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REDEEMING THE BODY

ULITSKAYA AND CORPOREALITY

I got food poisoning trom eating something ridiculous. I've been ill
for a day and = half and experienced a whole gamut of emotions: first
puzzlement—after all, T eat absolutely anything and never suffer any
consequences— then irritation at myself—why on earth do I eat abso-
lutely anything, after all, the tomato juice which I unreflectingly
chucked into the dinner had been standing on the buffet for who knows
how many days. [. . .] I realized that I was expelling all the nightmare 1
have been gulpijig down all these last months of reading, the painful
reading of all those books about the destruction of the Jews during the
Second World War, all the tomes of medieval history, the history of
the Crusades and the earlier history of the Church councils, the fathers
of the Church from St. Augustine to St. John Chrysostomos, all the
anti-Semitic opuses written by highly enlightened and terribly holy
men. I puked out all the Jewish and non-Jewish encyclopedias I have
read over the last few months, the whole Jewish Question which had
poisoried me more powerfully than any tomato juice.!

Writing in the summer of 2006, the autobiographical narrator of Danie/
Stein, Interpreter viscerally experiences the oneness of body and spirit
that unites the works of Ludmila Ulitskaya. Researching the roots of
anti-Semitism, she is overpowered by the toxic legacy of intolerance.
Sickness of the flesh is inseparable from ailments of the soul, and the
horror of religious and ethnic hatred contaminates both. Ulitskaya
engages the physical form in three ways: attacking the ideal Soviet
physique; depicting aspects of corporeality (ze/esnost”) shunned by society;
and presenting new markers of gender identity. Her texts dismember
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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 zelesnosz’ 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.?

By beginning our analysis with the body we acknowledge what Judith
Butler famously theorized as its preeminent role in defining gender and
meaning. 7elesnost’ supersedes dichotomies; Ulitskaya’s vision of cor-
poreality refuses to privilege mind over body and portrays the latter as
central to understanding subjectivity. For Elizabeth Grosz, the body is
“the crucial term, the site of contestation, in a series of economic, politi-
cal, sexual, and intellectual struggles.” In this vein Ulitskaya’s writing
illuminates the centrality of the physical entity by showing how it illus-
trates an individual’s struggle to live a moral life despite the tragedies of
the Soviet past. Telesnost’is a fundamental part of the author’s unique
combination of history and the personal.3

Depictions of the flesh also influence literary reception. As we note
in the introduction, some critics have seen Ulitskaya’s writing as “neo-
sentimentalism,” a feminized depiction of body and emotion that privi-
leges sympathy for characters. Ellen Rutten observes that emphasis on
feelings (chuvstvitel’nost’) was a cornerstone of Sentimentalist authors;
late eighteenth-century writers such as Nikolai Karamzin and Aleksandr
Radishchev saw the body as honest, while the mind could be duplicitous.
This characterization surfaces in Ulitskaya’s works through her consistent
linking of corporeality and sincerity. While early responses to her works
focused on neosentimentalism, this trope in criticism mainly disap-
peared as her later and longer works more explicitly addressed history,
ethics, and the great ideas prized by Russian prose. Mikhail Zolotonosov
claims that her novel Sincerely Yours, Shurik critiques the same sentimen-
talism Ulitskaya had previously inculcated in readers. The narrative,
which details its sensitive protagonist’s loveless sexual entanglements,
departs from the union of body and emotion that Zolotonosov espies in
classical Russian literature.*

Corporeality’s contested presence in writing comes from its role in
history. Helena Goscilo and Andrea Lanoux outline how the body in
Russian culture has a multilayered mythology that obscures physical
reality. Ulitskaya, a post-1991 author writing mostly about the Soviet era,
responds to the earlier period’s conceptions of zefesnost’. Revolutionary
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rhetoric ushered in the New Man. Molding and mejld.ing.bf)t_iy and (secu-
lar) soul, this effort tried to erase the longstanding .le'fSlOl'l between
these two halves.’ Stalinism, the backdrop to the begl-nnmg of most of
Ulitskaya’s works, privileged the firm, youthful body in hypertrophied
dimensions. Bared muscles and ample (covered) bosoms loo‘med 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 fcmini.ne forms:ﬁ .

During the Thaw and the Brezhnev period physmah“ty cx.rokcd 1
scarred, sagging, and imperfect world. Works sucf'l as Iur1_1 Tnfonov' 5
The Exchange (Obmen) embody the muddled morality (_)f middle age via
dumpy matrons and their pudgy husbands.” Pcrcsilzrmka subsequently
revealed the human form as suffering from all that ailed the USSR. T.he
film Little Vera (Malen’kaia Vera) scandalously co-opted corporeal}ty
to convey existence énlivened only by drunken brawls a.nd sexual mis-
adventures, while authors such as Liudmila Peh:ushevskm-a yoked Physr
cality to violence, poverty, and other formerly taboo subjcct's. This era,
and particularly women’s prose, demolished a tenet of earlier Russian
culture: corporeal suffering strengthens the soul and- connotes loyalt}f to
the Great Family, the dominant metaphor of allegiance tl_lat Katenna
Clark connects to the state. The perestroika body, cxernpllﬁc.d in cher-
nukha (literature of crime and slime), was above all a traumatized pres-
ence undermining previous assumptions that the flesh reflected the values
of a healthy society.® _ o

The collapse of the USSR tied ze/esnost’ to a nation plun‘}metmg into
despair and chaos. The hard bodies of gangsters on the big and_ sn'uf]l
screen vied for popularity with the alcoholic 1d}r]l of the film Peculiarities
of the National Hunt (Osobennosti natsional ’noz- okhoty). For. wormen, the
new status quo linked the flesh to hornemakmg, connublal. bliss, ar.ld
ending the precipitous decline in the ethnic R}1§s1a_n population. While
concern over falling birthrates (versus large famllfes in tbc non-European
republics) had marked Soviet discourse, the 11'{tens1ﬁed debate over
national survival in the 1990s gave the reproductive b.ody new urgency,
especially in light of prostitution and mail-order matrriage to forc1gnef’s’;
Corporeality became a striking symptom of th.e patnoglsm of despag
that Serguei Oushakine ascribes to the Yeltsin years.” 'ljhe .gay.bo y

added to post-Soviet anxieties. Even after the 1993 decnmmallzanor'l of
homosexuality, representations of queerness were more metaphorical
than direct. These depictions envisioned homosexuality as both the
cause and result of alienation, binding it to the decadent West and a
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concomitant undermining of Russian masculinity. However, as we note
in the introduction and chapter 4, Ulitskaya sharply deviates from this
script: she depicts queerness through the intelligentsia value of forbear-
ance, a connection that resonates uneasily in her writing, 1°
In the era of Vladimir Putin and his protégé Dmitrii Medvedev,
supposedly only healthy, heterosexual zeesnost’ can redeem Russia. In
this climate homosexuality has become increasingly marginalized and
(re)criminalized, linked to anti-Western polemics as tensions with the
United States and Europe rise. Clearly the body is at the forefront of
Russia’s reassertion of itself as superpower. The nationalist masculine
revenge film Brother 2 (Brat 2) and the impressive, frequently photo-
graphed physique of Putin himself promised security and a new respect
after a decade of perceived national humiliation.!! For women the
mystery novels of Dar’ia Dontsova and the glamour literature of Oksana
Robski implied that sexuality could lead to love and marriage with a
New Russian; as Eliot Borenstein argues, the beginning of the new
century devalued sex and violence (unless in the national interest) in
favor of tranquil domesticity. In this restrictive context the imperfect
body was an impediment to be hidden or corrected, much as it had been
concealed in the USSR for more overtly ideological reasons.!2

The Kutkotskii Case:
Corporeality, Maternity, and Ways of Seeing

Ulitskaya’s novel The Kukotskii Case is primarily concerned with cor-
poreality as it describes the slow disintegration of the Kukotskii clan
headed by gynecologist Pavel Alekseevich. Beginning during the Great
Patriotic War, the novel’s plot depicts first the expansion and then the
collapse of Pavel Alekseevich’s family over the next four decades. He
marries Elena and adopts her daughter Tanya and then Toma, the child
of their impoverished janitor (dvorni#4a). Husband and wife have a
bitter argument over Pavel Alekseevich’s attempts to legalize abortion
in the postwar era, and their marriage never recovers. Family members
drift apart, Tanya and Toma each marry, and the USSR itself funda-
mentally changes and eventually collapses. Throughout the plot, the
work presents ways of seeing, perceiving, and experiencing the physical
world, especially in connection with the female body. This focus is the
basis of the narrative’s broader concerns: preoccupation with zelesnost’
leads to the biologization of motherhood, the consideration of who may
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raise questions about the maternal body, and a redrawing of familial
relationships. By focusing on several depictions in the novel, in this
chapter we introduce the reader to the complex revisions of corporeality
throughout Ulitskaya’s prose, plays, and nonfiction.

Pavel Alekseevich initially appears in The Kukotskii Case not only as
a figure of authority, but as an almost saintly image endowed with a
special capacity for bringing life into the world and arbitrating questions
related to birth and pregnancy. When Elena, Pavel Alekseevich’s future
wife, regains consciousness after a hysterectomy, she experiences a
strong sensation that someone will soon reveal to her a “definitive truth
that is more important than life itself”; she then sees for the first time
the man who has saved her. As we discuss later, this connection between
Elena, intuition, and non-rational visions comes to dominate her life in
the last part of T%e Kukotskii Case. Two brief clips from Iurii Grymov's
2005 miniseries based on the novel continue the doctor’s veneration: as
Elena first glimpses Pavel Alekseevich, the light around his head creates
the effect of a nimbus; similarly, the deeply religious household servant
Vasilisa believes she sees his face in an icon. This image resonates with
the early portion of the novel’s treatment of Pavel Alekseevich as em-
blematizing the intelligentsia, a class whose humane values contrast
with the everyday brutality of first Leninism, then Stalinism and the
Great Patriotic War.13

Part of Pavel Alekseevich’s authority resides in a special gift he
possesses: an “internal vision” (vnutrividenie) that links explicitly to his
long fascination with the female (and particularly maternal) form. His
ability to see into women’s bodies—to perceive the illness that they
themselves cannot—translates into his indisputable knowledge of what
is best for them. It also compensates for a concern not offered by another
authority: the Stalinist state, which through military blunders and in-
difference places Elena and millions like her in danger as they live in
evacuation (or, even worse, under occupation). Pavel Alekseevich saves
Elena’s life but in the process removes her womb, thus excluding her
from the procreation demanded of women. While she will survive, this
character is now marginal to a society that mandates childbearing to
compensate for population loss. However, precisely because her body
no longer fits the norms of Soviet culture, Elena becomes more important
to Ulitskaya’s oeuvre, which attempts to rehumanize those neglected by
society because of their zelesnost’\*

Elena illustrates that what might initially appear to be a reduction of
women to their reproductive organs is, in fact, 2 more complicated

Ulitskaya and Corporeality 37

question as 7he Kukotskii Case connects procreation, the state, auton-
omy, and zelesnost’. In her key discussion of motherhood and the body,
Marianne Hirsch asserts that “maternity, inasmuch as it is represented as
biological, poses the question of the body as pointedly as is possible. [. . .]
The perspective of the maternal makes it difficult simply to reject the
notion of biology and forces us to engage both the meaning of the body
and the risks of what has been characterized as essentialist.” Mother-
hood (materinstvo) as physical process cannot be considered without the
social implications embodied in Elena’s altered role after her surgery.
While the narrated experience of materinstuo is sometimes absent, in-
complete, or unreliable, it is crucial to human experience and thus for
Ulitskaya warrants readers’ attention. To oversimplify or ignore it is to
risk construing the mother as a mere childbearing vessel.'® This negative
depiction is striking within a text that privileges issues of birth, repro-
duction, and fertility, not to mention the special position traditionally
accorded to the mother in Russian literature and culture. Indeed, the
reader witnesses the eventual inadequacy, disappearance, death, or
madness of nearly every biological mother in Ulitskaya’s novel; more
often than not, another individual appears to be better suited to the
maternal role.

It is ironic that the text’s most authoritative voice on issues con-
cerning the day-to-day lives of mothers and children is that of Kukotskii,
whose work with embryology and gynecology involves examination of
the fetus and little or no contact with children after they enter the world.
This focus is foreshadowed by a gift Pavel Alekseevich receives as a
youth: “His father gave Pavlik a small brass microscope with 5ox magni-
fication. All objects incapable of being spread on a microscope slide
ceased to interest the boy. In the world that didn’t fit into the micro-
scope’s field of vision, he noticed only what coincided with the amazing
pictures observed through the binocular. For example, the design on a
tablecloth caught his eye, since it reminded him of the structure of
cross-striated musculature.” The gift of the microscope symbolizes the
Kukotskii family’s longstanding connection between masculinity, intel-
lect, and acquiring information about the world. What begins as the
observations of a curious adolescent later becomes the scientist’s myopic
attention to the biological. Pavel Alekseevich’s obsession with the fernale
body renders it a purely medical object and reveals a restrictive focus
that overlooks social relationships and human concerns. His proximity
to issues of birth and maternity thus indicates that he is still removed
from their quotidian reality. This constitutes an emphasis on theory
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instead of practice, a scenario that Ulitskaya’s texts criticize for leading
to the subordination of individual lives to abstract principles.!®

The novel shows how the doctor’s attention to children signals a
shift in his philosophy. Kukotskii’s adoption of Tanya immediately
after his marriage to Elena marks a turning point in his interaction with
those he helps bring into the world. In saving Elena’s life during the
war, he enacts a trope inherited from women’s prose: namely, a male
controls the destiny of future mothers. His authority is reinforced by an
abstract duty —Pavel Alekseevich’s mission to reform the postwar Soviet
health system as it relates to mothers and children. A dismal demo-
graphic situation frames Kukotskii’s professional activity: a lack of men,
low birth rate, high infant mortality, and poverty plague the USSR.
Mouch of his work deals with the consequences and complications result-
ing from illegal abortions, an ironic result given that, as Goscilo and
Lanoux assert, “[a]bortion became criminalized in 1936 so that women
could expand the ‘small family’ according to the blueprint devised by
the patriarch of the ‘Big Family.”” Ulitskaya sees the prohibition on
termunating pregnancies as invidious to women, restricting freedom
even as it proved counterproductive to the Stalinist goal of increasing
the population. Kukotskii advocates for repealing the ban, realizing that
illegal terminations of pregnancy harm women’s health and that de-
criminalization of abortion is necessary to preserve the well-being of the
next generation.'’

The Kukotskii Case binds the right to speak ( pravo golosa) on this
topic to dire familial consequences. In the argument that initiates the
collapse of their marriage, Elena discovers a new, cold side of her hus-
band. The couple argue about Toma’s mother, who died because of
a botched abortion. When Elena compares terminating pregnancy to
murder, “Pavel Alekseevich’s face hardened and Elena understood why
his subordinates were so afraid of him. She had never seen him this way.
‘You don’t have the right to speak [ pravo golosa]. You don’t have that
organ. You aren’t a woman. Since you can’t get pregnant, don’t dare to
judge,” he said angrily. All their family happiness, light and uncon-
strained, their chosenness, closeness, the unbounded nature of their
trust—all was destroyed in a single moment. But he, it seemed, had not
understood.”® Pavel Alekseevich, who removed Elena’s womb to save
her, now uses this fact to disqualify her from judging other potential
mothers. He realizes neither the hurt he has caused nor that he has for-
ever altered a previously harmonious marriage. Following this conver-
sation, Kukotskii forbids Tanya to go to the funeral for Toma’s mother
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and Elena protests: “And why do you think you have the right to speak
[ pravo golosa]® Meek and not vengeful, she dealt a crushing blow. And
she herself did not know how it came about . . . ‘After all, you are not
Tanya’s father.” Kukotskii robs Elena of her right to speak; she uses the
same phrase to verbally deprive him of his paternity. In initiating this
fateful exchange, Pavel Alekseevich demonstrates an inability to look
beyond restrictive semantic distinctions, and his powers of seeing are
correspondingly limited in their reliance on the literal. This stems from
his status as male medical aythority, a power that Elena shows to be
ultimately illusory: no man, however experienced in gynecology, can be
a mother. The passage shows another problem in Pavel Alekseevich’s
thinking — he is fixated only on the corporeal, a mistake that ignores the
union between body and soul in this novel.1

The Kukotskii Case implies that women as well as men must partici-
pate in discussions of reproductive health, or else both sides ultimately
will suffer. This assertion is underscored by another parallel that unites
husband and wife. Special sight is not unique to Pavel Alekseevich
alone: Elena also possesses this gift. Their abilities are differentiated —
Kukotskii's sight grants him a transparent view of “living matter,” yet
Elena acquires access to another type of existence. While her husband’s
ability relates to the physical and material, Elena’s gift extends to the
intangible and the ideal. Kukotskii sees conditions as they are; his wife
envisions an alternate world of things as they might or should be. Elena’s
special sight figures in the second part of the novel, in an extended oneiric
narrative in which she is “reborn” as the “New One” (Noven%aia) and
wanders through a desolate landscape. This portion of the narrative
comes from her senility, which is the direct result of her traumatizing
argument with Pavel Alekseevich. In the dream, Elena/the New One
witnesses 2 woman giving birth to eight children. The most troubling
aspect of this birth is that the children are born without umbilical
cords—there is nothing anchoring them to the mother, and they fly
away. The scene at once reflects Elena’s anxiety over her collapsing
marriage and her growing detachment from her own daughter. This
part of the novel relies on allegorical images removed from everyday life;
such portrayals are unusual in Ulitskaya’s corpus and underscore the
extent to which Elena’s thoughts have diverged from those of Pavel
Alekseevich.?

The question of the right to speak is another reason for the shifts be-
tween the main part of the novel and segments from Elena’s journals. Her
entries present a maternal plot that contrasts with the male/medical one
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articulated by Kukotskii. The trajectory that Elena voices, however, is
incomplete and unstable. Though Elena is granted the textual “right” to
express herself in the first person, she repeatedly undermines her own
narrative ability and her maternal connection to Tanya. While the journal
is initially lucid, it gradually becomes less cohesive and comprehensible,
eventually exhibiting clear signs of Elena’s memory loss and linguistic
deterioration. This depiction does not imply that Pavel Alekseevich’s
more rational approach is correct; in fact, the latter portions of the novel
show that his attempts to improve the lives of his family have failed.?!

Tanya undergoes a less dramatic but intriguing change. Later in The
Kukotskii Case, she moves from viewing herself primarily as a daughter
to identifying herself as a mother—extensive description of her preg-
nancy expresses her maternal experience. It is the first such portrayal in
a narrative that is devoted to the topic but previously dominated by Pavel
Alekseevich’s scientific and detached commentary. Tanya’s detailed,
cogent reflections on the physical and emotional changes she experiences
also contrast sharply with Elena’s irrational narration about mother-
hood and her confused claim about her danghter’s birth: “T'anya will
give birth to Tanechka.” This statement signals the claustrophobic
chaos that increasingly marks the family’s life. Tanya for her part dis-
plays a mixture of the intuition and reason initially exhibited by Elena
and Kukotskii respectively when she considers her pregnancy neither a
joy nor an affliction, but simply an “interesting occurrence.” Ultimately,
it is Tanya’s daughter, Zhenia, who achieves a balance of the charac-
teristics and worldview she has inherited from Elena, Pavel Alekseevich,
and her mother; she combines acceptance of the body with care for her
family and a scientific perception of the world. Similarly, critic Lev
Pirogov views Zhenia as a positive embodiment of the traits of her fore-
bears. She proves that the corporeal and intellectual can coexist, a hope
that runs throughout Ulitskaya’s writing.?

Dismaatling the Ideal, Redeeming the Irregular

As The Kukotskii Case shows, Ulitskaya’s treatment of #elesnost’ alternates
between introducing new paradigms and reworking old patterns. One
significant shift is her works’ suspicion of physical beauty, that hallmark
of Stalinism. Questioning the relationship between appearance and
essence has a long history in Russian literature, and during perestroika it
contributed to women authors’ attack on culturally mandated feminine
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allure. Ulitskaya deems both male and female beauty potentially prob-
lematic, if not a harbinger of outright disaster: the outwardly attractive
form may conceal moral deficiencies or character flaws.

Beauty signals danger. In the story “Singing Masha” (“Pevchaia
Masha”), it accompanies mistrust and a grave distortion of Christianity.
When Orthodox Ivan and Masha marry, the groom is tall, dark-eyed,
and handsome, yet his gaze becomes that of an angry icon after he mis-
takenly decides his wife is unfaithful. He beats their son, which Masha
at first interprets as a sign of affection. Later rumors assert that Ivan has
hanged himself —neither physical beauty nor a successful career in the
Church can save him from groundless suspicions and sorrow. These
problems are inseparable from the story’s treatment of gender relations;
Ivan’s mistrust of his wife, like Pavel Alekseevich’s assertion of the right
to speak for mothers, comes from a problematic male assertion of author-
ity. Just as Kukotskii erroneously believes his medical insight justifies
deciding the fates of women and their fetuses, Ivan’s religiosity is funda-
mentally flawed because it deems the husband morally pure and the
wife susceptible to temptation. These two narratives show that the
problem is not science or Orthodoxy, but how these two characters
distort these systems. After a long absence from home, Ivan gives his
wife a custom-made double icon depicting Ivan the Warrior and Mary
Magdalene, emblematizing his retrograde notion of their respective
identities. When Ivan’s return prompts a resurgence of sexual passion in
Masha, he views her as an unrepentant sinner and claims the couple’s
children are illegitimate. After their marriage is annulled at his request,
Masha reregisters the children under her own name “as if no male had
taken part in their birth.” Masha’s identity is bifurcated into supposed
sexual promiscuity (Mary Magdalene) and sacred maternity (Mother of
God). Negative characters such as Ivan insist on divisions that isolate
individuals from one another, often reiterating rigid religious or political
ideologies at the same time.2

As “Singing Masha” suggests, beauty can conceal inner turmoil.
The story “The Daughter of Bokhara” critiques handsome Dima, who
resembles a Russian warrior. He brings his Uzbek bride Alya to postwar
Moscow but abandons her after she gives birth to Mila, a girl with
Down syndrome. For Dima, love is incompatible with the imperfection
he sees when he looks at his child. Bokhara, as the neighbors derisively
nickname Alya, is left to raise their daughter. As Ivan shows in “Singing
Masha,” male beauty is misleading, accompanied by a pride and rigidity
incompatible with family life and, in the case of Dima, a duplicity that
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violates the intelligentsia’s emphasis on sincerity. While Alya is attrac-
tive, it is her inner strength and Mila’s childlike goodness that shape the
narrative and prove more lasting than Dima’s handsomeness. Indeed,
the author uses him to reject the idea that appearance and character
create a unified whole, an incorrect assumption that guided how the
Soviet state envisioned its citizens.?*

There is a curious corollary to Ulitskaya’s wary treatment of the
attractive: the fine-tuned physicality of the trained performer. In the story
“Lialia’s Home,” middle-aged mother Lialia has an affair with teenage
neighbor Kazia, who is a born beauty from Central Asia: “The boy was
magnificent. In him his father’s crude darkness smoothed to a Persian
brown, and his slightly swarthy skin was stretched so tightly on his fore-
head and cheekbones that there appeared to be not quite enough of it.
He already had a man’s height but his bones had not yet become coarse,
and his hands with their long fingers were of a truly regal breeding.™
Kazia, still a high school student, already performs with the circus.
Like Alya, he is an exotic outsider in Moscow, but in contrast to her
portrayal, we are never privy to his emotions. Kazia remains little more
than a mute vehicle for satisfying Lialia’s desire, a narrative strategy that
implies the limitations of the well-trained body. He has a personal
philosophy that subordinates the mental to felesnost’ this mindset
proves to be correct, though not in the way he anticipates. Many years
after his simultaneous affairs with Lialia and her daughter, the narrator
mentions Kazia’s service in a brutal Asian war (presumably Afghanistan)
and his present work as a butcher. He now inhabits a purely physical
realm devoted to destroying bodies instead of perfecting them. Kazia's
fate reveals that corporeality, whether male or female, is subject to a
distorting state ideology that renders physicality mute and subservient.
Likewise, characters who ascribe too great an importance to feleszost’
isolate the flesh from its spiritual and ethical dimensions.?®

Some portrayals of the acrobatic body are more ambivalent. In the
novel The Funeral Party, friends, lovers, and acquaintances of the dying
painter Alik gather at his New York loft. His first wife, Irina Pirozhkova,
is a former acrobat who once worked as an exotic dancer to pay for law
school in the United States. Like Alik, with whom she had a child, Irina
moves between American culture and the Russophone diaspora, a role
for which her tightrope training prepared her well. She initially envisions
the talented body as a route to freedom, much as artist Alik sees creativity
as an alternative to government control. Irina defects during a visit to
Boston, despite appreciating that physical prowess grants her privileges
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unthinkable for most Soviets during the Brezhnev years. In flecing the
USSR Irina acknowledges that liberty can only come with changing her
country—otherwise, her zelesnost’will be the property of the same state
that distinguishes her and Kazia from the less talented. The novel is not
a simplistic endorsement of American “freedom” over Soviet repression;
instead, it shows that Irina and Alik are in control of their talents,
whether these are physical or creative. In the USSR the acrobatic body,
like its artistic and intellectual counterparts, is subject to coercion and
appropriation by the government. For Ulitskaya, the physical beauty of
the human form is destroyed when corporeality must serve the needs of
the Soviet Union. Subordinating the body to a higher power creates a
fissure between appearance and reality that threatens the isérennost’
prized by the intelligentsia; Ulitskaya’s innovative images of how the
state co-opts the talented body reveal that sincerity may be compromised
on a corporeal as well as intellectual level.

Beauty is clearly problematic, yet a darker fate awaits characters
whose physicality does not fit the government’s needs and expectations.
The handicapped or irregular body defies prescriptive Soviet norms.
Pioneering disability studies theorist Simi Linton has noted the con-
sequences of medicalizing the differently abled: instead of challenging
the institutions that perpetuate their marginalization, such a perspec-
tive “casts human variation as deviance from the norm, as pathological
condition, as deficit, and, significantly, as an individual burden and per-
sonal tragedy.” Rolf Hellebust and Keith Livers maintain that the image
of the ideal human form served as metaphor for a healthy collective,
especially during the Stalinist period.?® Departure from this norm, even
if involuntary, evinced disharmony and otherness, traits that could signal
the ultimate flaw: disloyalty. However, difference did not always lead to
marginalization in the Soviet context; Lilya Kaganovsky addresses the
fetishized damaged male body, which implies selfless sacrifice in Stalinist
literature and film. Ulitskaya, however, eschews the heroically disfigured
form and instead shows the humble power of the “ordinary” irregular
body (not the state’s secular saints or martyrs). The prominence of such
physicality in her texts has elicited some negative critical reaction, such as
Lev Kuklin’s harsh dismissal of her characters as “magnets for tragedies
and defects” and “biological losers.”? ‘

Often the Soviet government itself has abused the body. In “The
Foundling” (“Podkidysh”), the mannish janitor Bekerikha exemplifies
this maltreatment. When little Victoria tells her twin sister that this
frightening woman is Gayane’s real mother, she scares Gayane into a
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comatose state. The narrator, however, makes clear that Bekcrikhz‘l is
the real victim. At the end of the story she dies of a heart attack, having
served a sentence in the Gulag because of her German ancestry and
survived the deaths of her husband, mother, sister, E.I:ld threc—yez_tr—old
daughter. Wartime repression turned this formerly gifted nurse into a
terrifying creature whose body, like her mind, I?ears the marks o-f her
suffering. The twinned evils of Stalinism and fasc1sx.n deform Bekfank'ha,
underscoring the many parallels Ulitskaya sees in these totalitarian
5,30 .
SYSt.;zr':cerely Yours, Shurit discusses how the statc.scorns the dlsablt':d.
The novel highlights the treacherous nature of Soviet l?ody myths as ill-
starred Shurik, a sensitive intellectual raised exclusively by women,
moves from one love affair to another during the 196c'3s to 1980s. Aft_er
a childhood bout of polio, Valeriia, Shurik’s supervisor at the L'cpln
Library, can walk only with the aid of a cane or brace: Thl_s cond1t19n
dramatically worsens after she attempts to have a Ch'llC,l with Shurik.
Valeriia, presented to the reader as one of the protagonist’s most sympa-
thetic lovers, is well aware that she is not alone in her disability. For
Ulitskaya, she is part of the “unfortunate tribe of SoYiet people, a genera-
tion of the armless, legless, burnt and physica!ly disfigured, completely
crippled by the war, but dwelling in an environment of p%aster and
bronze workers with powerful arms and peasant women v.v1th strong
legs.” While Valeriia’s handicap stems from debilitating illness, not
abuse by the government, she and others like her are surrounded b.y
representations of the bodies they should have but cannot. The: result is
a feeling of inadequacy—the handicapped indlwdual_cannot live up to
the impossible standards the state sets for telemoﬂ_".. Tl'u‘s awareness helps
Valeriia formulate a theory about bodily disability, ‘wl_nch gradually
cripples the soul. She observed unfortunate, suffering, Cmblt‘tﬁfed peopl?,
demanding of those around them, envying, and she couldn’t bear t'hl,s,
form of spiritual deformity. She wanted to be whole [ pz:!noz‘sennoz].
Valeriia realizes that the handicapped internalize the state s d?rnand for
“normal” bodies, a scenario that leads to strife and confhct 1n.stcad (?f
solidarity and compassion. As is sometimes the case .w1th Uhtskay'fll s
passages containing important social commentary, the idea that \{alen%a
voices borders on the didacticism the author eschews. Indeed, in this
significant but heavy-handed formulation, the reader concludes that
Soviet society’s mandate for an ideal form leads to unreasonable expecta-
tions and subsequent self-loathing: the disabled become persecutors of
one another and victims of rigid cultural expectations.®
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Valeriia critiques an uncaring system that has created an irreconcilable
rift between the ideal and the real. In contrast, the story “The Chosen
People” more subtly argues that disabled bodies serve a higher purpose,
precisely because they have been scorned by state and society. After the
death of her mother, overweight Zinaida begs for alms outside a church,
but her basic knowledge of Christianity is so limited that she describes
the Mother of God as “Mother of her daughter.” Indigent and lame
Katia the Redhead befriends Zinaida and attempts to instruct her.
Rather than begging without thought, Katia has developed a theory
that distinguishes between scroungers and “real” beggars: “A true beggar
is one of God’s people and serves the Lord.” These are the “chosen
people’” who manifest meekness, humility, and take only what they
need to survive. All three virtues are rooted in zelesnosz’ and a view of
Christianity that stresses good deeds over dogma, a crucial tenet we
explore in chapter 4.3

For Ulitskaya, the beggars exemplify Christianity. Katia makes this
clear with her belief that irregular bodies are the product of divine intent.
After seeing the nun Evdokiia, with “no legs nor arms nor human
voice,” she “realize[s] why the Lord puts [. . .] the weak, the freaks, and
the cripples on the earth . . . for comparison, as an example, or for
consolation.” The irregular body elicits a variety of reactions: reflection
and self-examination, seeing the disabled person as virtuous, or gratitude
for one’s own (comparatively) comfortable existence. Even as this range
of external viewpoints may involve the misreading of disability, the

multiplicity of responses links the imperfections of the flesh to intro-
spection and subtly threatens the monolithic certainty of Soviet corpo-
reality. Considering others’ problems promotes both compassion and
the reexamination of our lives that Ulitskaya defines as key to develop-
ment. The irregular body thus aids the contemplation and tolerance the
author upholds as essential traits of the intelligentsia,??

These two practices guide the portrayal of the title character in “The
Daughter of Bokhara.” Developmentally disabled Mila has empathy,
sensitivity, and an appreciation for beauty that distinguishes her from
the family’s crude neighbors. She is, however, marked by otherness: she
has a non-Russian mother; she is not male (as family tradition would
prefer); and she suffers from Down syndrome and is described as a
“defective” baby expected to die at an early age. The different responses
of Mila’s parents to her condition are telling. At first Dima, who is a
doctor, attempts to understand his daughter’s disease; however, he
eventually leaves her and Alya. The emphasis on perfection and others’
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opinions, Ulitskaya suggests, can lead the morally weak astray. Alya, by
contrast, does not see her happy and placid daughter’s “deficiency” and
apparently is immune to the mockery they face. Knowing she will die
soon, Alya teaches her daughter life skills and plans her marriage to
developmentally disabled Grigory. Even though husband and wife are
scorned and misunderstood, the narrator describes their union as a
“good marriage” marked by tranquility and independence from the
hostile world around them, which has been poisoned by the demand for
physical perfection that Valeriia laments. Mila and Grigory, unaware of
what the world expects from them, are untainted by envy or resentment.
The couple’s quiet existence is more harmonious than that of most
families we examine in chapter 2.%*

Irregular bodies defy easy conceptualization. Idealized zeleszost’
shares certain characteristics, such as resemblance to stylized images
(Dima looks like a warrior, while Ivan’s face recalls an image from an
icon). However, handicapped characters depart from the norm in a host
of surprisingly dissimilar ways, evincing the combined individuality,
plurality, and simplicity Ulitskaya valorizes. She foregrounds a particu-
larly striking manifestation of these values via the holy fool, a woman
who combines physical limitations with spiritual overtones and the
mocking of established social patterns. In his seminal study of Russian
folk culture, Andrei Siniavskii outlines how such figures evoked fear,
laughter, and “acted on a profound religious assumption: that contempt
for one’s own person and dignity serves the glory of God.”™> Degrada-
tion of the flesh to serve the soul, a vital trope in Orthodoxy, also recalls
Kaganovsky’s discussion of those who mortified their bodies for the
secular heavenly kingdom—however, Ulitskaya’s characters do not
serve any dominant ideology. The iurodivaia is new to neither Russian
culture nor literature after 1991. For the holy fool the link between human
and God occurs through felesnost’ more than spirit, an assertion echoing
the earthy theology that appears in “The Chosen People” and is key to
Ulitskaya’s writing.

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 iurodivaia. 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.”3?

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 teelings that are the essence of the
wurodivaia: 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.

The holy fool is most explicit in Ulitskaya’s play Seven Saints Jfrom
Breukbo. Dusia and Mania Gorelia are sxrodivye who have long despised
cach other. Dusia inspires Timosha, a deserter from the newly formed
Red Army, to become a holy fool. Near the conclusion of the play, he
realizes that Mania is none other than Dusia’s long-lost runaway fiancé.
"The narrative contrasts the holy fool with the brutal first decade of the
Soviet state: after the Bolsheviks shoot Dusia, Mania, and their disciples,
Timosha sees seven crowns floating into heaven. Ulitskaya notes that
her play falls within a long literary tradition that begins with Aleksandr
Pushkin and continues with the holy fools depicted by Fyodor Dostoev-
sky and Andrei Platonov. These predecessors contextualize a character
type whose unusual physicality is the most striking feature; this depic-
tion implies that the playwright sees no distinction between the literary,
spiritual, and corporeal. In transforming Mania from Dusia’s male lover
into a woman, Ulitskaya creates one of the few positive transgendered
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characters in Russian literature, a remarkable step given the ngtlon’s
enduring distrust of “sexual minorities.” She thus also adds anew d1mf:n—
sion to the literal and textual body of the holy fool, blurring b101.0g1cal
lines as well as destroying social conventions. At the level of history,
Dusia and Mania, like Toma, critique the cruelty of the US SR; Seven
Saints relates such malice to the conjoined perils of atheism and violence.
The Red Army’s executions occur after the villagers refuse to surrender
their icon, which according to local legend saved a 1.nerchant wounded
in the belly (4riukho). The epilogue reveals that a different part of the
body now gives the area its name — the village has been renamed Rpgovsk,
after the Red Army executioner whose name suggests the Satanic horns
he Soviet state.®
. tBti'iukho and its martyrs wed the irregular body to holiness an(?. the
oppression of both by the Bolsheviks; their trauma challenges the ideal
Soviet body and its gloriously mangled counterpart that I'(ag.anovsky
depicts. Characters show how telesnost” itself is a source of mgmﬁcance:
virtues such as compassion and humility mean nothing without t.he
body. The holy fool resists the secondary status accorded corporeality
and its place in an unjust world, implying a need to look beyond the
sacral image of the furodivaia to discover its physical presernce. As
the author’s handicapped characters demonstrate, thf: 'sufferlng ﬁe_sh
deserves recognition for its own pain in addition to religious and social
significance.

Rehumanizing the Body:
Illness and Aging

Ulitskaya’s works highlight the theme of the ail.ing_ body—'- the normally
healthy physical form altered by malady. Indeed, ﬂl_ness is one of Rus’—
sian literature’s favorite topics, yet its recent prominence i1 women’s
prose garnered acrimony for purportedly debasing flesh and_soul:w miring
the didactic mission of writing in a cesspool of natura.hsm._ Such
charges have also been leveled at Ulitskaya: one critic complains that
she devotes too much detail to sickness, while another speculates that
such emphases come from her background in biplogy. Both rely on the
unfounded but prevalent assumption that writing is the.realm of th.e
ideational, not the corporeal. These opinions fail to consider t‘I‘le bamf’:
axiom that, as we argue below, for Ulitskaya the body needs no “higher

justification.”!
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Concern with the ailing body holds biographical significance for the
author. In her memoir Discarded Relics Ulitskaya remarks on the new
way she began to think of corporeality after being treated for breast cancer
and having a mastectomy: “And why am I writing all this? The point is
that I need to establish a new relationship with my body, first of all with
my breasts. At the end of my seventh decade, having been feeling guilty
for the most varied of reasons, I sharply sensed that I was guilty before
my own body [ pered svoim telom]. 1t is strange that, having all my life
treated my blameless body with indifference, even brutality, I was so
late in realizing this!"*? Ulitskaya has taken zefesnose’ for granted, ignoring
its needs as she focused on those of the heart and mind. It is appropriate
that she repents in written form, apologizing to her body and, in so
doing, closing the gap between the mental and physical that has marked
her life. As our discussion of physicality makes clear, felesnost’ is not
merely the corporeal shell of the soul—it has significance in its own
right. Even as the narrator of Discarded Relics admits that she is guilty of
exploiting zelesnost’, it continues to aid her: accessing a trope common to
narratives of illness and recovery, Ulitskaya credits her ailing body with
giving her increased clarity. As she explains, recovering from breast
cancer granted her the ability to enjoy life in its minor and grand mani-
festations and liberated her from approaching existence with a checklist
mentality.*3
Nllness—whether linked to self-transformation or not—influences
Ulitskaya’s characters. In Medea and Her Children the protagonist
humanizes medicine through her work as a nurse, just as she brings
together relatives and friends who spend the summer at her Crimean
home. The novel depicts how a malady precipitates and then concludes
a marriage: when Medea meets her future husband Samuel he shyly
stutters that he is being treated for a “nervous i-illness”; he then ends up
caring for his future wife when she comes down with the flu. Years later,
attending to him after cancer surgery, she becomes a servant of his body
as her husband slowly starves because of a disrupted digestive system:
“Samuel at first turned away squeamishly, embarrassed at the exposing
of this unpleasant physiology, but then he detected that Medea was not
having to make the slightest effort to conceal revulsion, and that she
was much more concerned about the inflamed edge of the wound or a
delay in the outpouring of porridge which had only slightly changed its
appearance than about the unpleasant smell coming from the wound.”*
The ailing body is natural, free from the material corruption and spiritual
emptiness that cling to it in the works of authors such as Petrushevskaia.
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Telesnost’ is no longer an indicator of chernukba or its antipode —the
physical utopia of young, healthy bodies that Stalinism showcased.
Instead, it signals virtue rooted in the individual: Medea regards her
husband’s pain as a sign of his Christian meekness, despite the fact that
he has rediscovered the Judaism of his youth. As with Ulitskaya’s image
of the holy fool, corporeal suffering is not an impediment to spirituality
but an expression of it, regardless of the faith one professes. Soul and
body are bound by everyday life, in which positive characters live rightly
despite an array of problems large and small.#
The body in pain manifests sincerity. At times it points to emotional
strife: in The Kukotskii Case, the hurt that Elena feels toward Pavel
Alekseevich after their argument over abortion resembles a tumor—
neither growing nor shrinking, its malevolent presence wounds flesh
and soul. Pavel Alekseevich states that everyone in the family but Tanya
has some sort of mental illness, a sign of the deepening divide between
them. In reaching this conclusion, he as a doctor realizes that his plans
to help women have succeeded (he helped legalize abortion), but his
own family has suffered as a result. The rational male authority has been
discredited, another legacy of zhenskaia proza. Though telesnost’ in
women’s prose often manifests intractable social problems, its function
is different here: corporeality hints at a solution, as Elena shows when
she forgives Pavel Alekseevich from within her catatonic state. The
body excuses what the mind cannot, evincing a fundamental human
kindness that parallels the promulgation of tolerance we examine in
chapter 4.%¢
In Russian literature the flesh cannot lie. This imperative is one
reason why Ulitskaya’s corporeality continues the long tradition of using
illness to critique the state. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s Cancer Ward
(Rakovyi korpus) famously describes the disease as a symbol and, in
some cases, a direct result of Stalinism’s corruption of the collective
body.#” What Ulitskaya contributes to this disturbing cavalcade of images
is the depiction of totalitarianism as a sickness that particularly deforms
the female body. Literature addressing this period previously focused
on male characters, such as Solzhenitsyn’s scientists and the denizens
of Trifonov’s House on the Embankment. Pavel Alekseevich, however,
diagnoses the era with the necessarily specific gaze of the gynecologist.
Pleading with a high-ranking functionary to decriminalize abortion,
the doctor brings him a jar containing the deformed uterus of a woman
who tried to terminate her pregnancy by inserting an onion into her
womb. This image effectively conveys the dangers of illegal abortion
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?/vhlle s.howing how the state reductively considers women units for
increasing the population. In the context of Stalin’s pronatalist policies
Kuko_tsku s action is just as foolhardy as that of his friend II'ia Gol’dber ,
who is sent to the camps for reporting the Red Army’s mass rapes c%}
German women. Both Pavel Alekseevich and Gol'dberg risk their careers
and freedom to decry the Great Family’s victimization of the female
bf)dy, a taboo topic that exposes brutality at the level of selesnost’ and
history.*® ’
At times the body revolts against the state. During the Civi
Samuel in Medea and Her Children is in charge of reqgisi’ciofl:i111'111g1 z:'/;:l’
frm_n the peasants and shooting those who resist. He describes how he
avoids mu}'dering a family: “We lined the three of them up, the Red
Army s?ldu:rs facing them with their rifles. Well, then the W(;mcn and
little children raised such a shriek that something struck me in the head
and I fell down. I'd had something like an epileptic seizure. After that
of course, I refnembcr nothing. They put me in the cart, right there 01;
top of the grain, and took me back to the city. I was told that I turned
black, and my arms and legs were like sticks, completely rigid.” Samuel’s
bosly becomes a parodic exaggeration of the unbending, obedient physi-
f:ahty the Bolsheviks demand from their soldiers. Fortunately, this ]ithEaI—
ized lr}ctaphor saves Medea’s future husband from taking,part in the
execution th.at presumably occurs without him. As in Seven Saints from
Brzu.éba_, Ujhtskaya characterizes the Civil War in strikingly physical
tsizl;z,l S]_;l'l:;ng the Soviet state to mass violence even before the rise of
Given th_e promtinence of the body in pain, it is no surprise that
doctf)r.s are important in these works. Ulitskaya links biology, one of
medicine’s ff)undations, with the writer’s craft: both investig’ate the
hun.lan condition. In The Kukotskii Case Pavel Alekseevich complicates
tl'.lc image of the physician as the novel depicts the gradual implosion of
his family frox‘n the Stalin to the Yeltsin years. Modeled on the famous
surgeon Sergei Spasokukotskii, as a gynecologist he constantly operates
on the boufldary between masculine (surgery) and feminine (mid-
wifery). He is likewise part of the Stalinist medical elite in T%e Kuzozshii
_Case, where _the token woman bureaucrat is described in overwhelm-
ingly masculine terms; as we discussed earlier, his gendered status is one
reason for the disagreement over abortion that destroys his marriage.>°
‘ Pavel Alekseevich reveals the moral limits of the doctor’s gw.rer
Irina Zherebkina astutely observes that it is Elena who motiva['zcs thc:
plot, though the gynecologist gives the novel its title—while he begins
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the narrative, she survives him. Within her senile state she rcfnan;’s
morally pure in a way that Kukotskii cannot b'e. As a doctor he is athe
facto arbiter of life and death, yet the text questions h1§ Judgn.'jcr}t on (ei
central issue of abortion. The work clearly upholds h1s.unst1nt1ng (a.n
dangerous) efforts to decriminalize the proce:durc. Denylng reproductive
freedom, the narrator remarks, not only is oppressive bpt relegates
women to the status of animals, for “isn’t this 'the essential boundary
between human and animal, the ability and right to go I’)eyond t.h}i‘.
bounds of biological law and create progeny bcc?usc of: one’s own wis
and not the will of natural rhythms?” Ulitskaya’s omniscient narrator,
appropriating the discourse used by Pavel Alekseev.lch, fl'rames his argu-
ment using the irrefutable vocabulary of science. I_.,lke_wme, th]: narrator
opines, it is bitterly ironic how, after the (rc)lcgah_zanon of a 0}1'11:10-11 ;1[1
1955, the government that has killed r_n1]l1ons has given wormen ’t e rig
to terminate their pregnancies. In this sense Pavel Alcksee.vu:h 5 ti(.:tlogs
are clearly positive, granting fernale citizens a corporeal voice :Jin int Cl:
Great Family. This is the same prawo gol.asa he and Elena deny ca ;
other. It also has broader implications: Russian culture ha}s long examine:
Stalinism by noting who could speak and who was sﬂenced: Elfi)r}a s
opposition to abortion, however, suggests a second and more d1st-u;-1 Lng
view. This negative standpoint, shared by servant Vasilisa w11}:1 er
medieval theology, identifies Pavel Alckseew.ch asa murficrer, a charac-
terization reinforced by the aborted fetuses his wife sees in her catatonic
state.’! The doctor cannot transform irreProacl:lablc pul.)hc service into
helping his family, and this failure undcrm.}ne)s his au.tho_rlty to deterrp1ﬁc
the fate of the unborn. Pavel Alekseevich’s amb;gmty substantle}l1 y
expands the characterization of doqrors, a prominent category t a;
women’s prose earlier populated with extremes: either the Eicw:iti
professionals of I. Grekova’s eritisgg or the callous butchers depicted by
kaia and Marina Palei. I
Pcr;‘u;:l leztskaya illness can create togetherness in ac!d..itiorf to ahenatml:i,
as The Funeral Party masterfully illustrates. One ,cr1t1c mistakenly (anb
unfavorably) compares this narrative to '_I'olstoy s Death of Ivan Ilﬁzi
(Smert’ Tvana 1'icha). The works are dllam.ctncally.opposed—?r 1de
Tolstoy sees death as bringing about reallza.non of a life wrongly lived,
Ulitskaya’s novel envisions it as a celebration of memory. As tl;f s0-
ciable painter Alik dies, friends, former an.d present lover.s, and c ba.nccei
acquaintances gather in his Chelsea loft. Hl_s wake exemplifies the or}l1
between sickness, friends, and a community that stretches across the
globe:*?
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People came and went from the table carrying plates and glasses,
coming together in groups and moving away again. There had never
been such a mixture of people. Alik’s musician friends came, along with
several people whom no one had seen before; it wasn’t clear where he
had picked them up or how they had learnt of his death. The Paraguayan
[street musicians] stood in a phalanx, led by their leader with his dark-
pink scar and craggy, handsome face. A Columbia University professor
talked animatedly to the driver of the garbage-collection truck. Berman
fancied Gioia, but pressures of work meant he hadn’t touched a woman
for over two years and he wasn’t sure if he should let the genie out of
the bottle now. If he had known what Alik knew he certainly wouldn’t
have contemplated it, for not only was she a virgin, she was also the
scion of a noble Roman family which was mentioned by Tacitus.>*

AliK’s wake, a varicgated tableau at the heart of both the narrative and
its film adaptation, is a motley celebration of the man illness has taken
and the humanity that remains. It is a fitting recognition of an artist
who refused to believe in boundaries between the spirit and the flesh.
Accordingly, Zefesnost’ plays a large role as the guests eat, drink, and in
several cases make love. Music is central to this scene as the Paraguayans
who have been performing outside the apartment join the wake; their
rhythms underscore an eroticism that Alik’s former lover Valentina
discovers to be like nothing she has experienced.’®
Death is placed at the center of life, pairing loss with new beginnings,
whether they are the conception of children or simply friendships. Before
he dies, Alik takes “pleasure in the half-naked women clinging to him
from morning to night” and their life-affirming bodily presence, which
comforts while quietly emphasizing the central place of sexuality in
everyday life. The celebration following his funeral continues this logic.
Flesh, mind, and spirit are inseparable for Ulitskaya, recalling Grosz’s
call to recognize corporeality as more than a conduit to higher meaning.
Telesnost’ and spirituality are inviolably linked; the ailing body reaffirms
the primacy of the physical in human existence, as Discarded Relics illus-
trates after the author’s mastectomy. Its humble needs and imperfect
forms convey a sincerity rooted in the flesh. The body likewise has the
potential to create communities of compassion and forgiveness, virtues
central to Ulitskaya’s worldview.
The elderly also play an important role in Ulitskaya’s narratives.
Often Soviet culture elided the aging as well as the ailing body; both were
marginalized by a cult of (healthy) youth, meager disability pensions,
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i i resumably
ible public transportation. .In a society pres
e 1;11?11: Ofoitzzs; l:rilglllter future, older citizens were d;;?ls;:rdt 1::
m;:fla;tg of the past or presented as exemplars of h%vx{. to 1; a?e  the
1'3 whether at the front or in the camps. When 1t; 1 y ition
Statt)fi.i, h in the 1990s, the aged were Russia’s most vulnerable pofl_:nlll o ,
{Jaukixjg :Irllc skills cn:argy and mindset to adapt tohthc f;tai:lysm Z aclacv:ng
i , : depicts the elderly as w
ika. The film Brozher (Brat) depicts : .
Pcl-EStlrct);l demoralized, capable only of carping at the society that b;- :
corggdethgm The Great Family’s collapse l;mmlhatcd the very mem
car . ' ;
i ith its construction and dcfensc.. . _
CICd;:seinY:;l h;:r5 i(]:.lustrations of illness, Uhtsk&:ﬁa huI}llmn12t,tals_sti}11-:=i:l zg;r(l:%
i 1 history: these characte :
body, but with a stronger emphasis on his or};ya,s e

the present while preserving the past. Ulitsk:

er grand-
nates one reason for this approach— the author recalls that her g

her played a central role in holding the_ family toge:thel;l v;hlle ;1;;
was T’ E5nghe positive older personage 1s an estabhs%lc gulzaSic
V}{Z;;X l.itcrature, as Solzhenitsyn’s Matryona c?xen-le.hﬁcst.:he e
attribute of these characters is their abl.h.ty to survive. g%lamd s

d lives in works such as The Big Gre_en Tent an Sl
o defying death is itself notable, especially wl:xe.n conjoine ‘w1b
I”te’?""_“”: - s gt:rsonal ethics. For Ulitskaya’s religious elderly—be
Presemr'lghoréehrigdan or Muslim —transmitting the culture of.thc past
icyjewz : crativc.,In the story “March 1953,” Aar(?n tells his great_
. :nrfilz)l;ugf:epr Lily about the heroes of ancien;i] uda;lsm d:: v:ls cscz;r;t;h
o ’s intolerance. Sitting next to him, she .
from his ;i::;i'z f‘xlA;nd Aaron would tf?ll her of. Daniel, OrdGclzii::% ?}f
legendary heroes of the past and fair virgins, of wise mern an o

. s, all of them long-dead members of th<'=,1r tribe, un Lily
e ‘i"‘mc ’suaded that her grcat—grandfathcr, himself so anc:le,l,?;,
il ka;cr n and personally remembered some of them at least. i
muihavc is 31‘: physigal and cultural link bctweer} t'he Jews k;;ast Erlll

i e rtain present during the last year of Stalln}sm. Mal }ilg z
thEI_f . hy I]).ike these figures from ancient Israel, is part of- the sam
iea'l;)ze”ﬂ-lllf \sroci:c,:es a crucial but subtle counterargument aigalgst stz}:ﬁ
c;'znfs, about rootless cosmopolitans who lacl.c loyalty lc;i' hl(j)mvzl,_l Znto. ]::1111“.

culture, Judaism, and the elderly body are 1nsepaf$-ﬁ]i/ fcl)11111 cﬂongSimﬂar

Esfir iI‘,L the play My Grandson Veniamn hopes to ;1 iction simir
's—she is one of the few Jews to escape tl’le azi mh it

g)oﬁii:rli.slt ii 10 coincidence that Aaron and Esfir’ have weathere

weight to
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calamities of Stalinism and fascism. At times Ulitskaya’s narratives use
elderly lives to compare these two systems; aged survivors form a kin-
ship where suffering brings wisdom that opposes the brutal ignorance
of the Great Family and similar regimes of intolerance.®0

Ulitskaya depicts aging as normal for both individual and culture, a

significant assertion in light of the 1990s rhetoric that characterized
Russia as a dying nation. The Kukorshi; Case ends with the birth of
Zhenia’s son and Elena’s interminable decline, while Aaron dies the
same day as Lily’s first period begins (and very shortly before Stalin’s
demise). As with The Funeral Party’s image of Alik’s wake and the new
relationships that follow, death gives rise to new phases of life and is an
integral part of existence.!

Social interactions that revolve around telesnost’ and the aging body
can also unite people, as The Kukotskii Case makes clear through several
ritualized images of bathing that together comprise a corporeal narra-
tive embedded within the novel. The first of these moments occurs early
in the plot when Pavel Alekseevich, after the operation that has saved
Elena, brings her, little Tanya, and Vasilisa warm water for washing,
This seemingly simple gesture is a luxurious rarity amidst the grime
and cold of wartime evacuation. Many years later, after the birth of her
own daughter, Zhenia, Tanya bathes Elena: “Her mother’s scrawniness
was painful, and the issue was not her light weight—Tanya herself did
not make it to the fifty kilo mark. From Elena’s shoulders and fore-
arms hung empty folds of skin, and it came to Tanya, in the face of her
mother’s nakedness, that the human skeleton is gloomy and sexless, and

itis only the bits of interspersed fatty meat that create a woman’s charm
and a man’s strength, and even the very difference between man and
woman. . . . Of her mother’s former femininity there remained only her
pale breasts and the slight shadow of her almost hairless privates.” This
scene is a counterpart to the male gaze that is the province of Pavel
Alekseevich as doctor. He first sees Elena’s body on the operating table
as he performs the surgery that saves her life but removes her uterus, a
process that reiterates male agency and female powerlessness. In the
passage above, however, one woman regards another; daughter Tanya
sees her mother’s difficult life inscribed on the body. Elena’s almost
sexless form evokes compassion, not repulsion. 2
Tanya makes an even more striking discovery when she accompanies
Vasilisa to the bazniz. In this communal context of female nakedness,
Tanya sees Vasilisa’s distended womb, an organ that was unneeded
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’ hile
. ’ children. Tanya’s thoughts w.

. ife of caring for others’ chil el _ -
durllgrilg aaltllez b(::iiesgof Elena and Vasilisa qualify h‘?r_ atte?g;;er;
lossapzfiheir fate. Rebellion has been Iepla;(fd by. (;Ccoil:tlittlsgeothat the
€ N . . = s ongside g

i t this realization still exists . braces
Zﬁcrli:; icerseli' has avoided such a life. sz K}zzkatsﬁu e(;':steil Zinw?(s:ee

aug o its i fection, and the sadn
i all its imperfection, an .
fimale}[: }’?:rll;aa:l’lst};;:s comes from the suffering she pltzsrc;)lvi; :)1:;0‘1:'%};
throug rrow, but spea I v
’__the body does not cause so » . biect
folemot thz:r:/is: Vc})rice their pain. Corporcalltly becomes its (iwn ezz.fé]f;g
Carclant c&}rosz asserts, helps the spirit express itself, effectively r
and, as o . 63
the traditional mind/body dichotory. henia washes Elena, who
In the final bathing scene in Ehedn’?‘vel, Z) ;n(;ais living out her last
: 1 Alekseevich (and lanya, .
pae Sur;,:}‘fi;‘lolz: an her husband. It is only in the h!.lnud %ivzg)r’;jrtii
ears wit . nication wi
ks, pairing true comrnu_ X . .
bat}é tha:l 511: l:)rflrl;'z\zsion.pthf:y elicit. This c_onsnjleratmn un1tf.::t§§1;:rf(1)1;;
%een;:gnd Elena herself, suggesting a poliitniz hlitogy tr;;::z:;g’evokes
anys, ia caring for the older body.
tion to the next via caring fo . d the
O_Hc; g:;:;r:ngr;olerancﬁ’ values opposing the 1dﬁt:als that deforme
in LD,
;jteral ST LT ﬂes}lk(:af Sov’;‘:/.fecll;;e (r}'l:t.zerz Tent as underground
a 3 en starker in . . a
'Tkll\l/i Cr(;.fclc::ra z;:v:‘;ictures of old women bat'h.mg in the lrl];a%;l _\’fﬁf:z
;m}its t':llkcn refuge from the police. While he is used to atn glzven e
es, in the dania “[t]heir wrists and feet looked la.r%c]r:1 B s of
fihc;s’r;cd Beaten by working with the land, glnarlef + Cd ixt they had
eformed. of the
had taken on the co or
old tlrccfs ’ ﬁgie:;;r_l:l '{‘;Zslcgacy of collectivization and g'eglitft '1(:1{] t}]:
cug o ci’<rfle is inscribed on the body, with the state more hlmrcht:}jaIiLI:J of
CouI:-ln;:yhs n in The Kukotskii Case. Ulitskaya transforms t e'th overn-
cate ,: rose. which connected dcforme.d female bOdlC}? v? mfle -
e d.ll:;-fCICI;CC and brutality. In T%e Big G?:ee_n e 1t:he ; index of
'me'nr:ullrlltaneousl}’ revealed and acstheticized —it is m(})lrﬂi‘t Ecllrtzn Cologne,
1 51 tal problems. When Muratov’s drawings are exhibite F——
;(;C;E aIrIe)stcd in the USSR for pornogralﬁl'ly, ? chax;g: ;zvi : reiresenta—
. t strives to control both Zelesnost ar . -« first

PRy o engages in corporeal ekphrasis: the b‘;‘z T

denh t dg in fisual form (Muratov’s artwork), then takes On;’l %ﬁtshya’s

depic Ch itten depiction (the narrative in which he appears). .

Fhmug ova?he aging body are extraordinary. In portrayl(rili it lllt?hier— <he

1%1fgcsoment_ naked, inspected by those younger and hea

able m 2
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forces readers to acknowledge the felesizoss’ of the elderly as a testament
to survival and sacrifices made for successive generations. As with Solzhe-
nitsyn’s Matryona, the elderly body acts as social comme
for Ulitskaya it holds significance i
struggle and oppression.

Ulitskaya is unique in portraying the erotic aging female body, a
theme Russian culture often elides with wizened widows and stern
grandmothers. Such women use sexless corporeality to prove their long
service to family and state. By contrast, Alexandra, Medea’s carnally
precocious sister, continues her favorite activity well into her fifties,
challenging the dictum that femnale sexuality withers after middle age, if
not childbirth. Her husband responds with gratitude: “What he most
appreciated in intimate relations with his wife was the very fact that
they occurred at all, and in the depths of his simple soul at first supposed
that his demands could only be a source of vexation to his noble wife. It
was some time before Alexandra succeeded in getting
attuned to the extracting of modest and muted matrimonial joys.” Not
only does Alexandra have sex, but it is she, with her rich experience,
who takes on the role of teacher, Sexuality is normalized as a fact of life
for all, not merely the virile and nubile figures who d
POst-1991 conceptions of carnality.56
The eponymous Protagonist of the story “Gulia” shares Alexandra’s
appetites, but they play a less crucial role, Gulia’s crafty seduction of
middle-aged Shurik embodies the holiday spirit enlivening the winter
of her years. Her erotic nature starkly contrasts with the staid grand-
mothers in the works of earlier authors such as Natal'ia Baranskaia, for
whom lack of sex is yet another aspect of a life forfeited for others.67
Gulia’s liaison with a much younger man is deemphasized within a
biography that includes arrest, exile, marriages, and numerous romantic

escapades. Her brief affair signals that such events are, as with Alik’s

death in T%e Funeral Parr » 2 natural component of existence that is

important to old and young alike. Such nuanced images of the elderly
are 4 welcome respite from the “patriotism of despair” Oushakine
espies lurking beneath the rhetoric of post-Soviet Russia as infirm and
helpless. 68

Telesnost’ and sexuality are inseparable from the commentary on
culture and history uniting Ulitskaya’s ocuvre; this connection appears
in characters’ physiological and mental ways of apprehending the world,
Some female personages experience catatonic states, displaying external
indicators (muteness and aging) of internal suffering. In a trope borrowed

ntary; however,
n its own right as well as indicating

him more or less

ominate Soviet and
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’s prose, this group demonstrates the physic:.ﬂ impact‘ of
ii;ﬂlgggss ;Smna_eg Theg bodl}jr ceases to interact w,i’th reality, reca]hn%
Julia Kristeva’s discussion of the “dcpresswf: affect” that CHSu}?ﬁs sxilf"-
vival by providing a buffer between the hostile wor!d_ a.nd psychic ;e
destruction. In Ulitskaya’s corpus, however, the division comcl_sl rom
irreconcilable conflict between a 7vgroman’s sense of self and how those in

ily perceive this identity. _ _” '

herfiﬁyslzory “Someone Else’s Children” (“Qhuz'hle deti”), Armemz}n
Margarita gives birth to twins Gayane and Victoria after rnan}i1 ycgrs 1:1
a childless marriage with older Sergo. Her husbal?d, away at theh ond,
imagines himself a cuckold; he is unaware of Fhe blrth:nark b-oé ean
the twins share. Drying the twins after their bath, “[h]e fil ! nlotbpi}_r
attention to the tea-colored birthmark emblazoncc‘l on tht.a1r little ul
tocks. And the only person who could have poked him in his flat rear, in
the very middle of the birthmark in the form o.f an overturned c.row?i, V:;i
his poor wife Margarita, who continued to sit in her ar1_ncha1r and t "
to the husband she so loved.” As a result of h1s' accusations, l\l/llarﬁanda
has fallen into depression, imagines conversations with her 1-lus a.n1 ci
ages dramatically, and must be cared for-hke a ch1l(‘i. Only she c;)lu
point out the birthmark that proves the children are his, a feature ’VVf ose
evident symbolism (the overturned crown) refercr-lccs both _Scrgo s fears
of his wife’s infidelity and the rupture of a prtlawously sqlld marnfaﬁc.:.
Sergo is a poor reader of the body, ove.rlookmg the cv1denc§ 0 lf
paternity as he attempts to bring Margarita out of tlr}e helpless cspolrll
dency his unfounded suspicions provoked. Kaziarma n,otes t!jat the
shocks, insights, and revelations expcrieflced by Uhts'kaya s herou‘l'e}sl a.:z
seen as “illness, eccentricity, and folly,” yet catatonic states are tdo c
moments when a person [has] direct contact with the unseen under

. . . 171
pinnings of existence.””

As The Funeral Party and The Kukotskiz: Case dernonstrz.ltc,. fcithf:n
moments associated with death and dementia are the most significant
in a work. Throughout Ulitskaya’s oeuvre catatonic states are an }cl:xtgerzle
and destructive form of corporeal sincerity through :}V}.uc.h,t I_<I: ody
expresses with shocking honesty the soul’s torment, In 'L1al1a sH ;)hm;;r
the protagonist’s horror at the sight_ of her daughter havm},c:r sex mmbles
own (much younger) lover Kazia induces a muteness t :llt ‘reslfi mbles
Margarita’s condition; Lialia’s con'templatlon of a walle A-—én :
window visually recalls her now-v.amshe'd .sexual freedom. After eilmerfd
ing from her state of shock, Lialia exh1b_1ts an extreme s;}rlmllzéat b}.r its
sensitivity for all living things and even inanimate household objects.
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This maudlin sensibility, markedly different from her previous self-
interest and adultery, suggests a parody of the devoted and penitent
woman.”
For Lialia and Margarita shock provokes catatonia. By contrast, in
The Kukotskii Case it is the argument about the ethics of abortion that
eventually prompts Elena’s mental deterioration. However, in all three
cases women suffer a blow to a central and valorized part of their gen-
dered identity. As noted above, Pavel Alekseevich and Elena disagree
over who may speak on issues of maternity. Kukotskii initially advocates
for mothers, enacting the scenario Hirsch depicts: “To speak for the
mother [. . .] is at once to give voice to her discourse #zd'to silence and
marginalize her.” Much earlier Pavel Alekseevich asserts his claim to
debate such questions: he severs ties with his mother when he criticizes
her for having another child at a relatively advanced age. Later in the
novel, Elena neither fully emerges from her catatonic state nor forgives
her husband in the primary narrative. Such transformations can occur
only across generations, a situation conveyed by Zhenia’s more balanced
life and Elena’s unifying vision of relatives before her death. As we
explore in chapter 2, family for Ulitskaya is transhistorical, outlasting
individuals and even the seemingly immutable Soviet state.”3

Beyond Shock and Scandal:
Rewriting Sexuality

Catatonic characters are one way of addressing prescribed female
behavior; innovative images of sexuality are another. Ulitskaya departs
from the taboo-shattering epatage of women’s prose and chernukba,
despite certain critics’ assertions to the contrary. Echoing charges earlier
leveled at women’s prose, some misread Ulitskaya’s depiction of sexuality
as bestializing human nature or catering to a mass readership.” Unlike
Petrushevskaia’s lacerating narratives, Ulitskaya rejects the idea of eroti-
cism as dangerous, dirty, and demeaning. Instead, she rehumanizes the
female body by examining and presenting it at every stage, from newly
born (the twins in “Someone Else’s Children”) to late in life (“Gulia”).
Ulitskaya contextualizes female sexuality within a wide-ranging por-
trayal of corporeality that assumes less restrictive gender roles.
To this end Ulitskaya conjoins female sexuality and self-awareness;
as one critic succinctly notes, knowing the body means knowing the
world. “March 1953” depicts physical transitions as natural —while Lily’s
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ili - dfather suffers from the tumor growing within him,
:ﬂ;ﬁ%rﬁ;egizsﬁ& the bewildering signs of puberty. Aaro.n h.as acceplted
his illness and the inevitability of death, but the protagonist is muc(lil 1;f:ss
comfortable: “She was eleven years old. Her armpits acbed an uf;
nipples itched incessantly. From time to time a wave _of dlsggstdwoth
break over her at all the little changes taking place in her ho g, i e
swellings and the coarse dark hairs, th'c pustules on her fo11'§ ea ,[ ci'
very soul protested blindly at all these disagreeable, impure 1t1 glgi_ -]
Only by snuggling up to her great—g%'andfathcr, who smelle E tc:.m_
phor and old paper, could she be delivered from t'he malaise tkzll1 or
mented her.” The narrator lists with bofh compassion and moc ]_(,)';mr
the changes occurring to the protagonist as physicality rcnzller; hl 1}:1 ?.
stranger in her own body. Ulitskaya _V1v1d1y portrays the en ho c 1'1
hood, a narrative moment that coincides chronologically wit 4 ;\1/Im1 a}:;
point in her own life (both author and cha'ractc.r were eleven 11:‘-1 ﬁrc
1953). For Lily the beginning of pub.erty is a time of corpo1]-i: c a(::
assuaged only by Aaron’s presence, whlch. offers reassuring sz.n;a1 s},1 a seiger
of stability, and tales from the past. As is ofte.n the case with ¢ ; ;d'
generation, Aaron is a bulwark against the hostile Soviet present. hmg
to Lily’s unease are the taunts she receivcsz from !:he bully Bognk, w onz_
Lily beats when he attacks her. This fng}}t?nmg event, the ?%Sztl o

menstruation, and Aaron’s decline all anticipate the death o ) tk in.

The last event will have implications for decades to come —_(}J 11ts al)lra

personalizes history by stressing its co11‘p7§)real effects on individuals who

s beyond their control. .
res}z&)ﬁjttlfe::ircﬁ'y inythe same collection, "Chickel:l Pox” (.“V,et;l?.naclla
ospa”), has 2 more limited scope. During late Stahru'sm Lﬂﬁs riends
engage in make-believe games (including a mock Vfrcdchng) an tel}tatli\ic

discussions of sex. Tanya Kolyvanova, the lone girl from a poog 9;,1'1;1 y

and a relative of armless Toma in “A Gift Not Made b_y Hand.s, as

more practical know-how than the othelzs—hcr experience %Vel:’ge!‘sf

from Soviet Victorianism and the “hygienically correct _upbnnglng o

the others. In scenes new to Russian prose, the glrlls'1m1ta.1te coitus, in-

struct one another in masturbation, and simulate giving birth. ?111;:(; no

boys are present, some of the friends take on the role of groom and fat e}';

an understated reminder of the segregated world of childhood c‘fn as i

tries to comprehend the rituals of adulthoqd. La'ter most of t cl gcllr s

come down with chicken pox, a physical mamfc_:statlon of the kn.ow e %e

gained. It is no coincidence that Tanya ar'ld Lily, who are not 1nﬂ?cte %

are the only members of the group previously aware of the basics o
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intercourse. The narrative emphasizes changes in friendship and new
knowledge more than the actions themselves; for Ulitskaya, the erotic
(or, in this case, its precursor) cannot be divorced from its social context.’6
Contradicting the foreboding accounts of women’s prose, the author
describes early sexual experience as multivalent. Though the author
maintains that sex is “a gift from God” that warrants respect, her en-
dorsement of good deeds over dogma extends to the erotic: restrictions
on sex are less meaningful (and viable) than responsible action.
“Bronka,” Ulitskaya’s first published story for adults, portrays a thirteen-
year-old girl from Birobidzhan who after moving to Moscow mysteri-
ously becomes pregnant and eventually bears four illegitimate children.
Her humble nature and lack of shame underscore her innocence by
evoking the Mother of God, and the reader once again realizes that
for Ulitskaya a character’s Jewishness does not preclude portrayal in
Christian terms. These depictions run throughout the author’s oeuvre,
shaping in a much more explicit way works such as Danie/ Stein, Inter-
preter. Decades later Bronka narrates her experience to childhood ac-
quaintance Irina, and the transformation from object (of ridicule) to
subject shocks her listener: “[ylesterday’s little tart, the laughing stock
of the whole neighbourhood, had no business having such deep, compli-
cated feelings.” This narrative provides a rare glimpse of the intelligentsia
(Irina) reassessing its relations with the common people (Bronka and
her impoverished mother). Bronka reveals the identity of her children’s
father—photographer—neighbor Viktor Popov—and explains that his
cultured gentility provided her a refuge from the coarseness of postwar
life. Indeed, he, like Sonechba’s Robert Viktorovich, lessens the privation
and tedium of Stalinism by hinting_at a vibrant artistic tradition driven
underground. In the montage photographs that Bronka shows Irina,
she and Viktor are coevals, while in reality they were thirteen and sixty-
nine. In addition, Bronka’s claim that she seduced Viktor mitigates the
taboo nature of their relationship.”?

There are no explicitly described erotic encounters in “Bronka,” yet
in Ulitskaya’s works photography is often linked to what Laura Mulvey
describes as (male) visual pleasure. Aside from Popov’s photographs, his
relationship with the protagonist is a disembodied one: we see the
product (four sons) but not the process. Coitus is less important than
the mysteries of  love that enlivens its drab Soviet backdrop. Likewise,
eroticism is depicted via layers of representation that show it to be an
inextricable part of culture. Bronka presents a more nuanced picture of
teenage sexuality than antecedents in women’s prose such as Mon’ka in

e
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Palei’s “Cabiria from the Bypass” (“Kabiriia s Obvodnogo kaI[l_]all'a )l;wh’oS
icl ic . Ulitskaya
ticism and suicide attempts. Ul
suffers from uncontrolled ero . d mpts, Ulitskays’s
ist, i i aning, stability, and lasting
rotagonist, in contrast, derives me . :
fion f%:om Iicr affair with Popov: the author’s images of sexu.ahfy are
more closely connected with human relationships than the isolating
: 78
i i i th carnality.
despair that perestroika pairs wi ity. .
%7.76 Kukftskii Case extends the depiction of nascent .sexu_aht}cr) b}er
. . S On
connecting it with self-exploration suggestive of S}(;mir:imf}if 1{'1qu1ryVVhile
iti i ing the novel celebrates the flesh alone. j
critic thus errs in alleging the : . c
telesnost’ is a central focus, erotic themes are 1_r1extr1cable from th; fite}i:; :
tion of the Kukotskiis’ decline as the USSR itself moves through its !
decades.” Sexual discovery is the purview of Tafnya; her 'ﬁrst lgxp;;:;r
: in the office of womanizer Pro
to the aroused male body occurs anize seor
Gansovskii. She narrowly escapes rape, a1j1d th.ough thf: sﬂ;uatlgns ss:ilg:r
1 i1’ is “[makes] an impression” an
her, seeing Gansovskii’s penis “[m 1 imp and s s
inte,rest She calmly divests herself of her v1rg1nf}ty ona mghtglrln?ll vzl i
. in the midst of an unsuccessful s
when she interrupts a young man 1 ; 1
attempt. After the event, when the post-coital convcrs;tlc;ln proves 1;0 be
i e i This holistic view of a first sexual en-
uninteresting, she simply leaves. 'This -
counter is a w’elcome contrast to the violence, pregnancy, and h(r)II‘Jelcss:
ness stemming from many such moments in women's P;Ofsc. danyi.1 s
1 i imi -of-fact detach-
display a similarly matter-of-fac
subsequent carnal experiences larly
mentqbut they lack the overtones of authoritative colc.iness attacht.:d to
Pavcl’ Alekseevich’s use of science; Tanya is dlf&:-?tvem;g the erot}ct}c:il:
idi fates of others. After a few years o
her own terms, not deciding the of o] o o
i i lationship with Gena Gol'dberg an
new life, she begins a sexual re ' o nd then
i in Vitalik i for her there is no difference
his twin Vitalik, stating that : reen
them. Downplaying emotional affinity (and mo;}gfam}];) rrtllelcts K:;E:lﬂe
' 181 ers
i : singly, the Gol'dberg bro r
negative male response: not surpry : ]
Whgen viewed as interchangeable. In Tanya’s worldview, howevearl, nmﬂ;:l:z
brother should be jealous, since such emotions I;-ave nI(zI placc. ;nfs; g
licated pleasures of sex. Her mindse
what for her are the uncomp : ' *
teenager is almost utopian, as it divorces the physical act of love from
80
CONSEqUENCES. _ _ . ’
In?fentive images of heterosexuality are a mainstay of Uht.ska}lrf: 5
prose and drama. Her first novella, Sonechka, llustrates the rclatlt?ns ip
. i i i tress
1 i forbearing wife, and the young mis
between an aging artist, his _ sk
i tral part of their family as they
who becomes an unlikely but cen e
together from late Stalinism through the Brczhncv years. The ;:rthc
presents contrasting approaches to the erotic that together sugge
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author’s philosophy of the body. The first of these involves desire and
books and echoes Ulitskaya’s own readerly biography: in her memoir
she describes reading as an intimate act and characterizes her adolescent
discovery of Pasternak and other writers as “constructed according to
the principles of a romance novel.” Similarly, when Robert Viktorovich
first sees his future wife, reading and erotic representation are inseparable.
Serving out his exile in the Urals, he ventures into Sverdlovsk, where
Sonechka is living in wartime evacuation, Already impressed by the
provincial library’s collection of French volumes, he observes Sonechka,
“looking at her pure forehead and smiling inwardly at her marvelous
resemblance to a patient, gentle young camel, and thinking, Se ever Aas
the coloring: that swarthy, sad, umber tint, and the  pinkishness, the warmth.”s!
Establishing a key pattern, the former avant-garde painter recreates
Sonechka according to his own image of her, a portrayal that reflects his
travels earlier in life. She is a representation, but not only because of
Robert Viktorovich. From childhood, reading habits have rendered her
passive in both an intellectual and erotic sense. At fourteen she lost her
virginity to a “brutal young Onegin,” a classmate ironically likened to
the more cultured hero of Pushkin’s famous novel in verse. After she
meets Robert Viktorovich, literature blinds her to the intent of the man
who soon will propose to her: “Sonechka, meanwhile, placid soul that
she was—cocooned by the thousand volumes of her reading, lulled by the
hazy murmurings of the Greek myths, the hypnotically shrill recorder
fluting of the Middle Ages, the misty windswept yearning of Ibsen, the
minutely detailed tedium of Balzac, the astral music of Dante, the siren
song of the piercing voices of Rilke and Novalis, seduced by the moralis-
tic despair of the great Russian writers calling out to the heart of heaven
itself—this placid soul had no awareness that her great moment was at
hand, preoccupied as she was by the question of whether she was taking
rather a risk in allowing a reader to borrow books that she was only
allowed to issue for use in the reading room., "2
Sexuality is constructed by reading. This link has weighty cultural
implications for a woman already tied to Pushkin’s Tat’iana Larina
because of her unfortunate first erotic experience: both heroines allow
their initial expectations for romance to be shaped by the books they
have read, and both are gravely mistaken. Familiarity with the great
minds of Russia and the West has not empowered Sonechka. She is a
submissive, suggestible reader who lacks the autonomy Robert Viktoro-
vich has as a male artist who integrates literature into a wide-ranging

knowledge of the world.
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Only with the next generation does Sonechka przilegi}:h;: conneg—
i ici d independence. As with her name-
tions between female eroticism an ’ .
7] first sexual encounters wi
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Shurik is not so fortunate. In contrast to the usual representation of
Don Juan, he strives not to debauch and destroy, but only to comfort
and ease suffering. However, constant sublimation of his desires creates
a false relationship with zelesnosz”. In this sense he resembles Jasia: his
sexuality becomes a form of insincerity, leaving him the servant of others’
bodies without admitting the wishes of his own. Jasia’s experiences are
more traumatic, just as her use of sexuality is calculated instead of re-
active. For both characters, however, the erotic is a cumbersome dy
instead of the pleasant discovery Tanya enjoys. One of Shuril’s lovers,
the manipulative and psychologically damaged Svetlana, sews him a
coat; the narrator compares it with Nikolaj Gogol’s story “The Over-
coat” (“Shinel”). The intertext suggests a loose paralle] between Svetlana
and the humble clerk Akaky Akakievich, yet it is clearly Shurik who is
the victim in their relationship.%

Ulitskaya’s depictions of heterosexual males are not particularly
innovative when compared with her other images of the body. A number
of characters recall those found earlier in women’s prose, for instance,
the predacious misanthrope (Shurik the Spider in “Poor, Happy
Kolyvanova” [“Bednaia, schastlivaia Kolyvanova®]), the self-destructive
genius (Tanya’s would-be boyfriend in “The Body of a Beauty” [“Telo
krasavitsy”]), or the brutal drunk (Vas’ka in “The Ladder” [“Pristavnaia
lestnitsa™]).87 However, the precedent of 2henskaia proza allows Ulitskaya
to move beyond dismantling Soviet male sexuality and produce a more
complex examination of men and the erotic. In the autobiographical “A
Terrifying Story on the Road” (“Strashnaia dorozhnaia istoriia”), the
narrator must take the train back to Moscow from the Caucasus after a
plane is hijacked. When the Georgian men who have helped the narrator
board the train lead her to their compartment, she knows they will assault
her if she falls asleep. Like Scheherazade, she tells story after story,
distracting them as the group drinks. Considering her situation, she

notes: “They were not rapists, just normal Georgian men, who from
childhood know that there is one way to relate to Georgian women and
to Russian women a different one. We have, alas, a bad reputation!”
Ulitskaya’s fictionalized counterpart realizes that her present crisis is the
result of ethnic and gendered stereotypes perpetuated by both sexes.
She does not justify the men’s (potential) actions, but contextualizes
them in a history of misunderstanding between Russians and Georgians.
Her seemingly banal analysis is in fact quite insightful; it considers the
age-old mythologies of gender that Goscilo and Lanoux outline and, in
doing so, transcends the offensive national stereotypes that dominate
Soviet and post-199r culture. The Georgian men later reveal that they



66 * Redeeming the Body

knew she was lying about many of her stories, but give her children
some of the tangerines they are smuggling. The narrator’s role thus oscil-
lates between two extremes: potential sexual victim and maternal figure,
a simplistic schema anomalous for this author.3

Several more unusual images of the male heterosexual appear in
Ulitskaya’s works. The first is the reluctant seducer, who tries to resist
but then has an affair with a much younger female character. In “Bronka”
and Sonechka men have sex with women at least thirty years younger,
yet the narrative does not censure them. Viktor Popov bears a striking
resemblance to Robert Viktorovich in Sonechka, who sleeps with his
daughter’s closest friend. Jasia does not bear a child as a result, yet she
becomes a permanent part of Robert Viktorovich’s family, just as Popov
and Bronka are able to continue having sex unnoticed despite the
communal apartment’s close quarters. The actions of Popov and Robert
Viktorovich recall Petrushevskaia’s rapists and seducers, yet “Bronka”
and Sonechka treat their misdeeds not as a crime but as a mystery of the
body. In the first work, we only learn the details from Bronka’s view-
point, since Popov died many decades ago. Robert Viktorovich’s guilt
before his wife, the narrator of Sonechta hints, is less important than the
other relationship destroyed by the affair: the passionate friendship
between Jasia and his daughter. The male heterosexual in Ulitskaya’s
works 1s more nuanced than his predecessor in women’s prose—the
multifaceted treatment of often immoral characters suggests a search
for comprehension instead of invective. While the author does not
applaud her male miscreants, she shows that recognition of all aspects
of sexuality is crucial to understanding life.?

Ulitskaya humanizes felesnost’; it is more than the loyal servant of the
state (as Stalinism would have had it) or a metonym of the abused
populace (the body in chernukhba). 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.

Interactions between bodies are also important. Such relations
transcend the sexual or physiological brutality Eliot Borenstein decries
in the se/esnost’ of “overkill.” Ulitskaya guides the reader to recognize
how deteriorating, imperfect, or sexually “deviant” corporeality forges
ties between people as it elicits compassion and models humility. Physical
needs and failings, her narratives imply, connect individuals in a positive
and meaningful manner that opposes the ersatz affinities of the Great
Family. The body is a natural part of life; ignoring it is both futile and
self-destructive.
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