Contemporary Russian Short Stories, Week 5 Seminar Sheet
Ulitskaia, ‘The Gift not Made by Human Hand’
Task 1
Read the extract from the text and 
i) The everyday/the higher sphere conflict 
ii) Comment upon the treatment of the theme of the body in the passage
iii) Explain how these themes relate to gender? (see quotes in Task 3)
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Task 2
In what ways is Toma an ambivalent character, according to Sutcliffe?
Why would an ‘irregular’ body cause us to reflect upon our own lives?
How does Sutcliffe’s analysis below relate to gender?
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Sutcliffe, Art of Tolerance



Task 3
[bookmark: _GoBack]How do the following quotes from (Sutcliffe, LU and the Art of Tolerance) relate to ‘The Gift not Made by Human Hand’
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Ulitskaya humanizes telesnost’; it is more than the loyal servant of the
state (as Stalinism would have had it) or a2 metonym of the abused
populace (the body in chernukha). The physical form, these narratives
imply, is not merely a springboard to loftier plans or an indication of
how such ideas have failed. Ulitskaya’s works avoid the post-Soviet
corporeality of despair. Instead, they assess the body as a dynamic part
of the human experience, in particular as a source of the sincerity and
tolerance the author extols. Her writing redirects attention to the funda-
mental role of the flesh, the raw material that both supports and delimits
higher aspirations. That the body makes us human is an obvious state-
ment nonetheless neglected by idea-oriented Russian literature. Ulitskaya
implies that harnessing zelesnost’ as the engine of ideology is at times
almost as invidious as ideology itself. Indeed, her narratives are populated
by those who have been physically and morally misshapen by fascism
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and Communism, two systems that view corporeality as a human re-
source for the state.
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these two halves.® Stalinism, the backdrop to the beginning of most of
Ulitskaya’s works, privileged the firm, youthful body in hypertrophied
dimensions. Bared muscles and ample (covered) bosoms loomed on the
screen as virile men and their buxom lovers enchanted moviegoers; the
malnourished and deformed bodies of war, famine, and Gulag vanished
behind the overly robust masculine and feminine forms.
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the Soviet body, laying bare an obvious yet overlooked truth: it is the
physical form, in all its varied manifestations, that makes us human.
"The ethics of the spirit appear in the flesh, and #elesnost’ creates a sincerity
that parallels the values Ulitskaya ascribes to the liberal intelligentsia.
Her holistic approach insists that the erotic belongs equally to the intel-
lectual and physiological spheres as she argues for a tolerance that en-
compasses both.?
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“At that time we were living in the Nakhalov huts. One
wall was solid ice and if they heated the place properly the
water would drip down, and there were six of us living in a
room like that: our mother, who was just a yokel, my sister
Marusya, who was a drunken deadbeat, a complete asshole;
and her snot-nosed little bastards...” Tomka looked sternly
at the spotlessly clean girls, who were rivetted to the spot.
“They hadn’t an ounce of sense between them. They were
incapable of looking after themselves, let alone me with no
arms. Anyone God has given no brains to is in big trouble,
say 1. Anyway 1 took that paper in my teeth and went to the
Housing Department.”

Svetlana Bagaturiya had propped her chin on her fist and
was so engrossed, she was gaping. Sonya was wide-eyed,
while Masha Chelysheva, reluctant to breathe in the bad air,
was even more embarrassed to breathe it back out.

“When I get there there’s a queue for the office, and bold
as brass I kick the door open and go right in. When they see
me, they can’t believe it.” She sniggered with self-satisfaction.
“Anyway, I plonk that paper down on the biggest table I can
see,” she belched robustly, “and I says to them, ‘Well, what do
you think of that, then, here’s the great Comrade Stalin, the
father of all the peoples, knows my name, and he’s writing to
me, humble as I am, to thank me for working hard for him with
my feet, and the place I’m living in is so small there isn’t room
for a pisspot. What kind of hard work have you got to show?
How many times have we come in here begging and begging.
Well, now I’m going to go and complain to Comrade Stalin
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himself.” You get the picture, then, do you, Young Pioneers?
This pad I’m living in now I near enough got from Comrade
Stalin himself personally!”
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Traits of the holy fool are present in a number of her characters, but
not all of Ulitskaya’s holy fools are equally sympathetic: scheming Toma
in “A Gift Not Made by Hands” (“Dar nerukotvornyi”) seems to lack
the kindness and humility that mark Ulitskaya’s éxrodivaia. A group of
enthusiastic new Young Pioneers comes to visit the armless protagonist,
who gained fame for using her feet to sew a portrait of Stalin. This act
literalizes the subordination of the body to the state, yet Toma cleverly
exploits it to receive a private apartment. Shocking the girls with her
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cynicism and obscenities, she orders them to leave and then gives the
bottle purchased with their money to an elderly friend. Toma is capable
of benevolence as well as cruelty, demonstrating an ambivalence that is
characteristic of the holy fool, whose alternation between kindness and
aggression critiques the hypocrisy of an immoral society. Her physical
appearance solidifies this status: “By the window stood a trestle bed,
and lying on it was what appeared to be a big little girl, covered up to
the waist by a thick blanket. She sat up and put her big feet on the floor.
It looked as if her dress had wings on the shoulders, but no arms could
be seen under these empty wings. When she walked around the room
it seemed that she was small, scrawny, and reminded you of a duck,
because her stride was a little off-balance with her legs facing almost
completely out; the arches of her feet were unusually wide, and her toes
were large, fat, and placed far apart from each other.”?
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Toma’s physical handicap comes from a deformed body (missing
arms, duck-like walk) but has hints of spirituality (the presence of wings).
She elicits the unsettling, paradoxical feelings that are the essence of the
turodivaia: repugnance and respect. Toma inhabits the margins of the
Great Family, which first rewarded her with the apartment and then
abandoned her. Like crude Katia the Redhead, Toma is the victim of an
uncaring society yet helps and pities those who are still less fortunate.
Ulitskaya shies away from extolling such figures, but she ultimately
characterizes them as more compassionate and righteous than many of
the able-bodied. Likewise, the irregular body and its behaviors cause
readers to reflect on—and perhaps improve— their own lives.




