs the mystery’, ‘tells us “There is an

enigma”.173

To be sure, this analytical approach (like that of Hirsch) is not the
result of a logical imperative arising from the nature of the literary text
but an ideologically motivated choice. Choosing Barthes’ mode of
reading, we embrace the potentiality of infinite meaning of a text at the
cost of refraining from identifying what could be termed its unity or
coherence. As for Chernobyl’'skaia molitva, the fact remains that the
book, primarily through its constant return to certain motifs, does exhibit
precisely a hierarchy of signifiers. It is characterised by a thematic
insistence that serves to unify it as a literary work and gives us an
image of what the Chornobyl’ disaster is, i.e. something that could be

termed an “interpretation” or “message”. It is therefore inevitable that

171 Roland Barthes, S/Z, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1974), p. 11.
172 Roland Barthes, 'Theory of the Text', in Untying the Text: A Post-
structuralist Reader, ed. by Robert Young (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1981), (p. 43).
173 Barthes, p. 29; 30; 31.
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the question of the identity of the text’s subject should present itself,
that is: Who is telling us this? Whose image of reality are we seeing?
Who is speaking? To what degree do the witnesses speak through
Aleksievich, and Aleksievich through the witnesses? Because of the
mediation of one voice by another, the author cannot justifiably be
ignored. To pose discourse as the subject of Chernobyl’skaia molitva
would be to disregard what perhaps constitutes its greatest enigma: the
seamless intertwining of two different subjects in the text — the witness-

author and the creative author.

Approaching Chernobyl’skaia molitva with these theoretical
considerations in mind we have on a scale between radical pluralism
and radical intentionalism where Barthes and Hirsch are the extreme
opposites, on the one hand, an approach far too permissive in terms of
interpretation and indifferent to the role of the author to suit our object
of study (Barthes), and on the other hand an untenably exclusionary
and methodologically flawed approach (Hirsch). So how should we
theorize the authorial agency in Chernobyl’'skaia molitva? How to name
and where to situate the subject of the text, if not, as Hirsch would, in
the creative author, or as Barthes would, in the discourse? In other
words, how to resurrect the Author, pronounced dead by Barthes,
without falling into the pitfalls of Hirsch’s authorial intentionalism? Kaye

Mitchell has articulated the dilemma thus:
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There is the practical relevance of the author as instigator or
performer of a communicative act: it makes sense to ask not only
what is being communicated but also who is doing the
communicating, and this may justifiably colour our understanding
of what is ‘said’. How do we mediate between these two positions:
[the intentionalistic], which may be seen as undemocratic or elitist
or exclusionary, and the permissive or pluralist position which may

encourage a certain critical anarchy [...]?174

In the following pages, | will discuss the concept of the implied author
as a potential escape from this dilemma. The implied author is a kind of
author-persona, distinct from the creative author, and denotes the set of
moral values, thematic interests and perspectives that are inscribed in
the text. The great benefit of this concept is that it allows us to retain the
author as an entity in textual analysis without having to presume a real
person beyond the text, whose intentions are, to quote Wimsatt and

Beardsley, ‘neither accessible nor desirable’.1”™

The Implied Author

174 Mitchell, p. 14.
175 M.C., p. 468.
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The implied author was introduced by Wayne Booth in his The Rhetoric
of Fiction (1961). As the title suggest, it applies the methods of
rhetorical analysis to fictional works. Seeing works of fiction as systems
of ethical values, Booth attempted to demonstrate how the literary text
communicates moral positions to the reader by passing judgements —
explicitly or implicitly — on the moral qualities of characters and on the
value of their actions. Just like a political speech, although by different
means, Booth maintains, the literary text always persuades us of
something. In the story of Job, for instance, we are told that Job was
‘perfect and upright, one that feared God, and eschewed evil’.1’® Here,
there is nothing to suggest that this judgement should not be taken at
face value. Moreover, it is necessary that we have this understanding of
Job’s character in order to grasp the meaning of the story. ‘The author
pronounces judgement, and we accept his judgement without
question’.”” In Ring Lardner’s ‘Haircut’, by contrast, the narrator
describes the main character Jim Kendall as ‘comical’ and ‘rough but a
good fella at heart’, but from what we are told about Jim’s neglect for
his children and cruel jokes we know that the author’s judgement of him
is radically different from that of the narrator: the implicitly
communicated judgement on Jim is that he is ‘morally and intellectually

deficient’.1’® Or, in The Brothers Karamazov,

176 Booth, p. 3.
177 |bid. p. 4.
178 |bid. p. 7.
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the story of Father Zossima’s conversion could logically be placed
anywhere. [...] It is not accident but Dostoevski’s careful choice
that gives us Zossima'’s story as the sequel to Ivan’s dream of the
Grand Inquisitor. It is intended as a judgement on the values
implied by that dream, just as everything that happens to lvan
afterward is an explicit criticism of his own ideas. Since the
sequence is obviously not dictated by anything other than the

author’s purposes, it betrays the author’s voice.”®

So even if there is no direct authorial commentary on the nature of
things as in the story of Job, ‘the author’s judgement is always
present’.18 All literary works are products of selection and
arrangement; therefore, Booth argues, the presence of the author
cannot be avoided: ‘He decides to tell this story rather than any other
story; he employs his proof rather than any other possible proof. In

short, he writes ‘this’ rather than ‘that”.181

This of course raises all the problems associated with authorial
intentionalism. Booth therefore needed a notion by which it becomes
possible to account for the totality of the author’s choices without
involving the creative author. What he tries to do, in other words, is to

‘bring author and recipient back into focus in the academic study of

179 1bid. p. 20.
180 hid.
181 1bid. Quoted in: Kindt and Muller, The Implied Author: Concept and
Controversy, (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2006), p. 45.
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literature’ and at the same time to ‘avoid stepping outside the work
itself’.182 His solution is the implied author — the hypothetical author we
infer on the basis of the text. Whereas the creative author is an
unchangeable entity (a certain human being), the implied author can
change from work to work. Jonathan Wild, Amelia, Joseph Andrews
and Tom Jones were all written by the same creative author — Henry
Fielding — but the implied authors of these novels are different: ‘The
author of Jonathan Wild is by implication very much concerned with
public affairs and with the effects of unchecked ambition on the “great
men” who attain to power in the world’, whereas ‘the author who greets
us on page one of Amelia has none of that air of facetiousness
combined with grand insouciance that we meet from the beginning in
Joseph Andrews and Tom Jones’.*® However, the implied author
signifies more than just the creative author’s persona in a particular
text. Rather it ‘stand[s] for the text as a whole’, covering the totality of
elements that constitute it, such as style, tone, theme, and ethical

values.184

We can be satisfied only with a term that is as broad as the work
itself but still capable of calling attention to that work as the
product of a choosing, evaluating person rather than as a self-

existing thing. The implied author chooses, consciously or

182 Muller, p. 50.
183 Booth, p. 72.
184 Muller, p. 51.
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unconsciously, what we read; we infer him as an ideal, literary,
created version of the real man; he is the sum of his own

choices.185

In this way, Booth’s notion offers a middle way between the extremities
of Hirsch’s intentionalism and Barthes’s pluralism. It situates the author
inside the text, highlighting authorial presence without losing focus on
the literary work. An important part here is of course the ‘conscious or
unconscious choice’: since it is constituted by everything that makes up
for the text — ‘the sum of his own choices’ — the implied author concept
allows for meaning that the creative author might not have intended. In
fact, the implied author that the reader infers from the text may be
radically different from what the creative author had in mind at the time
of writing, and so it sidesteps one of the major problems of
intentionalism. Moreover, nothing prevents two different commentators
from inferring different implied authors from one and the same text, as
long as there is textual evidence to support their readings. Located
inside the text, the author does not constitute the repressive force that
Barthes has identified. Unlike the creative author, the concept of the
implied author does not require us to postulate a single correct meaning

or intention and allows for a certain pluralism.

The implied author, then, would allow us to conceptualise the

intentional agency that selects, processes and arranges the witnesses’

185 Booth, p. 74.
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stories in Chernobyl’skaia molitva without forcing us to turn to the
creative author. Since its conception, however, Booth’s notion has been
developed and found problematic in different ways. If we look more
closely to the above quote, we see that it is riddled with contradictions.
The implied author is both ‘as broad as the work itself’ and ‘a created
version of the real man’; it is something ‘created’ and at the same time
something ‘we infer’. After the publication of The Rhetoric of Fiction,
several interpretations of the term have been suggested with the result
that it has become somewhat vague. Before proceeding to the textual
analysis, a clear definition must be formulated and the principal
conceptual issues addressed. First and foremost, these issues concern
1) whether the implied author should be understood as something
created or as something inferred, and 2) what exactly it signifies. With
regard to each of these issues | will argue that Chatman’s
understanding of the implied author (as it is put forward in his Coming

to Terms) is the most sustainable and useful one.

1) Does the implied author refer to something created or to
something inferred? This remains unclear in Booth’s account of the
concept in The Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth argues that ‘as [the author]

)

writes, he creates [...] an implied version of “himself”, yet at the same
time he suggests that ‘we infer him as an ideal, literary version of the
real man’.18¢ This then raises the question of whether the implied author

is something that the writer constructs, or something that the reader (or

186 |pid. p. 70; 73.
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critic) postulates. As Kindt and Mdller have convincingly argued, what
Booth introduced was actually ‘a cover term for several concepts or
variants of a single concept’ that can be understood both as ‘(1) an
intentional product of the author in or qua the work’ and ‘(2) an
inference made by the recipient of the author on the basis of the

work’.187

Closely related to this is the question of whether it is possible to
see the implied author as a participant in a communication process. In
regard to this question, ‘Booth’s concept stands for the ‘voice’ that gives
expression to a work and is therefore hierarchically superior to all the
other speakers in a text’ and it should be ‘placed between the author
and the narrator or characters in this hierarchy of speakers’.*® This
view was articulated by Chatman who proposed the following diagram
to describe the relationship between the instances of the transmission

of narrative:

Real author— Implied author—> Narrator—> Narratee—> Real
reader'®®

According to this diagram, the real author communicates via the implied
author. The implied author then communicates via the narrator, and the

narrator addresses the narratee. The problem with this model, as

187 Muller, p. 8.
188 |bid. p. 98; 153.
189 Seymour Chatman, Narrative Structure in Discourse and Film,
(Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1978), p. 151.
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Rimmon-Kenan has pointed out, is that since the implied author is
merely “implied” —i.e., it does not speak to us directly but ‘instructs us
silently, through the design of the whole, with all the voices, by all the
means it has chosen to let us learn’ — it seems ‘a contradiction in terms
to cast it in the role of the addresser in a communication situation’.2% If
we conceive of narrative fiction as a process of communication that
involves a sender (author), speaker (narrator/transmitting medium) and
receiver (reader), there is no gap to be filled between author and
narrator. Applied to Chernobyl’skaia molitva, the sequence looks like
this: the witness tells her story to Aleksievich; Aleksievich writes the
monologue, assuming the voice of the narrator; the narrator tells her
story to the narratee (which is Aleksievich again). In this chain, there is
no place for the implied author. As Genette comments: ‘a narrative of
fiction is produced fictively by its narrator and actually by its (real)

author’.191

This is what makes it so difficult to approach the implied author
as the author’s creation. Of course, the author may have had
something like a “persona” or “second self’ in mind at the time of
writing. Booth cites the American novelist and short story writer
Jessamyn West who says that ‘it is sometimes only by writing the story

that the novelist can discover — not his story — but its writer, the official

190 Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics,
(London: Methuen, 1983), p. 88.
191 Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse Revisited, (Ithaca, New York:
Cornell University Press, 1988), p. 139.
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scribe, so to speak, for that narrative’.1°? Be that as it may, the implied
author is far too vague a notion to be theoretically approached as a
deliberately created entity. Unlike the narrator, the implied author does
not have a direct voice (we can only speak metaphorically of its
“voice”). Moreover, what justifies the concept is not its concrete
existence but its pragmatic value: ‘the question is not whether the
implied author exists but what we get from positing such a concept.
What we get is a way of naming and analysing the textual intent of
narrative fictions under a single term but without recourse to
biographism’.1%3 Therefore it makes more sense to consider the implied
author as a postulated rather than as a real subject. As Chatman
suggests, ‘we might better speak of the “inferred” than of the “implied”

author’ . 194

2) Second, there is the inexact meaning of the concept. Booth
sometimes seems to have the presumed personality of the creative
author in mind, a ‘version of the real man’, as with the example of the
different implied authors inferred from Fielding’s novels. At other times
the concept signifies something much broader: it is ‘the intuitive
apprehension of a completed artistic whole’, ‘a term that is as broad as
the work itself’.1% Both of these definitions have been adopted and
elaborated since Booth coined the term, and it is no longer a question

of clarifying its original meaning in The Rhetoric of Fiction but

192 Booth, p. 71.
193 Chatman, p. 74.
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considering the usefulness of one or the other. The former definition
has among others been adopted by Genette, who sees the implied
author as ‘an image of the author in the text’.1%¢ This understanding of
the notion becomes meaningful only in so far as the moral standpoint of
the narrator differs significantly from that of the presumed author, in
other words when we are dealing with an ironic text. (Otherwise there is
little use in trying to discern what kind of person may be assumed to
have written Amelia or Jonathan Wild.) The latter understanding is far
more useful as it is not applicable only to ironic texts, but additionally
allows us to identify authorial agency with the overall logic that governs

a text. Chatman has explicated this interpretation as follows:

The implied author is the agency within the narrative fiction which
guides any reading of it. Every fiction contains such an agency. It
is the source — on each reading — of the work’s invention. It is also
the locus of the work’s intent. [...] The source of the narrative
text’s whole structure of meaning — not only of its assertion and
denotation but also if its implication, connotation, and ideological

nexus — is the implied author.%’

By this definition, the implied author is that entity to which we attribute

the totality of meaning produced by the text. It is the logic governing the

196 Genette, p. 141.
197 Chatman, p. 74.
96



text; the transcendental, intentional agency that manifests itself in the
design of the artistic whole. To sum up, the implied author in

Chernobyl’'skaia molitva is:

a) Distinct from the witness-author and from the creative author.

b) Transcendental, in the sense that it transcends the single
monologue. It is manifested throughout and between individual
monologues, for instance when several independent narrators
address the same issue and a general thematic interest comes
to the fore, or when a juxtaposition occurs between two
monologues.

c) Inferred from the text, thereby allowing for the possibility of a
discrepancy between textual meaning and meaning intended by
the creative author.

d) Voiceless. Its voice can be heard only metaphorically. It “speaks”
through all the other speakers: the narrators, the intra-textual

author, the narratee, and the newspaper excerpts.
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Chapter 3: Textual Analysis

Variations of Distance: (Un)reliable narrators in Chernobyl’skaia
molitva

The implied author in Chernobyl’skaia molitva emerges as an
ideological position against which the narrator’s assumed values are
measured. The narrators’ monologues can be classified in terms of their
varying distance to the moral values that implicitly constitute the implied
author. Accordingly, the narrators are characterised by the extent to
which they comply with Booth’s notion of “reliability”. | will demonstrate
this by comparing the narrators of two different monologues. One of
them promotes ideological values that are very similar to those that we
infer in the implied author, whereas the views of the second speaker
are very far removed from those of the implied author. The first speaker
is Gennadii Grushevoi, a Belarusian intellectual and member of
Parliament and the narrator of ‘Monolog o kartezianskoi filisofii i o tom,
kak esh’ zarazhennyi buterbrod, chtoby ne bylo stydno’. The second
speaker is anonymous and narrates the ‘Monolog zashchitnika
sovietskoi vlasti’. The former is a representative of what is typically
labelled as the Soviet “liberal” intelligentsia, that is, a social strata of
highly educated people whose political views are defined in opposition
to Soviet values prevalent during the period of Stagnation under
Brezhnev. The latter speaker identifies himself as belonging to the
“prostye liudi”. Whereas the opinions of Grushevoi are typically anti-

Soviet, the views of the second speaker, the ‘zashchitnik’, are typically
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pro-Soviet. By virtue of their varying distance to the values of the
implied author, the opinions of the former narrator are rendered valid,

whereas those of the latter are repudiated.

The concept of a narrator’s reliability was introduced by Booth in
his Rhetoric of Fiction and has since then been widely used in studies

of narratives. Rimmon-Kenan provides this excellent definition:

A reliable narrator is one whose rendering of the story and
commentary on it the reader is supposed to take as an
authoritative account of the fictional truth. An unreliable narrator,
on the other hand, is one whose rendering of the story and/or

commentary on it the reader has reasons to suspect.'®®

The unreliable narrator presents a distinctly subjective version of the
truth, sometimes deliberately distorting it. Through her discourse, the
author communicates a concealed message to the reader. For this
message to be successfully communicated, the reader must “see
through” the narrator. In Lolita, a crucial point would be lost if the reader
did not realise that Humbert Humbert is purposefully manipulating the
story. In ‘The Haircut’, we would miss the point about Jim if we took the
barber’s ethical evaluation of him as authoritative and reliable. Just like

ironically communicated meaning, then, the meaning of unreliable

198 Rimmon-Kenan, p. 100.
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narration turns away from direct statements. Of course, no irony can be
attributed to the narrator, who is either unaware of how he comes
across (the barber in ‘Haircut’), or tries his best not to be exposed as a
liar (Humbert Humbert). Instead, the irony is shared between the
implied author and the reader, who both understand something about
the narrator that the narrator herself does not realise. Humbert Humbert
does not realise that we know he is lying, just as the barber does not
understand that we disagree with his ethical evaluation of Jim. Booth
comments: ‘In the irony with which we are concerned, the speaker is
himself the butt of the ironic point. The author and reader are secretly in
collusion, behind the speaker's back, agreeing upon the standard by

which he is found wanting’.1%°

But how do we infer a narrator’s (un)reliability? What is it that
makes us trust or distrust a particular speaker’s rendering of the story
or commentary on it? Fundamentally, Booth distinguishes between
reliable and unreliable narrators by the following criterion: a narrator is
reliable if ‘he speaks for or acts in accordance with the norms of the
work (that is to say, the implied author’s norms), [and] unreliable when
he does not’.2%° The implied author’s norms are those norms that we
infer from the totality of the work, the ethical interpretation — implicit or
explicit — of actions, events, and persons in the text. These norms tend
to correspond with those of a postulated contemporary reader. As

Booth comments, ‘Jane Austen does not have to convince us that pride

199 Booth, p. 304.
200 |pid., p. 158.
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and prejudice are undesirable’, because this particular set of ethical
norms are already shared by a generalised “we”.?°! The shocking effect
of the writings of de Sade, on the other hand, relies on his deliberate
transgression of established norms. His ethical interpretation of murder
and sexual violence radically differs from that of both contemporaneous
and subsequent readers, which is why, more than 200 years after its
writing, The 120 Days of Sodom can still cause outrage. The ethical
value used to judge the material wealth in Bret Easton-Ellis’ American
Psycho can arguably be said to accord with a left-wing, humanist
worldview, as material wealth is here associated with structural
injustice, alienation, and violence. It would differ radically, though, from
the views of a generalised believer in the “American dream”, to whom
Patrick Bateman’s reality may appear a tasteless perversion of a
desirable ideal. Regarding Chernobyl’skaia molitva, the ethical
interpretation of the Soviet system is unequivocally negative. To be
sure, a major criterion of the author’s selection of interviews is their

power to bear witness to the crimes committed by the Soviet state.

Aside from the question of whether or not a narrator speaks in
accordance with the implied author’s norms, there are a number of
additional factors determining his or her degree of (un)reliability.
Rimmon-Kenan calls these ‘signs of unreliability’ and lists the following
as the most common: ‘the narrator’s limited knowledge, his personal

involvement, and his problematic value-scheme’.2°? Before discussing

201 |pid. p. 157.
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the applicability of this terminology to the two speakers | have chosen to
compare, | will briefly outline what they say and how they are perceived

by the reader.

Grushevoi identifies himself as an intellectual: ‘A »xun cpegun
KHWT.... [1BaguaTb NeT YiTtan nekummn B yHusepcutete...’?% This signals
a certain type of discourse, a highly eloquent, intelligent and erudite
one, as well as signifying the starting point of a narrative. Grushevoi
tells the story of how the accident motivated him politically and
eventually turned him from an academic into a politician (as we are told
after the monologue, he is now a member of parliament). The story
begins with recollections testifying to the repressive intellectual climate
before Gorbachev, when the speaker was discouraged from writing his
doctoral dissertation on anything but Marxist-Leninist philosophy: ‘Tyt
He [0 KapTe3naHCKux pasmbiunenuin’.2%4 Thus, through its title with the
reference to a then forbidden topic — Monolog o kartezianskoi filisofii —
the monologue establishes itself as a space of free speech and the
speaker can freely criticize the totalitarian regime: ‘KommyHucTnyeckas
BracTb nrana. Masopaumeanacs [...]'.2% From its initial discussion of
the repression during the Stagnation, the narrative proceeds to a
description of perestroika — a time of longed-for liberation (‘Bpems,
koTopoe Mbl gornro xganu’) and collective rebirth (‘ctanu meHATbCA

nvua nogen, oTkyaa-To BAPYr NosiBUNUCL apyrve nuua. Jlrogn gaxe

203 Aleksievich, p. 148.
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No-ApyromMy ctanu XoauTb [...] oHu Gonblue ynbibanuce apyr apyry’).2%
Grushevoi then talks about the journeys he made after the accident to
the areas around the reactor in order to observe and to make people
understand the danger in remaining there. Later, he and his wife make
a more conscious and organised effort to help the children in the
polluted areas: ‘Mbl pelumnu cnacatb aeteir’.?%” There is also an
episode telling of a protest rally held in Minsk, three years after the
disaster, which Grushevoi was involved in organising. This episode is
notable for its powerful description of collective euphoria and the
overcoming of fear: ‘Hag konoHHON NnpokaTUoch MoLHoe «Yp-pa-a-al»
BankoHbl nepenonHeHsl... [...] Jiogu wnu 1 nnakanm, Bce gepXanncb
3a pyku. MNnakanu noTomy, 4To OHU Nobexaanu ceon cTpax’.2%®
‘Ordinary people’ spontaneously join the rally and can finally have their
say: ‘K Hacnex obGycTpoeHHoM TpnbyHe camu nogxoannu n 6e3 BCsakux
Oymarkek rosopunu npoctble noan’.2%° After the accident, the
monologue suggests, collective sentiments of indignation, longing for
justice and the need of being heard were more powerful than the fear of
state authorities, and in this sense, the speaker suggests, the accident

liberated “us”, the people: ‘YepHoGbinb ocBoGOXaan Hac...'?10

The second narrator, ‘zashchitnik sovietskoi vlasti’, is

anonymous. After the monologue, it is emphasised that his anonymity is
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self-chosen. As opposed to other monologues where the speakers’
names are abbreviated or simply absent, this is the only monologue in
the book where it is noted that the interviewee chose not to state his
name: ‘(@amunuro He Ha3easn)'.>! The setting is very likely to be rural:
the death of an ‘old lady’ concerns both him and people around him,
which suggests a tightly knit community. The ‘zashchitnik’ has none of
the eloquence of the intellectual. Quite the opposite — in Aleksievich’s
rendering of the interview his language is unpolished and extremely
crude: ‘3-9-3... Takyto matb...9-3-3! [...] B...b! [...] B...bI"?12 He
identifies himself with the ‘ordinary people’: ‘Hac [...] npocTbIx
mope’.?2 As opposed to Grushevoi, the ‘zashchitnik’ does not tell us a
story. Instead, his monologue consists of an articulation of opinions in
relation to the accident, the Soviet system and its collapse. The only
narrative element is the death of an old lady, which spans just a few
sentences. We are told that she was lying dead in her house for two
days, under the icons; that there was no money to buy a coffin; that
“‘we” organised a protest meeting and demanded that the chairman of

the kolkhoz pay for the funeral arrangements.

Both monologues are full of explicit and implicit value
judgements on the Chornoby!’ disaster, the Soviet system and its
disintegration. While for Grushevoi, the disaster meant a liberation from

a totalitarian system, which for him was a hybrid between a
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kindergarten and a prison, for the ‘zashchitnik’, the disaster meant the
end of a great empire, which had benefitted ‘ordinary people’.

Grushevoi says:

a) ‘YepHobbINb ocBoboXaan Hac. .2

b) ‘Cmecb TIopbMbl U 4ETCKOro caga — BOT YTO Takoe

coumanumam. Cosetckun couynanmam’.?1s

The ‘zashchitnik’ says:
a) ‘He B3opBancs 66l YepHoObiNnb, AepxaBa Obl He pyxHyna’'.?t6

b) ‘OHu [the communists] 6binK 3a Hac, 3a NPoCTbIX Noaein’.?t’

In simplified terms, then, we can say that Grushevoi promotes clearly
anti-Soviet views whereas the ‘zashchitnik’ promotes pro-Soviet views.
The narrators’ varying degree of reliability renders these views either
valid or invalid. The reader trusts Grushevoi and distrusts the
‘zashchitnik’, agrees with the former and disagrees with the latter. But
what exactly marks one statement as reliable and the other as
unreliable? The most important aspect, as | have already mentioned, is

the (dis)agreement with the implied author’s norms. What Grushevoi
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says is confirmed by the totality of the text, which depicts the Soviet
system in an unequivocally negative light; what the ‘zashchitnik’ says is
repudiated by that same overall design. Inversely, both narrators
contribute to creating this totality. Grushevoi contributes positively: his
statements provide a seemingly authoritative commentary which tells us
how things are. The ‘zashchitnik’ contributes negatively: his
commentary is suspect and shows us how things are not. Herein
consists the irony of his monologue. By the time the reader encounters
the anonymous speaker and his conviction that ‘the communists were
for ordinary people’ (‘OHun 6bInK 3a Hac, 3a NpocTbix Nnoagen’), the
reader has already been reminded on numerous occasions of the
callousness of the Soviet regime which, according to the dominant view
propagated in the book, completely disregarded the well-being of
‘ordinary people’.?18 This irony is intensified when the speaker suggests
that Aleksievich is inherently biased, saying: ‘llo4yemy Bbl 3TO He
3anucbiBaeTe? Mowu crnoBa. A 3anucbiBaeTe TOJIbKO TO, YTO BaM
BbirogHo’.%t° Here, the author manipulatively gestures toward her own
impartiality. Contrary to what the speaker thinks, she is ‘writing it down’,
accurately recording his views even if they conflict with her own. At the
same time, however, the author undermines the anonymous speaker’s
views by presenting them as the rant of an “old communist” whose
opinions, clearly, cannot be taken seriously. While Grushevoi’s

monologue is eloquent and devoid of colloquialisms, the crudeness and

218 |bid.
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aggression of the second speaker signal his lack of education and by
extension his missing ‘carthesian’ objectivity. This together with his
obvious paranoia (‘fopbwu gencreoBan No ux nnaHam, no nnaHam
L3p3Y... OHn YepHobbinb B3opBanu... A B razetax uutan...’??%) are
further indications of his unreliability and mark him as one of the
“brainwashed”. The use of irony in the monologue relies on the
assumption that the reader shares the value judgements communicated
by the totality of the work, in other words the value judgements of the
implied author. If the reader does not agree with the ethical
interpretation of the Soviet system as a regime that showed nothing but
callousness toward its citizens, she will perceive the monologue as a
simplistic distortion of what one may call “pro-Soviet” views. Vladimir
Golstein goes further and identifies Aleksievich’s underlying
conceptions as those of the arrogant intellectual who dismisses the

“Russian people” as ‘hillbillies, brainwashed by the regime’.??!

In line with Rimmon-Kenan’s idea that ‘signs of unreliability are
perhaps easier to specify, and reliability can then be negatively defined
by their absence’,??? the reliability of Grushevoi’'s discourse can in part
be defined negatively, in that it lacks all the signs of unreliability the
mark the monologue of the ‘zashchitnik’. However, there are also
positive indications of reliability that make him one the most

authoritative speakers in the entire book. For one, with its fourteen
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pages his monologue is one of the longest, signalling that what he has
to say is important, as it is allocated plenty of space. Second, despite
his personal involvement in the disaster, he appears to be one of the
most detached narrators. He extrapolates the relevance of his own
experiences and observations, raising universal questions about the
Soviet system and Soviet identity. His tone is calm and controlled, as
opposed to many other narrators in the book. Lindbladh has described
the witnesses’ ambivalence toward narration as a conflict between ‘the
imperative to tell’ and ‘the impossibility of telling’: on the one hand, the
witness has an inner compulsion to tell about her experience, on the
other hand, ‘no amount of telling ever seems to do justice to this inner
compulsion’.??3 This ambivalence is evident throughout the book. For
instance: 'Bce He Te cnosa Bam rosopto... He Takue...’;??* ‘MHe npo aTo
Henb3s... [...] Ho 9 Bam pacckaxy...’;??° ‘A MHe... (O6pbiBaeT dpasy.
Buxy, uTo roBopuTh He xo4eT.).?%¢ In this context Grushevoi stands out
— he is one of few narrators for whom narration is not problematic. This
makes the communication of his monologue very explicit; he is telling
us how things are, and there is very little that has to be inferred. At the
same time, his tone is often tentative, careful not to jump to simplistic
conclusions. His monologue ends with a question: ‘KTo MbI?’?27 His
erudition, moreover — the frequent name-dropping of writers and

philosophers, the fact that we know he is a former university professor,
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and now a member of parliament — gives him additional authority, as
does his morally outstanding selfless concern for the well-being of

others, helping children who suffered from radiation exposure.

One could imagine a text in which two equally authoritative and
reliable narrators presented these sets of views (anti-Soviet and pro-
Soviet, in simplified terms). In such a text, we would come close to
Bakhtinian polyphony. In Bakhtinian polyphony, as we recall, ‘the
character is treated as ideologically authoritative and independent; he is
perceived as the author of a fully weighted ideological conception of his
own, and not as the object of [the author]’.??® This is clearly not the
case with the narrator of the second monologue. His views are already
undercut in the title, which emphasises his ideological orientation and
by extension bias, describing him as a ‘zashchitnik sovetskoi vlasti’. In
Bakhtin’s terms, his testimony is subordinated to the design of the
author and he lacks ideological authority and independence. The same
can be said about Grushevoi, who, as we said, contributes to the
totality of norms positively, instead of negatively as the ‘zashchitnik’
does. There is no polyphonic “independence” in either speaker. They
are either right, or they are wrong. The implied author’s norms

determine the value of their respective ideological positions in the text.

228 Bakhtin, p. 5.
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Recurrent Motifs

As we recall from the theoretical discussion of authorial agency, the
implied author is not the direct sender in a communication situation but
the ‘source of the narrative text's whole structure of meaning’.??° The
implied author “speaks” only metaphorically, through all the different
narrators of the text; she ‘instructs us silently, through the design of the
whole, with all the voices.?? One important way in which the implied
author emerges is therefore the thematic interests and concerns shared
by the many narrators. The more narrators insist — independently of
each other — on one particular point, the more important it becomes for
what the totality of the work communicates. In the case of Aleksievich’s
work then, an important part of the implied author emerges in the
cumulative emphasis of the testimonies selected by the creative author
for inclusion in her book. While there is no evidence that Aleksievich
has altered the wording of the monologues, the persistence of certain
themes suggest that coherent criteria for inclusion in the book were
applied during the selection process. Therefore, the implied author
emerges in the interplay of themes and concerns which are inherent in
the interviews and deliberately used by Aleksievich to create a specific
interpretation of the Chornobyl’ disaster. Here, | will focus on three of
the most pronounced themes that run throughout the book: 1) the
theme of nature, 2) the theme of the Soviet man, and 3) the theme of

the unsayable.

229 Chatman, p. 74.
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Man and Nature

The presence of animals in Chernobyl’skaia molitva is conspicuous.
They are part of the withesses’ stories of life during the evacuation as
well as after it. A few more or less identical observations are repeated
by a multitude of narrators, defining the significance of animals within
the semantic structure of the text. For instance, several narrators insist
that where man detects nothing unusual, the animal senses danger:
‘Paavo, raseTbl eWwé monyanu, a n4ensl yxxe 3Hanu’.23t Approaching a
river, the cattle stops and turns back: ‘kopoBbl nogxogunu K Boge u TyT
Xe 3aBopaunBanu Hasag'.23? Often, the description of an animal
suggestively indicates the absence of man: ‘YU oguyasLume KOLLKK yxe
cbmBaloTcs B cTan 1 He 6osTcsa nogen. NamaTb 0 ToM, Kak
noauYMHANUCL YenoBeky, ucdeana’.?®3 Throughout the book, cats, dogs,
horses, hens, and pigs are being abandoned, shot, and buried.
Exposed to radiation, deserted, or killed, the animals are victims of the
accident just as much as man is. In one of the more extensive
monologues, three hunters talk about their recollections of killing
animals in the polluted zone, having been ordered to do so by local
authorities for the reason to prevent diseases from spreading. Here,
animals are the victims of the ruthlessness of men: ‘Obpagosanucb

HaMm, 6erT Ha 4YyenoBeYvYecKnn rosoc... BCTpe‘-IaPOT... CTpeJ'IFIJ'II/I B AOMeE,
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B capae, Ha oropoge. BbiTackuBanu Ha ynuuy v rpyavnm B
camocBarbl’.>3* In the ‘Self-interview’, man’s indifference to, and
abandonment of animals is seen as a ‘betrayal’: ‘4enoBsek cnacan
TONbKO camoro cebsi, Bcex ocTanbHbIX OH Npeaan’.?®® The narrators,
too, frequently reflect on the relationship between man and nature. A
very common comment is the paradoxical impression of the scenic
beauty of the area, seemingly incompatible with the ‘uzhas’, the horror
of the disaster that man has caused: ‘A mecTa Takue kpacublie! Takoe
Benukonenue! Yxac obin eweé yxxacHee, NOTOMY 4TO Kpacueo. U
YyernoBeKy Hafo oTcloaa yxoauTb. bexaTb, kak 3noaeto. Kak
npecTynHuKy'.2® Through the shared concerns about animal welfare,
the narrators address deeper issues which have arisen from the
Chornoby!’ disaster. Being the first of its kind, the accident is presented
as having radically changed the way humanity thinks about the
potentially disastrous consequences of nuclear power. The narrators
also implicitly posit that the perception in Soviet culture of Soviet
technological progress and Soviet man’s ability to control nature and
use it for his own ends is radically changed by the disaster. Most
importantly, this is what the focus on nature in the book amounts to:
first, an eco-critical perspective on the accident; second, the failure of

Soviet technological progress and colonization of nature, which

234 |pid. p. 113.
235 pid. p. 37.
236 |pjd. p. 110.
112



ultimately leads to the understanding of the disaster as a symbol for the

failure of the communist utopian endeavour.

The notion of the technological superiority of the USSR over
“capitalist” countries played an important part in Soviet ideology. Hence
the political importance of the space race and technological progress in
general. In her article on the colonization of nature in the Soviet Union,

Alla Bolotova states that:

Bopbba CCCP c npmpogon ocywectBnsanach kak 6ol B
npogomkeHne 60pbbbl C KANUTANUCTUYECKMM MUPOM U KITAaCCOBOW
6opbbLI M gomkHa 6bina cnocobecTBOBaTL POPMUPOBAHNIO HOBOIO

TUNa Yyenoseka u obLiecTtsa.23’

In Aleksievich’s wider work we find among her witnesses plenty of
former devotees to Soviet ideas. In her ‘Zapiski souchastnika’, a sort of
preface to Vremia second-khend, the author states that she
intentionally sought out these ideologically committed people: ‘A
nckana Tex, KTo HaMepTBO NPUPOC K naee, BNycTUn ee B ceds Tak, YTo
He oToApaTb - FoCy4apCTBO CTano UX KOCMOCOM, 3aMEHUIIO KX BCe,
fOaxe cobCTBEHHYH XU3Hb'.238 In this regard, Chernobyl’'skaia molitva is

no exception. One of the narrators makes the following statement:

237 Alla Bolotova, 'Gosudarstvo, geologi i kolonizatsiia prirody v SSSR',
in Neprikosnovennyi zapas, (2006), (p. 2).
238 Syetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, Vremia sekond-khend,
(Moskva: Vremia, 2016), p. 8.
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‘Oaéwb Apktuky! Jaéwb uenuuy! [laéwb kocmoc! BmecTe ¢
["arapuHbiM BECb COBETCKMUIA MUpP NofneTen B KOCMOC, oTopBarncs ot
semnu... Bece mbi!’23? Of course, the accident seriously undermined this
ideology, which, as we learn from the statements of several withesses,
was replaced by a sense of disillusionment, in Soviet technology as well

as in the Soviet utopian ideas in general. For instance:

W BApyr Tam, Ha 9TOW CTaHUMM NpoucxoauT katacTpoda... Yto
370 — coBnagenune? Muctnka? Ecnm 6bl 9 Obin BEPYOLWUM. ..
Korga xodelb HanTh CMbICSI, YyBCTBYeLLb cebs penmnrmosHbim

4yernoBekoM. A A — UHXeHep. A — yenoBek apyroi Bepbl.?4°

The same message is conveyed through the somewhat heavy-handed
irony of the title of the second chapter, ‘Venets tvoreniia’, which is
followed by a monologue in which a mother talks about the serious

injuries her daughter sustained as a result of the accident:

B MeanumMHCKOM KapTovKe 3anncaHo: «4eBoYKa, POXKAEHHAs C
MHO>X€CTBEHHOW KOMMMEKCHOW NaTofIormen: annasus aHyca,

annasus Bnaranuwia, annasmsa f1eBon NoYkny... Tak aTto 3BYYUT Ha

239 Aleksievich, p. 176.
240 |pid. p. 209.
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Hay4YHOM A3blKe, a Ha OObIKHOBEHHOM: HU MUCU, HX MOMKK, ogHa

noyka...21

The description of their everyday reality is tragic and absurd: ‘T ge ewé
B MMpe ecTb peBEHOK, KOTOPOMY Kaxable nonyaca Hago BblAaBnNuBaThb
Mouy pykaMmn? U ckonbko 3TO MOXHO BblaepxaTb? ([Mnayem.) .?4?
Doctors refuse to admit the causal link between the accident and the
child’s birth defect, and someone secretly advises her to seek help
abroad, that is, in a Western, “capitalist” country: ‘TluwnTte B
3apybexHble knuHukn'.243 This, then, it is implied, is the result, the
‘crown of creation’ of the technological ambitions of the Soviet Union

and the idea to subdue nature to man.

Underlying the concern with nature in Chernobyl’skaia molitva is
also a broader eco-critical perspective that lurii Seppialiainen has

explored. Using Greg Garrard’s concepts of “pollution”, “apocalypse”,

“animals”, “dwelling”, and “pastoral”’, Seppialiainen examines how the
relationship between man and nature is represented in the book, noting
that its apocalyptic rhetoric cautions its reader of the potentially

catastrophical consequences that an irresponsible attitude to ecological

guestions may have.?**

241 |pid. p. 101.
242 |hid. p. 103.
243 |pid. p. 102.
244 Seppialiainen, p. 3.
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KntoueBbIM ansi SKOKPUTKKN siBRsieTCs yoexaeHne o TOM, YTO Mbl
)XMBEM BO BPeMsi 3Koriormyeckoro kpuamca. OTBETCTBEHHOCTb 3a
rnobanbHble 3KoNorMyeckne NpobnemMbl NexuT Ha Yenoseke. |[...]
UT00bl MPUOCTAHOBUTL pa3pyLUNTENbHYIO CUIY KpuUauca, Nioasam

HaZl0 NepeoCMbICIUTb TO, KaK OHW XMBYT Ha 3emne.?*®

In Chernobyl’skaia molitva, this is a crucial point. In the ‘Self-interview’,
we learn that the author, after her trips to the contaminated zone, has
reconsidered her previous relation to nature. She has a sensation of
closeness to it, and the culturally ingrained distinction between man

and animal is no longer self-evident:

Apyrmmun rmasamu ornsgabiBato MUp BOKPYT... MMon3éTt no semne
MarneHbK1Uin MypaBen, N OH Tenepb MHe bnmxe. MNTrua B Hebe
neTuT, n oHa 6nmxke. Mexay MHOM 1 UMK paccTosiHe

cokpaluaeTcs. HeT npexHeit nponactu. Bce — %n3Hb.246

This statement anticipates the ultimate eco-critical message of
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva. Humans beings have occupied an
unsustainable position with regard to nature that must be reconsidered.
We should not try to subjugate nature to ourselves, but co-exist with it

in a harmonious way. If we do not, disastrous scenarios like the one in

245 |pid. p. 19.
246 Aleksievich, p. 38.
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Chornoby!’ will be the result. This is what the accident has opened, or
should open our eyes to. Throughout the book, the grave
consequences of the accident are being juxtaposed with the general
perception of nuclear power as a safe source of energy. Called up as a
clean-up worker and sent to the polluted zone, Arkadii Filin recalls the
following newspaper fragments: ‘HalumM aTOMHble CTaHUMM aBCONOTHO
Ge3onacHbl, MOXXHO CTpouTb Ha KpacHol nnowaawn’.?4” Grushevoi

makes this observation:

B Hawux npeactaBneHnsx kKapTuHa Mupa Bbirnsgena
cnegyowmm obpasomM: BOEHHbIM aTOM — 3roBeLLmin rpnbd ao Heba,
Kak B Xupocume n Haracaku, noaun, B OgHy CekyHay cTaBLune
nennom, a MMpHbIA atom — 6e306uagHas anekTpuyeckas

namnoyka.z48

What was perceived as safe and unproblematic has caused no less
than an apocalypse. References to the ‘the end of the world’ abound in
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva, especially in statements made by older
individuals from the rural population. For instance: ‘«Congatuku, ato
yTO — KOHeL, ceeTa?» '.2*° ‘«MonuTtecb!! 310 — KOHeL, ceeTa. HakasaHve

6oxbe 3a Hawu rpexmn».2%0 Also, a number of narrators mention biblical

247 |bid. p. 107.
248 |pid. p. 150.
249 |hid. p. 108.
250 |pid. p. 278.
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prophesies of the Apocalypse. For instance, an unnamed witness calls
the interviewer’s attention to the meaning of the word ‘Chernobyl” in
Ukraninan — Wormwood (TosibiHe’) — which is also the name of the

falling star described in the Book of Revelation:

OTtkpoBeHne MoaHHa Borocnosa: «...n ynana c Heba 6onbLuas
3Be3fa, ropsdada nogobHo dpakeny, U nana Ha TPeTbi YacTb pek
N Ha UCTOYHUK BOA. [...] msa cen 3Be3ae ,nonbiHb". [...] Bce yxe
npeacKasaHo, HarnMcaHo B CBATLIX KHUrax, HO Mbl YnTaTb He

ymeeM. He noHsTnmBbI. MonbiHb NO-yKPauHCKN «4epHOObINbY .25t

Additionally, as | have already mentioned, there is the frequent
juxtaposition of the “beauty” and the “horror” of the contaminated zone,
two notions that seem incompatible but nevertheless co-exist. These
irreconcilable impressions are part of the implied author’s apocalyptic
rhetoric which time and again emphasises the value of that which has

been destroyed:

W kpacoTa Bokpyr.2%2

251 |pid. p. 79.
252 |pid. p. 84.
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Bonblue Bcero aTo MeHsi Nopasunso — coveTaHne KpacoTbl U

cTpaxa.?®3

There is also an important future aspect about this irrevocable
destruction. The apocalypse has already occurred, but, as we can still
not fully grasp its consequences and implications, it is not over. At the
time of the interviews, the long-term environmental effects of the
accident are unforeseeable as the radionuclides that spread across the
land will continue to exist for fifty, one hundred, two hundred, a
thousand years’: ‘naTbAecsT, CTO, ABECTU ThiCAY neT... N 6onbwe... C
TOYKW 3PEHUSA YeNoBEeYeCKOM XN3HN OHM BedHble’.2>* Moreover, there is
the possibility of other accidents at nuclear power plants throughout the
world. The Chornobyl’ disaster is the first of its kind and therefore a
lesson for generations to come: ‘HukTO eLé He goragbiBancs, 4YTo
BOEHHbIN U MUPHBIA aToM BnmnsHeubl. CoobLwHMKKM. Mbl nOyMHenn, BeCb
MUP MNOYMHEN, HO MOYMHeN OH nocne YepHobbins'.2%° Even though it
talks about something that has already occurred, Chernobyl’skaia
molitva is a cautionary tale. It is in this sense that Chernobyl’skaia
molitva is paradoxically presented as a ‘khronika budushchego’, a

‘chronicle of the future’. As the author comments in the ‘Self-interview’:

253 |pid. p. 151.
254 pid. p. 30.
255 |pid. p. 33.
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‘1 CMOTPIO Ha YepHOObLINb, Kak Ha Ha4Yano HOBOW UCTOPUU, OH He

TONbKO 3HaHWe, a U nNpeasHaHune’.%>¢

The underlying views structuring the book suggest that the
Chornobyl’ accident should be seen as symbolic of the failure of the
communist utopian endeavour, and in particular the failure of Soviet
technological progress and colonization of nature. Chernobyl’skaia
molitva then becomes a cautionary tale with Christian overtones, which
creates an analogy between the Soviet system and the apocalypse.
The unreformed anonymous speaker demonstrates the erroneous ways
which will lead to damnation. Only the initiated who have seen the light,

like Grushevoi, will find redemption.

The State and the Citizen

Another recurrent theme of Chernobyl’skaia molitva is its depiction of
the Soviet state and the Soviet citizen, and the relationship between the
two. A multitude of narrators ruminate on the wider significance of
people’s behaviour after the accident as well as the state authorities’
way of handling its consequences. Three narrators ask explicitly: ‘kto
MbI?'2%” Thereby, the text poses the question of a “Soviet identity” or

perhaps “mentality”. Through the totality of judgements made by the

256 |bid. p. 30.
257 |bid. p. 84; 162; 271.
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narrators as well as instances of what could be termed “typical”

behaviour, the image of a collective Soviet mentality emerges.

The single agency underlying the multitude of voices insists on
“fatalism” as a defining trait of the Soviet male citizen. This word is used
by four narrators, and in two different senses. In Chernobyl’skaia
molitva the concept denotes a kind of disregard for one’s own well-
being, an absence of an ‘instinct of self-preservation’ ['MHCTUHKT
camocoxpaHeHus’].2%8 More specifically, it is either what Sergei
Sobolev, vice-chairman of “Shchit Chernobyl’ia”, describes as
‘readiness to self-sacrifice’ [TOTOBHOCTb kK CaMONOXepTBOBaAHUIO'], Or
what Natal’'ia Roslova, chairwoman of the Women’s Committee “Deti
Chernobyl’ia” calls ‘indifference’ [‘6eayyacTne’].?>® Throughout the book,
we hear plenty of withesses testifying to the clean-up workers’ self-
destructive behaviour. In the ‘Self-interview’, the author comments: ‘A
cribllana MHEeHWUe, YTO NoBEeAEHME NOXAaPHUKOB, TYLLMBLUMX B MEPBYHO
HOYb NOXKap Ha aTOMHOW CTaHUUK, N NIMKBUOATOPOB HAaNoMnHaeT
camoybuiicTeo’.?%? This point is later confirmed by a number of

witnesses. For instance:

A — yenoBek, y KOTOPOro OTCYTCTBYET UHCTUHKT CAMOCOXPaHEHUS.
37O HopManbHO, MOTOMY YTO CUINBHO Pa3BMTO YYBCTBO AOMra.

Takux Toraa 661510 MHOMO, HE 51 OAWH... Y MEHS Ha CToNe nexanu

258 |pid. p. 252.
259 |pid. p. 179; 274.
260 |pid. p. 34.
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AECATKN 3asBrieHnn ¢ npocbbon: «lMpoLly HanpaBuTb B
YepHobbinb.» Mo 30By cepaua! Jltoan rotoBbl 661K
noxxepTeoBaTb COOOW, HE 3aQyMbIBAACb N HE Tpebysa HU4ero
B3ameH. YTo 6bl Bbl TaM HU nucanu, HO Bbifn OH, COBETCKUN

XapakTep.26?

In ‘Soldatskii khor’, the clean-up workers talk about their reasons for
travelling to the polluted zone. Here, we learn that they were motivated
by patriotic feelings, the sense of duty, and the wish to commit a heroic
deed, sentiments common in Soviet propagandistic depictions of war.

For instance:

XoTenock 4ero-To repom4eckoro. VcnbiTaTk CBOW xapakTtep.252

1 — BOEHHbIN YerioBeK, MHE NPUKaXyT — 9 OOSDKEH... A aan
npucary... Ho aTo He Bce...[epondecknin nopuiB, OH ToXe Obin.

Ero BocnuTbiBanu... OH Ham BHyLIancs ewé co Wkorsbl.?53

Hapno PoguHe cnyxuts! PoauHe cnyxuTb — cBATOE Aeno.?%

Psychologically, then, the clean-up workers ‘readiness to self-sacrifice’

is attributed to obedience, ideals of heroism, a decidedly male “military”

261 |pid. p. 252.
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mind set, and a strong belief in “communist ideas”. These psychological
aspects are shown to be the result of ideological indoctrination,
sometimes only implicitly, sometimes explicitly, as in the case of the
narrator who says: ‘OH Ham BHyLLancs ewé co wkonbl’. As it were, the
Soviet men are the victims of their own mentality. In the ‘Self-interview’,
the author’s attitude to the clean-up workers “suicidal heroism” is
somewhat ambivalent. She asks, rhetorically: ‘“Tak kTo OHV BCe-Taku:
repov unu camoyouiilbl? XXepTBbl COBETCKUX MOEN U BOCIUTaHUA? 255
Answering her own question, she states that they are heroes, because
they prevented the explosion of the remaining three reactors. At the
same time, they are victims of the wrongful acts committed by the

Soviet state, because they

paboTanu 6e3 3awunTHOM crneuoaexabl, 6ecnpekocrioBHO
OTNpPaBNANUCHL Tyaa, rae «ymmpanuy» poboTbl, OT HUX CKpbiBanu
npaBAy O NOSy4YEeHHbIX BbICOKMX 403aX, U OHW C 3TUM MUPUIUCD, a
NOTOM €eLLE paaoBanmcCb NOfy4YeHHbIM NPaBUTENIbCTBEHHBIM
rpamoTamu 1 Megansm, KotTopble UM BpyYanu nepeg

cMepTblo. .. 266

Abused and manipulated by the state, the Soviet male citizen is not

fully disillusioned with the ideals that prompted the near-suicidal acts.

265 |bid. p. 36.
266 pjd. p. 35.
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Soviet ideology is internalized to such an extent that, even some time
after the accident, despite the sustained injuries and meagre
compensation granted to him by the state, he still retains a sense of
pride in his act of heroism. A narrator in the ‘soldatskii khor’ says:
‘Pob60TbI HE BblAEPXMBaANN, TEXHMKA cxoauna ¢ yma. A Mbl paboTanm.
[...] xopouwio paboTtanu. N oueHb 3TUM ropamnmce... 28" The widow of a
helicopter pilot makes the following statement: ‘B Kpemne emy Bpyuunnu
Harpagay [...] Mpuexan gomoi cyacTnmebli... C opaeHoM... 268 At the
same time, the clean-up workers’ monologues are characterised by a
sense of bitterness and their attitude to their own actions during the
work at the reactor is highly ambivalent. On the one hand, there is the
memory of the experience of having been mistreated, bitterness, anger,
and disillusion: ‘Oa, nownu Bbl Bce..." ;?%° ‘Huuero repondeckoro’.?’0 On
the other hand, there is the sense of pride and a great reluctance to let
go of “Soviet” ideals. This statement by a narrator in the ‘congaTtckun

xop' is particularly illustrative:

OH He cMor, a a4 nonay. Tenepb s Oymaro uHayve... [locne oeBsatn
onepauun n aByx MHAPKTOB... Tenepb A HAKOIO HEe CYXY, A UX
noHumato. Monogele pebara. Ho cam ece pagHoO bbi nosemer. ..

[emphases mine]?’t

267 |pid. p. 82.
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This, however, is not the case with the women, who are unequivocally
hostile to the authorities. Here we see the concealed views on a
distinctive male and female psychology which underlies the whole book.
Patriotism, the sense of duty and the wish to commit a heroic deed is
exclusively a male psychological phenomenon. The same medals that
give the men a sense of pride cause their widows nothing but grief and

indignation:

MpuHecnn mHe BacuH opaeH... KpacHoro ugeTta... A cMoTpeTb Ha

Hero gonro He morna. Crniesbl KaTaTcs...2"2

«3abepute ero meganbs 1 Bce rpamoThl! 3abepute BCe NbroTbl!

Otpavite myxal»2’3

The second meaning of “fatalism”, described most explicitly by Natal'ia
Roslova and confirmed by a large number of narrators, is what Roslova
refers to as ‘6esyyactue’.?’4 This sort of “fatalism” is only indirectly self-
destructive. It is not manifested as a disposition to perform “suicidal”
heroic deeds, but as a kind of indifference and indolence. The implied
message seems to be that the Soviet people have come to depend on

the state to such a degree that they have lost the ability to take action

272 |pid. p. 28.
273 |pid. p. 177.
274 |bid. p. 272.
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and think independently. Natal'ia Roslova makes the following

Sstatement:

C ogHOM CTOPOHbI — HATUNN3M, OTpULAHKE, a C OPYron —
GaTanuam. Bnactam He BepSIT, Y4EHBIM U BpayaM He BEPSAT, HO U
caMu HU4Yero He npeanpuHMMatoT. HeBUHHbIE 1 Be3yyacTHble. [...]
Boonb nonen — Tabnuykn «Bbicokas paguauus»... Nons
nawyTcs... TpnguaTb Kopu... Martbgecar... TpakTopucTbl CUAAT B

OTKPbITbIX KabuHax.?’®

In Chernobyl’skaia molitva, there are plenty of instances of this kind of
indifference. The local population refuses to take warnings about the
lethal radiation levels seriously and remains in the polluted zone. Many
withesses consume food containing high doses of radiation, apparently
unconcerned about how it may affect their health: ‘O6bacHsann Ham, yTo
Henb3sa. A Mbl pyranucb 1 enu’.2’® This indifference is often the subject

for self-reflexion and generalised judgements. For instance:

A Bepun... HXeHep ¢ ABaguaTUNETHUM CTaXXeM, XOPOLLIO
3HaKOMBbIN C 3aKOHaMu (pm3nkn. 3Han xe 4, YTo U3 3TUX MeCT
Hago ynTu Bcemy Xunsomy. Xots 66l Ha Bpemsi. Ho Mbl

[06POCOBECTHO NMPOBOAMIN 3aMepPbl U CMOTPENM TenesBu3op. Mbl

275 |bid. p. 274.
276 |pid. p. 86.
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NPUBLIKNN BEPUTb. A — N3 NOCNEBOEHHOIO NOKOMEHUS, KOTOPOe
Bblpocrno B aTon Bepe. OTkyaa Bepa? Mbl nobeannu B Takon
CcTpallHou BonHe. [lepen Hamu Torga BECb MUP MPEKNOHSANCH.

370 Xe 6bino!?’’

If the Soviet citizen displays a readiness to sacrifice himself, obedience,
and helpless dependence in relation to the state, then the Soviet state
shows nothing but complete disregard for the well-being of its citizens.
This is by far the most frequent thematic insistence in the entire text. In
fact, it is hard if not impossible to find a single monologue in which the
narrator does not say something that highlights the inhuman treatment
by the Soviet state of its own citizens. In this regard, Chernobyl’skaia
molitva presents us with a fierce indictment of the whole Soviet system,
not unlike Solzhenitsyn’s Arkhipelag Gulag (1973). For the implied
author of Chernobyl’skaia molitva, it is a moral imperative to make the
crimes committed by the Soviet authorities known to the public. The
most common case of structural maltreatment of individuals mentioned
in the book may be the failure of the authorities to provide the clean-up
workers with protective equipment. For instance: ‘HyxeH 66111 xopoLuni
3aLLMTHBIA KOCTIOM, CrieumarnbHble OYKX, Macka. Y Hac HU NepBOro, Hu
BTOpOro, HM TpeTbero’.2’® Another common complaint concerns the
meagre compensation given to the clean-up workers. Having returned

home from the polluted zone, they receive little or no financial aid from

277 |bid. p. 208.
278 |bid. p. 154.
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the authorities. ‘A NOTOM X YBONbHAN N3 apMuUn, AaBann rpamoTy U
npemuto — cTo pybnewn’, says one witness and adds, using a patriotic
turn of phrase that in this context becomes bitterly ironic: ‘U oHK
ncuyesanu Ha beckpaliHNx NpocTopax Halen poauHbl’.?’® Also, a large
number of narrators mention the spreading of misinformation and the
efforts of the state to hide the danger in remaining in the polluted zone
from the public: ‘Tlo TeneBunsopy Nop6ayvér ycnokamean: «MpUHATBI
HEeOTNoXHble Mepbl»... A Bepun..."28° Apart from this, a vast number of
instances of various kinds of structural abuse are presented throughout

the text. For instance:

MHe oTkasblBanu 4YeTblpe roga, MHe TBepaunn: «Balwa aeBoyka —
nHBanua aetcrtea». Kakon ke oHa nHBanug getcrea? OHa —
nHBanug YepHoObinsg. [...] XoTena nogatb Ha HUX B cyf... Ha

rocygapcTso.. .28t

Korga nogm untanm Ha aTMKeTkax, YTo MOSOKO 13 Porayesa v He
Gpanu ero, oHO 3aTOBapMBanochb, BAPYr NosiBUnNncL 6aHkn 6e3
3TMKeTOK. [lymato, npnynHa He B TOM, YTO He xBaTarno Gymarn —

nogen obmaHbiBanu.282

279 |bid. p. 178.
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In sum, through its insistence on and repetition of instances of structural
abuse, the text presents us with a fierce indictment of a totalitarian
regime that shows nothing but disregard for the well-being of its
citizens. Coupled with the concept of “fatalism”, this interpretation
shows the Soviet male citizen as a victim of his own convictions. The
indoctrinated ideals are so deeply rooted in him that he, despite the
sustained injuries and meagre compensation granted to him by the
state, retains a sense of pride in what he regards as his act of heroism.
This ties in with the underlying assumptions about gender in the text, as
the Soviet patriotic mind-set is seen as a strictly male phenomenon.
Whereas the men, although ambivalently embittered, are not fully
disillusioned with the Soviet system, the women feel only grief and

indignation.

The Limits of Expression

A conspicuously large number of narrators state that they lack the
words to properly describe what they saw and experienced in

connection to the accident. For instance:

Bce He Te cnosa Bam rosopio... He Takue...283

283 |pid. p. 26.
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A gyman, 4to pacckaxy cbiHy... A npuexan: «[lana, 4to Tam?» —

«BolHa.» A He Haweén apyrux cnos..."?8

MoxHO nun 06 aTom roeopuTb? HasbiBaTb cnioBamu... [...] A oo

CUX MOP He NOHMMAI, YTO 3TO 6bIN0.2%°

In the ‘Self-interview’, the author comments:

A He pa3 cnbiwarna B Te€ AHUN. «TaKnX CJioB He no,1:|,6epy, 4YTOObI
nepegartb TO, YTO A BUAENA U nNepexunar», «KHUKTO paHblLLEe MHE
HU4yero nogobHoro He paccKkaabiBas», «HU B OAHOM KHIKKE 06

3TOM He YyuTan 1 B KUHO He Buaen».26

In the following way, she explains the witnesses’ difficulties in

communicating their experiences:

Mpownoe BOpyr okasanocb 6€CnoMOLLHbIM, B HEM HE Ha YTO
ObIN10 onepeTbes, B BE3AECYLLEM (Kak Mbl BEPUN) apxusee

4eroBEeYECTBa He HALUIOCh KIoYel, YTOObl OTKPbITh 3Ty ABEpPb.28’

284 |bid. p. 98.
285 |pid. p. 293.
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In other words, the unprecedented disaster is so far removed from
normality that culture as we know it fails to accommodate it in a
meaningful way. This point is continuously insisted on throughout the
book, both in a performative way and by way of conscious reflexion on
part of the narrators. Performatively, the text draws attention to its own
failure to address the disaster in proper terms. For instance, there is the

frequent comparison between the accident and war:

Kak B BOIHY...288

Hy, aymato, Ha4anacb BonHa. C kutanuamm mnm

amepukaHuamm.?®°

This comparison, however, as we are told both by the author in the
‘Self-interview’ and by several witnesses, is inadequate. Since the
witnesses lack a fitting vocabulary that would describe the accident,
they resort to the words they do know. Thus, the comparison with war is
an imprecise approximation, a kind of groping in the dark for the right

word. In the ‘Self-interview’, the author further comments:

Bce, uTto Ham n3BecTHO 06 yxxacax n ctpaxax, bonbLue BCEro

CBSI3aHO C BOMHOMW. [...] [ToaTOMy noan cMeLLmnBaloT NOHATUS

288 |bid. p. 47.
289 |pjd. p. 54.
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BOWHbI 1 KaTacTpodbl... [...] YepHobbInbckas nHpopmaums B
raseTax CnsioLlb 13 BOEHHbIX CIOB: aTOM, B3pbIB, repou... N ato
3aTpygHsSeT NOHMMaHUe Toro, YTO Mbl HAXOAMMCSI B HOBOW

ncropum.. .0

Several narrators make similar statements:

A gyman, 4to pacckaxy cbiHy... A npuexan: «[lana, 4to Tam?» —

«BoWiHa.» A He Hawén apyrux cnos..."?%

A 3agymancs: noyemy o YepHobbine mano nuwyt? [...] AymaeTe,
cny4vanHocTb? CobbITve 40 CUX NOp eLlé BHE KyrnbTypbl. TpaBma

KynbTypbl. I €AMHCTBEHHbIN Hal OTBET — MofYaHue. 292

C BOVHOW CpaBHMBATb HENb3s, HEe TOYHO, a BCe cpaBHMBatoT.?%

In what concerns the narrators’ conscious reflexion on this problem, two
monologues are particularly relevant. In the first, Nina Konstantinovna,
a school teacher, tells the interviewer about everyday life after the
accident: a pregnant young woman who died suddenly and for unclear
reasons; children who faint if they remain standing for more than fifteen

minutes; the suicide by hanging of a little girl; the prevailing atmosphere
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of fatigue and gloominess. The narrator then suggests that the existing
literature does not provide any means for understanding this reality,
saying: ‘Bce ¢ Tem xe [MyLWKMHbIM, KOTOPbIN Ka3ancst MHe BEYHbIM.
MHorga nosBnseTcs KOLWYHCTBEHHAs MbICIb: @ BOPYr BCS Hawa
KynbTypa — CyHOYK CO cTapbiMu pykonucsamun’.2% The accident, then, too
alien to be grasped within the realm of traditional Russian “high” culture,
has in some sense caused this culture to lose its validity. In a second
monologue, Katia P, the daughter of a school teacher, says something

similar:

BoT BbI NuLweTe, HO HX OfHAa KHUra He NOMOorfia MHe, He
obbsicHuna. Hu Teatp, HM KnMHO. A pasbupatock B 3TOM 6e3 HUX.
Cama. Mbl BCce nepexvBaeM caMmu, Mbl HE 3HaeM, 4YTO C 3TUM
aenatb. YMOM §1 9T0 NOHATb He mory. OcobeHHo pacTepsanach
MOsi MamMa, OHa NPenodaET B LUKONEe PYCCKUIM SA3bIK U nntTepaTypy,
BCErga ydmna MeHs XXuTb N0 KHWKKaM. M BOPYr TaKUX KHKEK

HeT... Mama pacrepsnacs...2%

Further, the narrator tells the interviewer about her recollections of the
accident: the helicopters hovering over the rooftops; a neighbour
watching the fire from his balcony with binoculars; the blue smoke

hanging over the power plant; the silence in the bus taking her away

294 |bid. p. 137.
295 |pid. p. 119.
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from Pripiat’ where she grew up; the experience of being ostracized in
Minsk; the fear of infertility. She then states: 'Y Hac 06 aTom He nuwyT,
06 3TOM He roBopAaT. A Mbl ecTb...”2% Thus, the text implicitly presents
itself as the first of its kind, the first to address these issues; it is a first

attempt to grapple with that for which there are no words.

The communication of the Chornobyl’ experience is also difficult
because of its traumatic nature. This aspect of Aleksievich writing has
been researched most notably by Lugari¢?®” and by Lindbladh.??8 | will
limit myself to noting the mere insistence on the connection between
trauma and silence in Chernobyl’skaia molitva, as this emerges as one
of the most prominent themes of the book. Often, when a narrator
reaches a point of utmost pain in her story, the narration is interrupted
or blurred. Chernobyl’skaia molitva is full of bracketed remarks
indicating that a narrator cries, falls silent, or starts speaking

incoherently:

Monsato y Mmorunsnel Ha KoneHkax... Bcerga Ha KoneHkax. ..

(BeccesizHo.) A eé youna... A... OHa... Cnacna...?%

296 |bid. p. 122.
297 ‘Witnessing the Unspeakable: On Testimony and Trauma in
Svetlana Alexievich’s The War’s Unwomanly Face and Zinky Boys’
(2014).
298 ‘The Problem of Narration and Reconciliation in Svetlana
Aleksievich’s Testimony Voices from Chernobyl’ (2008).
299 Aleksievich, p. 26.
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A xouy nobute! A nbn! A montock 3a ceoto nNdoBb! A MHe. ..

(Obpbisaem ¢hpasy. Buxy, ymo 2osopums He xo4em.)3%

In the beginning of the monologues, many narrators display some sort

of reluctance to remember and to tell their story:

Ho Bbl B3anuck 06 atom nucatb... O6 aTomM? A 4 He xoTen Obl,

yTOBbI 060 MHE 3TO 3Hann.301

BcrnomuHaTth? MoxeT, Hago Ha BCSAKUIM CyYar OTTOSMKHYTb OT

cebs... OToaBMHYTb...3%?

As mentioned earlier, Lindbladh has convincingly described the
witnesses’ ambivalence toward narration in terms of a conflict between
the “imperative to tell” and the “impossibility to tell’. On the one hand,
the witnesses feel ‘the existential need to narrate in order to understand
and incorporate the traumatic event in the story or him of herself. On
the other hand, the witness is reluctant to represent the trauma in the
past, since every word seems insufficient’.3°2 Particularly illustrative in
this regard is the monologue narrated by a woman who tells the

interviewer about her recollections of the political turmoil in Tajikistan

300 |pid. p. 119.
301 |pid, p. 43.
302 |pid. p. 119.
303 |indbladh, p. 286.
135



around the time of the perestroika. Torn between the urge to bear
witness to her traumatic experience and the instinct to protect herself
and the child from that same trauma, she repeats the following

statement three times:

MHe rpo amo Henb3s... A pebéHouka xay, 9 — bepemeHHas. Ho s

gam pacckaxy... [My italics]3%4

In sum, then, the cumulative insistence of the narrators tells us that the
experience of the Chornobyl’ disaster is difficult if not impossible to
communicate, for two reasons: first, because of its traumatic nature;
second, because the disaster is so far removed from normality that the
present culture cannot describe it in a meaningful way, with the result
that this culture is invalidated. The theme of silence, although intrinsic
to the majority of monologues, is arranged and highlighted by the
author to underscore the sense of the uniqueness of the event, hinting
at the caesura in Soviet history in particular and human civilisation in

general.

304 Aleksievich, p. 69.
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Juxtapositions

The implied author speaks not only through what the witnesses say, but
also in the silent transitions between their statements. In the point of
contact between two monologues, between a monologue and a section
with newspaper excerpts, or between two sentences, a certain meaning
is created. Two textual units that are meaningfully placed next to each
other may constitute two variations on one and the same theme; they
may contrast, refute or reinforce each other. In the meaning
communicated through juxtapositions in Chernobyl’skaia molitva, the
implied author emerges. In this section, | will focus on two of the most
frequently recurrent juxtapositions in the book: first, that between
“official” discourse and spoken language; second, the juxtaposition
between, on the one hand, witnesses with higher education, and older

members of the rural population on the other.

One of the most frequent juxtapositions in Chernobyl’skaia molitva
is a stylistic one: that between the “official” printed discourse such as
newspaper excerpts and propaganda slogans, and spoken language.
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva begins with a five-page long ‘Istoricheskaia
spravka’ in which we are provided with information about the disaster:
the time and place of the explosion, radiation intensity levels in different
territories, etc. The following section is made up by Liudmila
Ignatenko’s monologue. Between her monologue and the
‘Istoricheskaia spravka’, there are no blank pages so that
typographically, the distance between them is minimal. Our eyes move

from one page to the other, from the last passage containing “historical”
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information about the accident, through the title of the first monologue —
‘Odinokii chelovecheskii golos’ — to its first sentence, which is uttered by
a witness who was actually present at the time: “'A He 3Hat0, 0 4eM
pacckasbiBaTh... 3% As opposed to the “voice” of the ‘spravka’, which
knows exactly what to say and what information is important, the
withess emphasises her own confusion, admitting that she does not
know where to start or even what to tell us about. It is the literary
equivalent of the vertiginous zoom-in: from anonymous mass to
individual, from general information to personal experience, from the
fast-flowing and clarified to the ponderous and indefinable. The contrast
between these two is so striking that it thoroughly changes the effect
each of them produces. Were it not for the preceding ‘spravka’,
Ignatenko’s monologue would not have been what it is, just as the
‘spravka’ would not be the same without the monologue that follows.
The juxtaposition then emphasises the disparity between two concepts
which underpin the book, on the one hand, “istoriia”, and on the other
hand “propushchennaia istoriia”. “History” here is “pure facts”, that is,
the kind of information contained in the ‘spravka’: dates, times,
statistical data. “Propushchennaia istoriia”, on the other hand, is the
personal, “real experience” of the same event, in other words the
witness’ impressions, recollections, and reflexions. This is what the

author in the ‘Self-interview’ claims to be concerned with:

305 |pid. p. 11.
138



£ ke 3aHMMaloCb TeM, YTO Ha3Bana 6bl NPONyLLEHHON NCTOPUEN,
B6eccnegHbiMM criegamm Hawero npebbiBaHWst Ha 3emIie 1 BO
BpemeHu. MNnwy n cobmnpato noBceaAHEBHOCTb YYBCTB, MbICIEN,

cnos.3%

This kind of juxtaposition underlines the relative “banality” of one type of
discourse and the profundity of the other. Having read the five pages of
the ‘spravka’, we may have the impression that we already know a
great deal about what the Chornoby!’ disaster “is”. As soon as we hear
Ignatenko’s voice, however, the impression is the opposite: we now
realise that we are about to come near something that is thoroughly
alien to us. The same juxtaposition recurs in the end, but is here
reversed. After the final monologue (also narrated by a widow and
given the title ‘Odinokii chelovecheskii golos’) two pages of excerpts
from Belarusian newspapers conclude the book. Here, we return to the
superficiality of “official” discourse and leave what the author in
connection to the notion of “propushchennaiia istoriia” calls ‘mMup
YepHobbina’.3%7 This kind of juxtaposition is present, also, on the level
of sentences. In Grushevoi’s monologue, for instance, the narrator
relates a conversation he had with a woman in the polluted zone,
whose husband, a helicopter pilot, died shortly after the accident.
Referring to his recollection of the official depiction of the event,

Grushevoi says: ‘TTomHI0 Ha3BaHus ctaTen: «'epoun B Hebey,

306 |bid. p. 30.
307 |pid.
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«YepHobbinbckne cokonbly’.3%8 In the next sentence, referring to his
recollection of the widow, he says: ‘BoT ata xeHwuHa...”3% The
juxtaposition of these two types of discourse, the Soviet propaganda
slogans and the short, pensive sentence suggesting Grushevoi’'s
recollection of the widow facing him during his conversation with her,
again emphasises the gap between the “official” and the “real”. Of
course, this ties in with the way in which Aleksievich’s aesthetics are
positioned towards an “official” Soviet discourse, which | discussed in
Chapter One. As we recall, Aleksievich’s aesthetics are based on the
assumption that the Soviet citizen’s experience — and patrticularly the
experience of war — has been appropriated by the Soviet state-
controlled media and is being used as a propaganda symbol. However,
there is a wider concern here with all mass media. Referring to
newspaper and television in public statements, Aleksievich has
repeatedly spoken of what she calls ‘mMup 6aHanHocTi’.310 In the
interview with Dmitrii Gordon mentioned earlier, she states: ‘Mbl
06xooMMCes 1 xMBEM B MMpe BaHanHoOCTK, B OCHOBHOM. [MaseTsl,
TenesuaeHue... OHM 6epyT TONbKO TOHKWUIA, BEPXHbIV crioi Belleir’ .31

The type of juxtaposition exemplified in Grushevoi’s monologue

308 |pid. p. 154.
309 pid.
310 | have found three separate interviews in which Aleksievich uses this
turn of phrase. Aside from the interview with Dmitrii Gordon, she made
this statement in 2015 in an interview with Radio Svaboda and in 2015
talking to Masha Gessen. See Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich,
‘The Memory Keeper', ed. by Masha Gessen (The New Yorker, 2015).
Svetlana Aleksandrovna Aleksievich, in Radio Svaboda, (2015). quoted
in Golstein.
311 Aleksievich.
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suggests something similar: there is a vast amount of widely
reproduced images and narratives that do not tell us anything about the
“real” experience of things. If anything, these images only bring us
further away from “the truth”. Therefore, it is the task of literature to go
“‘deeper” into things than the images and narratives of popular culture

do, and thereby describe something that comes closer to a “truth”.

A second recurrent juxtaposition is that between two different
social groups that are conceived of as opposites in the text. As we have
seen in the preceding section, witnesses with higher education, such as
school teachers and politicians, often make the comment that the
existing literature fails to make sense of the Chornobyl’ disaster. By
contrast, older members of the rural population, to whom the author
refers to as ‘starye krest'iane’ in the ‘Self-interview’, cope better with the
consequences of the accident.®'? Whereas the members of an
intellectual, urban stratum of the population experience a sense of
confusion and disorientation, the sense of reality of the ‘starye
krest’iane’ does not disintegrate. This opposition is established by the

author in the ‘Self-interview’, where she comments:

NHTepecHee Bcero B Te NepBble AHWU BbINO pa3roBaprBaTh He C
YYEHBbIMW, YAHOBHUKAMM U BOEHHBIMY C BGONbLUMMYK NOFrOHaMW, a

CO cTapbiMu KpecTbAHamu. XKnyTt oHn 6e3 Tonctoro u

312 Aleksievich, p. 33.
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[octoeBckoro, 6e3 VIHTepHeTa, HO NX CO3HaHNE KakuM-TO

o6pa3om BMeCTUIo B cebsl HOBYIO KapTUHy Mupa.3t3

In the beginning of chapter one, representatives of these two strata
take turns in speaking. The first witness to speak is a psychologist who
early on in his monologue makes a reference to Tolstoy. In the second
monologue, an old woman who has remained alone in the polluted area
after the evacuation speaks. In the third monologue, an inhabitant of
Pripiat’ speaks. Then, in ‘Monolog odnoi derevni o tom, kak zovut dushi
s neba, chtoby s nimi poplakat i poobedat’, which consists of the
indistinguishable voices of seven narrators, the ‘derevnia’ speaks
again, now as a single subject which submerges the individual voices.
The statements made by older members of the rural population are
often characterised by a tone of reconciliation that is absent in other

monologues. For instance:

Camas cnpaBegnvBasi Bellb Ha CBETE CMepThb. [...] 3emnsa Bcex

NPUHMMAET: U A06PbIX, U 3MbIX, U TPELLHNKOB. 314

MyxxumH Bor 3abupaet paHbLue. o kakon npnymHe? HUKTO Ham

He nepeBenéT, HUKTO He 3HaeT aToro cekpeTta.31®

313 |pjd,
314 |pid. p. 45.
315 |pid. p. 67.
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Partially, this reconciliatory attitude is attributed to religious faith, as
there are plenty of references to God in these monologues. There is
also the sense of closeness to nature, and in connection to that, the
view of one’s own death as part of a natural process: ‘A 1 nomupaTtb He
6otock. HUKTO aBa pasa He XMBET. /N nucT otneTtaeT, u 4epeBo
nagaet’.31% Apart from this, somewhat paradoxically, the lack of a
properly informed understanding of the reality of the accident seems to
make it easier for these people to cope with it. For instance: ‘BoT Bbl
CKaXXnTe Nno Hayke, Kak gencTsyeT Ta pagnaumusa? [... ] A 4To Bbl
nymaete B MuHcke eé HeT, pa3 oHa HeBuamumasn?'.3’ This ignorance is
especially emphasised in connection to these narrators’ use of the word
‘radiatsiia’, which they utter with a tone of utter unfamiliarity, as if
pronouncing a foreign word. The pronoun ‘ta’ or ‘eta’ is used before it,
underlining how strange this word sounds to the speaker: ‘Ota
pagvauns y MeHst Ha oropofe 6bina’.2® A notion like ‘radiation’ is so
distant from their perception of reality that it belongs to the
fundamentally unknowable. Aleksievich follows familiar patterns here,
juxtaposing the traditional collective marked by a degree of innocence
and ignorance with the intellectual classes made up of clearly
distinguished individuals who are beset by complex doubts and

torments.

316 bid. p. 56.
317 1bid. p. 57.
318 |bid. In Gunin and Tait's English translation this is rendered as ‘that
radiation stuff’: Svetlana Alexievich, Chernobyl Prayer : A Chronicle of
the Future, (Great Britain: Penguin Books, 2016), p. 50.
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Aleksievich’s attitude to the notion of “derevnia” in the post-
Soviet sphere could be the topic of a separate inquiry. Within the scope
of this discussion it is sufficient to note that the depiction in
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva of a rural population as close to nature and
humbly reconciled with the harsh conditions of life is highly romantic
and, arguably, problematic in that it runs the risk of essentialising an
imagined “narod”. In the Russian literary context, what comes to mind in
this regard is Tolstoy, for instance his highly didactic story Tri smerti.
Here, as opposed to the ‘gospozha’, who helplessly cries at hearing
herself uttering the word ‘umeret”, the proximity of death does not instil
any fear in the dying coachman Fedor. Calm and reconciled, since he
has no use for them anymore, he happily gives away his boots to a
younger man. Talking about death and God with the same familiarity
and reconciliation as the narrators in ‘Monolog odnoi derevni’, he says:
‘HyTpo BCe u3HbINOo. bor ero 3HaeT yTo. [...] CMepTb MOS npuwina -- BOT
yT10’.31° Not unlike the implied assumptions of Chernoby/’skaia molitva,
Tri smerti suggests that religious faith, closeness to nature, and a
“simple way of life” make the thought of death possible to cope with for

the members of the “narod”.

319 | ev Tolstoi, Sobranie sochinenii tom tretii, (Moskva:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1973), p. 63.
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The Authorial Monologue

In my discussion of the recurrent motifs and juxtapositions in
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva, | have repeatedly referred to the ‘Self-
interview’, the authorial monologue in the beginning of the book. As we
have seen, many of the relational terms and themes that run through
the book are established here. In fact, the ‘Self-interview’ can be
viewed as a kind of summary of the most prominent topics of the book:
the eco-critical perspective; the understanding of the disaster as a
symbol for the failure of the communist utopian endeavour; the
depiction of the Soviet state and the Soviet citizen; the theme of the
unsayable; the opposition between “istoriia” and “propushchennaia
istoriia”; the opposition between the urban and rural populations.
Located at the beginning of the book, it directs our attention toward
certain thematic aspects and prepares us for what is to come. Here, |
will expand somewhat on this, as the ‘Self-interview’ occupies a space
where the implied author clearly emerges. First, though, we must
remember not to equate the voice of the ‘Self-interview’ with the implied
author. As we recall from the discussion of the concept, the implied
author does not designate a direct but a metaphorical voice; it is the
locus of the work’s intent and ideological assumptions and comprises
not only the assertion and denotation of the text, but also its
‘implication, connotation, and ideological nexus’.3?° The author-figure in

the ‘Self-interview’, therefore, should instead be viewed as an

320 Chatman, p. 74.
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authoritative voice whose judgements and thematic interests closely
correspond to those of the implied author. As such, the ‘Self-interview’
serves to determine the ideological parameters within which the
following witnessing accounts are to be read. The authorial monologue
then “guides” our reading of Chernobyl’skaia molitva in a direct and,
from the point of view of the text, trustworthy way. For instance, during
her time in the zone, the author-figure tells us, she heard numerous
witnesses express sentiments such as: ‘«Takux crnoB He noabepy,
4YTOObLI NepeaaTth TO, YTO S BUAENa u nepexunay [...] «HM B ogHOM
KHUXXKe 00 3TOM He YnTan u B KMHO He Buaen»’.%2! In the ensuing
monologues, the witnesses do say these things and so the
observations made in the ‘Self-interview’ are confirmed. The same is
true for more ideologically charged aspects, for instance the Soviet
“fatalism”, which the author-figure discusses before it is confirmed by

the “evidence” in the monologues and choirs:

JlnksnpaTtopel [...] 6ecnpekocrnoBHO OTNpaBnsanuch Tyaa, rae
«ymupanu» poboThl [...] @ NoToM eLwé pagosanmcb NOSTyYeHHbIM
NpaBUTESNbCTBEHHLIM FpaMOTaMun U MedarnsiM, KoTopble UM

Bpy4Yanu nepen cmMepTbio. ..322

321 Aleksievich, p. 32.
322 |pid. p. 35.
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Thus, the author-figure’s observations and judgements receive a
retrospective “empirical” validity. This makes the author-figure by far the
most reliable narrator in the entire work. The reliability of her voice is
further heightened by the fact that we identify it as belonging to
Svetlana Aleksievich, elevated post-Soviet intellectual and recipient of
numerous awards, and also by virtue of its location within the text, in
the beginning, separated from the other monologues. Thus,
authoritatively, the voice of the ‘Self-interview’ makes explicit the

implied author’'s messages.
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Conclusion

The structural emphasis on the multi-voiced nature of the material
presented in Chernobyl’skaia molitva suggests at first sight a strong
commitment to a plurality of views and perspectives on the Chornobyl’
disaster. Yet through the author’s deliberate narrative strategies and
her subtle manipulation of the arrangement of individual monologues,
the narrators’ varying degrees of reliability, recurrent motifs,
juxtapositions, and the authorial monologue, the implied author of
Chernobyl’'skaia molitva emerges as a clearly defined set of underlying
assumptions. The totality of the text is thus shaped by a fundamentally
anti-Soviet outlook, conservative notions of male and female
psychology, eco-critical ideas on the relationship between man and
nature, and by a view on the relationship between language and reality
marked by the understanding of the accident as causing a caesura in
Soviet history in particular and human civilisation in general. These
converging views and assumptions of individual monologues both
contribute to and benefit from the sense of an emerging collective voice
with its attendant notions of authenticity and authority, suggesting an
empirical (rather than merely subjective) validity in both individual
monologues and the overall book. The impression is deepened by the
presentation of the monologues as unmediated texts despite clear
indications that Aleksievich has shaped the witness statements for the
overall purpose of her book at the stage of initial interview and at the
stage of the subsequent editing process. The ideological coherence of

the different monologues is further evidence that Aleksievich presents
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the reader with a specific interpretation of the accident based on a
particular worldview and ideological assumptions. Although the very
structure of the book insists on the validity of the single voice,
presenting each of them in a ‘monologue’, Aleksievich integrates these
supposedly independent voices into a narrative and artistic design in

which the collective subsumes the individual.

The speakers in Chernobyl’skaia molitva then cannot be said to
be ideologically independent in the Bakhtinian sense, as the implied
author’s norms determine the validity of their ideological positions in the
text. We can therefore outright reject Lindbladh’s claim that the book
successfully avoids a single authorial consciousness (see Chapter
One). Golstein’s assertion that Aleksievich’s writing is in fact not
polyphonic in spirit (see Chapter One) with its implication of
Aleksievich’s writing as inherently “flawed” is too simplistic to account
for the complexities of her writing and aesthetics. At the heart of
Aleksievich’s artistic and historical pursuit lies the question of how
human experience can be adequately translated into words. The limits
of language are problematized throughout the book, whether in the
speakers’ reluctance and failure to articulate their suffering or in the
book’s performance of silence in ellipses and bracketed authorial
comments suggesting the withesses’ emotional distress. Aleksievich is
therefore less interested in her predecessors’ quest to establish
historical truth, but is driven by the question of how to record and
preserve the individual emotional experience of a historical event. In
this regard, Aleksievich formulates a conception of writing as an
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authentic expression of a past experience. The contradictory treatment
of the witnesses’ statements in Aleksievich’s work is therefore
motivated by the aspiration not only to “give a voice” to other people but
also to give an adequate expression of their experience in language.
On the one hand, because of its suspicion of “official” Soviet discourse
and the fictionalisation of history, Aleksievich’s prose presents itself as
giving unmediated access to authentic witness statements. On the
other hand, because of the need to communicate adequately the
human experience of an event, the raw material has to undergo
extensive mediation. It is precisely the strict selection and the use of
rhetorical and literary devices that makes Aleksievich’s depictions of
human suffering and Soviet reality so effective. Situated between the
mediated and the unmediated, between the fictional and the factual,
between art and history, Aleksievich’s work both denies and grants
audibility to the “unheard voices” of ‘propushchennaia istoriia’. The
helpless, personal expression of unspeakable suffering finds a voice in

the powerful collective prayer, in Chernobyl’skaia molitva.
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Further Research

In my future research, I shall examine the tension between the
mediated and unmediated in Aleksievich’s prose in the wider context of
the sentiment of the suspicion of “art” and the reluctance to fictionalise
history, epitomised in Adorno’s famous declaration that “writing poetry
after Auschwitz is barbaric”, which Aleksievich cites in her 2015 Nobel
Lecture. In a Soviet context, Solzhenitsyn’s Arkhipelag Gulag is an
obvious point of reference in this regard and it would be interesting to
compare his documentary writings to Aleksievich’s. Moreover, | have so
far only scratched the surface of the origins of Aleksievich’s work in
Soviet war writing, and the relation of her work to war depictions in

“official” Soviet discourse.

In regard to the use of terminology, Aleksievich’s writing
transcends traditional genre-definitions and distinctions such as that
between “history” and “fiction” to such an extent as to render them
meaningless. Applying these categories to her writing, we tend to say
more about our own general assumptions about literature than about
her work. In principle, therefore, Aleksievich’s work should be
approached from the point of view of the universal notions and
assumptions that underpin it: its suspicion of “prose” and aspiration to
authenticity, and its conception of art as the mediation of a personal

past experience.
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