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Spaces and Interruptions of Intimacy in War 

Irina Grekova’s Novel The Ship of Widows and Natalya Baranskaya’s 

The Remembrance Day

Живя так долго вместе и рядом, нельзя оставаться чужими, и мы не чужие. Между соседями возникает своеобразная родственность, отнюдь не любовная, скорее сварливая, но все же родственность. Они ссорятся, оскорбляют друг друга, срывают один на другом свою нервную злобу - и все же они семья. (Грекова 1983, 14)

Living for such a long time in such close quarters to one another, it’s impossible to remain strangers, and strangers we are certainly not. There always arises a particular sense of kinship amongst neighbours. They quarrel, they insult one another, they vent their nervous rage on one another, yet despite everything they’re a family. (Grekova 1985, 19).
 

In this paper I will focus on the depiction of intimacy and closeness of families and neighbours in two novels: Irina Grekova’s (1907-2002) The Ship of Widows (Вдовий Пароход, 1981) and Natalya Baranskaya’s (1908-2004) The Remembrance Day (День Поминовения, 1989). I will concentrate on the description of interruptions and breakdowns of intimacy and look into home as the location of intimacy where the closeness of neighbours and families takes place. I will ask how neighbourship and intimate relationships and home, the space of intimacy, change in war? How do you maintain intimacy during the war? What kind of new intimacies form and how when the old intimate relationships cease to exist? War is all about intimacy and neighbourship. War is an armed conflict often between neighboring countries. It questions the relationship between the neighbours and also within the fighting groups. Germany and Germans are the hated neighbours in The Ship of Widows and The Remembrance Day on the state level. However, the individual’s perspective is focused on family and people living next to you. The fights and intimacies occur between rich and poor, city dwellers and inhabitants of the countryside, between different generations and mothers and children. 

Karen J. Prager presents in her book The Psychology of Intimacy (1995, 18) different aspects of intimacy according to which intimacy can be defined as an emotion (love), a tender physical contact or sharing private information. Intimacy can describe a kind of relationship (marriage) and how well people know each other’s as well as an interaction and sexual contact. It can also be seen through the lens of how two people occupy space together. Intimacy is closely connected for example to such feelings as love and caring. Both The Remembrance Day and The Ship of Widows reflect many of the diverse aspects of intimacy, but they also show its’ dark side: conflicts and break down of intimacy, forced neurotic intimacy that walks hand in hand with violence. In the analysis I will focus on intimacy as a special kind of relationship (marriage, family), sharing private information (information about oneself, secrets) and occupying space together (home, neighbours). 

For Bakhtin space is what is between the self and the other. The bakhtinian self becomes unique in the place it occupies in space and time. Even though space is in between the self and other it is not separating them but the opposite. The space is the place of communication and dialogue, which is also the basis of the formation of the self in reflection with the other (Crang, Thrift 2000, 73-75). Bakhtin’s chronotope is a way of understanding experience (Morson 1990, 367). In The Remembrance Day and The Ship of Widows the spaces (home front and home) the heroines have shared or share and the time of the Second World War are connecting them together. This space and time defines the chronotopic particularity of the women’s experiences in the two novels that despite the varying representations of the war experience are located in the same space and time. 

Before the analysis I will shortly contextualize the period of time, the Second World War that the texts I am dealing with in this paper are focused on. The emphasis is on Soviet women’s role and “places” in war, aiming to show that even though the attention of this paper is directed to the representations of women at the home front, Soviet women had multiple tasks and locations in the war. I will also look into the massive mobilization of 800 000 women to the Red Army during the war. I will also ask how the topic of women and war was dealt with in the Soviet literary world in the 1980s (the time of publication of both the abovementioned novels) and how the novels that I will analyze later relate to questions of women and war. 

Soviet Women and the Locations of War

The Soviet youth organisation, Komsomol was established in 1918 to educate young people to become loyal Soviet citizens. When the militarization of the society begun in the 1930s, the younger generations had already been incorporated into the social institutions striving for better ideological awareness among the Soviet people. Komsomol had worked more than a decade to create an ideal Soviet youth characterized by strong confidence on the Communist Party and socialist future and pride in the country’s technological and economical achievements. Even though the results of the ideological education were hardly flawless it did have a notable effect on the Soviet youth. Komsomol worked in close cooperation with Osoaviakhim, the Association for National Defence and Chemical Construction, that took up the task of preparing civilian population for the war in the 1930s for example by organizing war-sports clubs (Молль-Завацки, 2003, 21-22). 

Right after the war was declared Komsomol introduced an obligatory course on war preparation for its members, including girls and women. Girls were also trained to nursing and anti-aircraft tasks. Soviet women were not obliged to join the army by law in any point of the war, but they had the right to do so. However, if women and girls had skills that were needed at the front or if they required the skills through courses, the right often turned into an obligation in practice. Mass mobilization of women began in the spring of 1942 (Молль-Завацки, 2003, 24). 

There are no parallels in history for the mobilization of 800 000 Soviet women and girls to the Red Army during the Second World War. Women took up tasks as cooks, laundresses, surgeons, medics and they fought as snipers, machine-gunners, gun layers, tank commanders, bomber and fighter pilots, radio operators, partisans, scouts, mortar crews and parachutists. Especially the women who took up non-traditional roles in the army, for example in combat missions had to often face scornful and even aggressive behaviour from men. Women veterans recall that they had to show their skills somehow to earn their place at the front and to prevent being sent home or to other tasks at the front that were considered more suitable for women (Erickson, 1993, 50, 67). 

Women were accepted to the front line very fast to the tasks that were considered “appropriate” for them in the context of traditional patriarchal gender roles: medics, nurses, cooks, laundresses etc. Female soldiers had to fight their way to the task they had been appointed to. Depending on the task women performed at the front they were either accepted as partners and comrades or were seen as unpleasant reminders for example of the fact that Soviet Union was not doing well in the war and as challengers of masculinity by showing that women could perform the same tasks as men, even that might not have been the aim of female soldiers who had considered participation in war as their obligation as citizens. In a nutshell, a female soldier was often a powerful symbol of many things (failure, shame, challenging patriarchy etc.) whether she wanted it or not. In the end of the war women were sent home and they were denied presence in the army. Many returned home trying to keep their history in the army in secret. The “home front” was not always empathic to their stories. There were beliefs that all the women who had been to front had been prostitutes and they were not considered as women whom someone could marry and start a family (Молль-Завацки, 2003, 25). The joy of victory and pride of successfully defending one’s country was not shared with women frontoviki. 

At the same time when Soviet Union offers a unique example of women’s mobilization to the army, most of the Soviet women were still positioned at the home front during the war. The history of Soviet women’s war efforts at the home front is no less impressive than the one of the front. German Army proceeded fast towards Moscow after the war had been declared and some 80 million people were left to the occupied territories where women had to face the threats of violence, rape, and deportation and forced labour. Approximately 100 000 women joined the partisan movement or were involved in other underground activities. No less than 25 million people were evacuated beyond Urals. At the home front women and girls were mobilized to different fields of industry and to agriculture. The heavy work was combined with harsh wartime labour regime that was controlled by the NKVD: not attending work could lead a civilian to a military tribunal. Soviet women at the home front had to survive on extreme food rations: by the end of the war the living standards had fallen to the level of 1920s (Erickson, 1993, 51-59).

During perestroika the memory of the Soviet past was re-evaluated on many levels and the Second World War was in the centre of the process of the rewriting of the history. Soviet participation in the Second World War was issued to a reassessment. Topics such as Stalin’s record as a war leader, Soviet Union’s unpreparedness to the war and purges of the higher echelons of the army were raised up in literary works (Marsh, 1995, 10-15, 98-109.) In the literary field the rewriting of “women and war” started already before the official, political announcements of perestroika and the importance of memorizing and writing down women’s experiences was recognized for the first time. The publication of War’s Unwomanly Face (У войны не женское лицо, first published in Russian in 1988) by Svetlana Aleksievich (1948) was a start for a more extensive dialogue on women’s participation, memories and experiences in the Second World War. Aleksievich describes her motives for writing the book:

Все, что нам известно о войне, известно с "мужского голоса". Мы все в плену "мужских" представлений и "мужских" ощущений войны. "Мужских" слов. А женщины молчат.... Молчат даже те, кто был на фронте. Если вдруг начинают говорить, то рассказывают не свою войну, а чужую. ... И только дома или когда всплакнут в кругу фронтовых подруг, они вспоминают войну ..., которая мне совершенно незнакома. (Aleksievich, 2005, 4).

All that we know about war, we know from men’s perspective. We are all prisoners of the male images and sentiments of war, and of men’s words of war. ... Women stay silent. Even the ones who served at the front keep silent. If they suddenly start talking, they don’t tell about their war, but of someone else’s. And only at home or when together crying with other women who were at the front, they memorize war  the war that is absolutely unknown to me. Translation is mine

If we see intimacy as access to information about ourselves (Inness, 1992, 56) we can argue that Aleksievich as well as other writers and works concentrating on women’s war experiences are offering access to the women’s silenced war stories. As Aleksievich points out in the above citation, women talked about their experiences mostly to each other’s. It required a relationship of trust to tell that you had served in the army. However, the texts show us in the later analysis that intimacy is not just access to information, but also very tightly connected to physical closeness and proximity and how in connection with interruption or breakdown of intimacy the texts reflect feelings of isolation and longing.

Irina Grekova and Natalya Baranskaya relied on fiction in their war writing in comparison to Aleksievich’s book, which is a collection of interviews. They were also participants of the war unlike Aleksievich who was born after the war. Irina Grekova, was born into family of intelligentsia and started writing relatively late, having initially established herself as one of the leading probability theorists in Soviet mathematics. Her first short story Beyond the Checkpoint (За проходной) was published in New World in 1962. Grekova continued teaching at the Zhukovskii Military Aviation Academy until her resignation in 1967 in connection with her work On Maneuvers (На испытаниях). I. Grekova is a pen name originating from “igrek” which refers to the Russian mathematical symbol for an unknown quantity and represents Grekova’s desire to preserve her identity as a scientist (Ledkovsky 1994, 228-231). 

The Ship of Widows concentrates on three main characters, Olga and Anfisa and Anfisa’s son Vadim who is the most important male figure in the novel. Family is a central notion in the novel, although it is not always applied in the traditional sense as a union between a man and a woman accompanied by their children. All five female characters in the novel have a strong sense of identity as widows and they share the loss of a husband, some even of several husbands. However, the notion of a “widow” is distanced from the meaning of the word as defined by patriarchal family hierarchy. In The Ship of Widows, widows are first and foremost members of the women’s communal family, and only second women who have lost their spouses. One of the heroines, Anfisa, adopts widowhood long before her husband even dies. The community of widows alters the traditional meaning of family and portrays challenging representations of family in comparison with the general line of Soviet ideology that had propagated, since the 1930s, the heterosexual nuclear family (Rotkirch 2000, 130-131). 

Natalya Baranskaya started her career as a writer only after retiring in her sixties. Her most well known publication Week Like Any Other (1969) broke new ground in the frankness with which it handled Soviet women’s lives. Remembrance Day approaches similarly from women’s point of view the conditions at the home front during the Great Patriotic War. It brought new, fresh material into literature, which had before existed mostly only through oral history. Catriona Kelly (1994, 397, 400, 406) stresses that the novel shows Baranskaya’s ability to understand the diversity of women’s experience. In Remembrance Day Baranskaya has chosen a central character whose life reflects her own – Maria Nikolaeva is of the same age, she is widowed in the same year and her professional life follows paths similar to Baranskaya’s. According to the Dictionary of Russian Women Writers (Ledkovsky 1994, 56) Baranskaya viewed Remembrance Day as the acme of her creativity, but the majority of critics and readers speak of her as the author of Week Like Any Other. The Remembrance Day maintains to this day its position as the one of the most comprehensive fictional works about women’s life during the Second World War in the Soviet Union. Although a fictional work the Remembrance Day was already at the time of publication considered sociological evidence of women’s life during the war. In the same way as in the Ship of Widows the seven heroines of the Remembrance Day are brought together by the war.

Home, Family and the Breakdown of Intimacy

It should be noted, especially in the light of the two novels I will soon look into, that any war, not least the II WW did not start the day the war was declared on the state level and it certainly did not end the day the war officially came to its end. Both I. Grekova and Natalya Baranskaya put significant emphasis on the depiction of women’s lives before and after the war that pinpoints the impact of war for the questions related to identity on a longer time span. 
 The war resulted in the formation of a so-called generation consciousness that materializes also in our way of talking about the “war-time generation”. According to Mannheim (1952, 297-298) we can define a generation as a group of people who are born and living at the same time and share a common experience that has usually taken place in the youth. Generation can be also be defined in the context of family relations as set of members of a family regarded as a single step or stage in descent when we can for example talk about the first and second generation (Purhonen 2007, 15). Both aspects of generation are central for The Ship of Widows and The Remembrance Day. Women’s friendship in the novels is centered around the shared experience and through it to the consciousness of belonging to the same (war) generation, whereas the relationship between mothers and children reflect the definition of generation that is based on family relations. 

Both of the novels also depict interruptions and/or breakdowns of intimate relationships between family members in war. Husbands and wives are sent to different spaces (home front/front line), mothers send their children to safer places while they themselves stay closer to the front line and in many cases families are not reunited after the war. Both Grekova and Baranskaya start the story of their heroines by describing how the nuclear family (wife, husband, children) splits at the beginning of the war. It is the moment of the first and most fundamental interruption of the family relations where intimate relationships become subordinate to the state politics. Olga, the main heroine of The Ship of Widows, begins the novel by stating: 


Мой муж был убит на фронте в самом начале войны. (6) 


My husband was killed at the front right at the beginning of the war. (1) 

After losing her husband Olga’s daughter and mother are killed in bombings. The place of the family intimacy, home, concretely collapses on Olga when their house is destroyed and her remaining family members die. Olga is isolated from the world and other people for a while when she is recovering in the hospital: 

Мне представлялось, что это все еще был кирпич, который почему-то не разбирали. Только много позже я поняла, что это не был кирпич, а гипс. Он окружал меня со всех сторон, я была в нем замурована, заключена. (7)

I imagined this weight was the brick, which they hadn’t removed for some reason. Only much later did I realise that it wasn’t brick at all, it was plaster. It surrounded me on all sides, I was enclosed by it, immured in it. (3). 

The boarders of the self have become concrete: the plaster marks the boundaries of the body and separates Olga from the surrounding space. She is also deprived of the means of communication: she can hardly speak. The violent breakdown of intimacy has resulted in Olga’s part in isolation and lack of ability and desire for communication. The location where Olga encounters the war is the home front and shows how the different locations of women result in different questions war and gender. Olga’s story shows how the violence penetrates the “women’s space” in war as well underlying the impossibility of the front’s task to protect the home (front). In traditional terms women’s presence at the front line (it’s no place for a woman) is often seen as a dislocation of the female gender whereas the depiction of the entrance of war and violence to home front dislocates the war itself. 

Baranskaya describes in more detail the beginning of the war in her heroines’ lives. One and the most central of the heroines, Maria Nikolaeva learns about the war from her husband. It is the clearest image representing the time before the war:

Маша сидит в кресле, соломенном, дачном, на краю лужайки, под единственным здесь лиственным деревом, молоденькой липой, дающей слабую кружевную тень. Рядом в коляске спит убаюканный девятимесячный сын – Митюша. … Тишина. Никаких звуков. … И Маша задремывает в какои-то блаженной расслабленности, в глубоком покое, в котором отдыхает душа и тело. (1989, 15-16)

Masha sits on a summer cottage chair made out of straw, on the edge of an open field under the only leafy tree, a young linden, which made a weak lace-edged shadow. Next to her, in a baby carriage sleeps ten months old son Mitjusha rocked to sleep. … Silence. Not a single sound. … And Masha is nodding in some sort of a limp blizz, in a deep peace in which one's soul and body rest.
 

The state of mind of the heroine is described through the space she is in. Before attaining the knowledge about the beginning of the war Masha is described to be in a blizz and deep peace surrounded by nature and silence all stressing the naïve self of the character prior to the war. To this scene Maria's husband, Nikolai, rushes in announcing that Germany has attacked on Soviet Union. Nikolai leaves for front and Masha stays alone with the children. The narrator of the novel states: 


Вот так в солнечный летний день сломалась их жизнь. (16)


Just like that on a sunny summer day their life got broken. 

From that on Masha and Nikolai contact each other’s through letters. The letters are not enough to keep up a satisfying relationship. Nikolai writes about the war and his tasks at the front. Masha is trying to ask him to tell more about himself. Despite the wife’s requests he keeps on writing about things that she already knows and about work related issues at the front: 

…Ты просишь написать больше о себе. По-прежнему работаю агитатором, ты получила аттестат, знаешь, что я теперь капитан… (117)

…You ask me to write more about myself. As before I’m working as an agitator. You got my certificate; you know I’m a captain now… 

The letters deliver mutual messages of longing physical closeness and involvement in the family life implying that the information that the letters carry is not enough to maintain the intimacy. Nikolai continues: 

Соскучился по тебе, по деткам, сынок растет, а я не вижу. Пиши о них побольше и о себе тоже. (117). 

I аm missing you and the children. Son is growing and I do not see it. Write more about children and about yourself too.

The heroine of The Ship of Widows, Olga has nothing left of her previous life. The new life begins in new spaces: she begins to work in an orphanage and receives a room in a communal apartment. Kapa Gushsina, one of the inhabitants of the communal apartment, welcomes Olga to the house:


-  Муж есть?


-  Погиб на фронте.


-  Значит, вдова?


-  Вдова.


Капа насмешливо, но с каким-то удовлетворением хмыкнула: 


- Здрасьте. Еще одну прислали. Теперь у нас полная команда. В каждой комнате по вдове. Прямо не квартира - вдовий пароход. (14)

- Have you a husband?

- He died at the front.

- So you are a widow?

- That’s right.

Kapa hummed mockingly, but with a certain satisfaction: Congratulations! So they’ve sent us another one. Now we have a full crew – widow in every room. This isn’t a flat, it’s a ship of widows. (19)

The communal apartment reflects the destiny of many women in war to become widows and the significance of other women in the post-war life. Olga’s work at the orphanage shows on a larger scale how the war has resulted in the breakdown of family intimacy. Most of the children are war orphans. For Olga it becomes the place where she reclaims her motherhood. Women occupy both the orphanage, the House of Child and “The Ship of Widows” and they form their own closed up worlds. At the same time when the widows of the communal apartment form a new kind of family, one of the heroines, Anfisa is the only one who has a child and whose husband returns from the war. However, the child, Vadim that Anfisa has given birth to during the war is not her husband’s and interestingly Fyodor, Anfisa’s husband, develops an intimate relationship to the boy, however, not being able to forgive Anfisa. Fyodor also gets between Olga and Anfisa.  He starts to visit Olga’s room to chat with her, which does not stay unnoticed by the other women of the apartment. Rumours speculating the nature of their relationship start to circulate in the house resulting in a break up between Anfisa and Olga. The women settle their differences only at the time of Fyodor’s death. When Fyodor dies in an accident, Anfisa and Olga become closer and start living like a family: 

После смерти Федора как-то само собой получилось, что мы с Анфисой и Вадимом стали жить вместе, одной семьей. (45)

After Fyodor’s death it seemed quite natural somehow that Anfisa, Vadim and I should start living together as a family.” (86) 

Olga and Anfisa also work together in the House of Child. Vadim is taken with them that the mother, Anfisa could be close to him. Women’s friendship deepens while they share not only home, but work as well. Olga starts to compose music for the children at work and shares the information only with Anfisa: 

Я просила ее никому не говорить, что сочиняю музыку. Она свято блюла секрет … (33). 

I begged her not to tell anyone that I compose music and she piously kept our secret … (61). 

Olga was a pianist before the war, but the injuries caused by the bombings prevented her continuing the career. Piano playing is a reminder of Olga’s previous life that she has entirely left behind her and covered from others, now however revealing something of it only the closest of her friends, Anfisa.

The relationship between Anfisa and Vadim (mother and son) develops increasingly suffocating when Vadim becomes a young man and the situation eventually results in Vadim’s decision to leave for the remote virgin lands for work. After a while he rediscovers his love for his mother and returns to take care of his sick mother. In the end of Anfisa’s life, Vadim comes between the women’s communal family and prevents them from helping his mother when she falls ill. The intimacy between Olga and Anfisa has come to its end because of Anfisa’s illness (she cannot communicate any more) but mostly because Vadim does not allow anyone to come between him and his mother: the same form of intimacy that his mother used to carry out. What is still left between the women, however, is love and caring. 

The heroine of the The Remembrance Day, Masha also starts to look for help and safety from her neighbours when the war proceeds. She and an old lady from the neighboring house start to live together, because “it was not that terrifying when there was two” (18).  Later Maria encounters the opposite experience when she evacuates with her children to another city and she is sent to an unknown family. The hosting family is cold and they lock all the closets and cupboards to make sure that the evacuees would not take or steal anything. The house does not feel like home and Masha leaves as soon as possible. Next Masha travels to the country side in the north where she stays in an old lady’s house. The owner of the house, Matrena Mikheevna agrees to look after the children when Maria goes to work in a boarding school and the women get along well: 

Хотя отношения с хозяйкой строились на деловой основе, она скоро привязалась к москвичам, свалившимся к ней на руки, и отдавала им столько внимания и сердца, что одарить это было невозможмно. (142). 

Even though the relationship with the hostess started to develop on a practical basis, the hostess got soon attached to the guests who had appeared to her from Moscow. She gave them so much attention and love that it was impossible to make it up. 

The women occupy the house together peacefully taking care of each other’s and the children. The house of Matreena Mikheevna is filled with feelings (love, caring) connected to intimacy. At the same time when Masha finds a place where she can live with the children the distance to her husband is growing as the war continues. Maria is trying to overcome the space between her and her husband in dreams and imagine the place where her husband is: 

Ей снилась война, которой она не видела, враги - от них надо было бежать или прятаться, ей слышилась немецкая речь… ( 199) 

She dreamt about the war she had not seen, and enemies whom she was escaping and hiding from, she heard German speech… 

The family is never reunited: Nikolai dies at the front. When the war is over Maria returns to Moscow to her pre-war home: 

После эвакуации, после трех лет жизни не дома, эта комната была домом. Дом помогал выдерживать горе. (203)

After evacuation and three years of living without a home, this room was home. Home helped to endure the grief. 

The space of intimacy, own place, is not just a home that keeps you warm, it is a place that comforts in grief. Judith Butler writes in the afterword After Loss, What Then?: 

Places are lost – destroyed, vacated, barred – but then there is some new place, and it is not the first, never can be the first. And so there is an impossibility housed at the site of this new place. What is new, newness itself, is founded upon the loss of original place, and so it is a newness that has within it a sense of belatedness, of coming after, and of being fundamentally determined by the past that continues to inform it. And so this past is not actually past in the sense of “over”, since it continues as animating absence in the presence … (Butler 2003, 468)

The heroine, Maria, has traveled around Russia to keep the remaining family, herself and her two children together and alive. By the end of the war the interruption of family intimacy has turned into a breakdown: the place the family used to occupy together, home is not the same any more, because one of them is missing. However, the last connection to the dead husband and father is found there: Nikolai has built a tile stove in the room, which becomes the condensation of the past, and of loss. 
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