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Nadezhda Mandelstam (1925), Lydia Ginsburg (1940), Varlam Shalamov (1929)

Poet Maria Stepanova writes of the Soviet-era memoirs of Nadezhda Mandelstam, Hope
Against Hope and Hope Abandoned.

As far as we can judge she set out to write a novel, something along the lines of a
roman à clef, with real but disguised heroes. Perhaps this seemed safer at the time. “N.
Ya. began her memoirs in the form of a novel in which all the names were invented,”
wrote Larisa Glazunova, a friend in Tashkent whose family looked after her notebook
labelled “material for the novel.” At the time the idea that the experiences of the
twenties and thirties should be somehow drawn into a large-scale prose work, new,
modernist, post-Joyce and post-Proust, but a novel still, a single form capable of
holding everything together, hung in the air.

In Hope Abandoned Nadezhda Mandelstam mentions the novel’s hold over the writing
community in the twenties with something like ironic surprise, as if she had already
discounted this fascination. Lydia Ginzburg made the same journey: from an initial
intention to write the “grand novel” about her people and her time, she came to the
understanding that the fragmentary, liberating structure of diary notes better reflected
the times and the conditions. Her Notes from the Blockade and Nadezhda Mandelstam’s
memoirs were the first alternatives to the artistry and artifice of the old models, which
were conceived of in times when the structure of events and the “stylistics” of a human
life were defined by the individual, and were subject to personal will. In this new world
where nothing depended on the living human only the truth of the document and the
almost-chance nature of the witnessing fragment could be relied on: the excerpt, the
note left on the kitchen table. We know today that Nadezhda Mandelstam’s books
were (alongside other books written in other languages and countries but from a
similar vortex of desperation) the beginning of a huge shift which has changed the
literary map, moving the borders of fiction and making nonfiction the most influential
area of contemporary prose, its cutting edge. A territory that teaches us to think and
write in a new way.

It’s strange when you realize that the most important books written about the Soviet
Union by those who lived there and survived—written from the inside, on the basis of
personal experience—were in one way or another part of that hard-to define area of
documentary literature. Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago, constructed from the
witness accounts of hundreds of prisoners, the Notes from the Blockade of Lydia
Ginzburg, and Varlam Shalamov’s prose—the last so shocking that the first Western
publishers felt quite free to edit it as they saw fit, not realizing that this “literary
material” was in fact the direct, unadorned and raw speech of the eyewitness. These
works are all constructed in different ways, and their variety widens the possibilities of
what may be conceived of in literature. Nadezhda Mandelstam’s memoirs offer yet
another mode of existence in the area of nonfiction, extremely radical—and at the
same time inimitable, because the specific voice and history of the teller may never be
copied by another.

A mistrust of widows and other relatives of writers was a popular stance then (and
now), almost a tradition. The poets Anna Akhmatova and Marina Tsvetaeva, her
friends and contemporaries, both felt keenly a kind of “posthumous envy” toward the
wives of great poets. They had no doubt that in the afterlife justice would be upheld
and the great female poet would stand alongside her male peers: Pushkin and
Pasternak. Gertrude Stein enacted something similar in her relations with living
writers and artists: she would dispatch the wives from the doorstep, while she
dedicated herself to “unobstructed” cultural dialogue. In the Russian-Soviet world
with its patriarchal features, the wife, a woman without a profession, was clearly not
worthy of anyone’s trust, let alone interest.

In the 1970s, when her memoirs were coming to be seen as indispensable works of the
period in the West, Nadezhda Mandelstam was condemned by the entire literary world
(or very nearly) of Moscow and Leningrad, all her husband the poet Osip Mandelstam’s
circle, old friends and enemies, some new younger readers. It’s interesting to note that
it was not her criticism of Soviet power that met with disapproval. It was something
different: events, as seen by the memoirist, did not fit the already-formed narrative,
her version had far too many sharp edges. The literary community defended its own,
and its concepts of privilege, and spoke as one. It made two things clear: firstly, that
she was not speaking the truth; and secondly, that nothing she said had any
significance. The shade should know her place.

The second accusation lost its impetus almost immediately, or so it feels. The first is
now perhaps more justified than it might have appeared in the past. In the mass of
statements, the preserved and the salvaged, the countless details of the Mandelstams’
life together in Kyiv, Moscow, Voronezh, Samatikha, it is now possible to discern a
layer of concealed and “corrected” material. In a courtroom we would have to say that
Nadezhda Mandelstam did not speak the truth, that she insisted on her own subjective
truth, her own bitter assessments and ancient grudges. She spoke as if she were dead
and had earned the posthumous right to fearlessness and directness. To shame-free
judgment and the shifting of reality at will—because that is how she remembered it.
Writers feel and behave like this when they create fictional literature that stubbornly
proclaims the primacy of invention over reality, and the authorial vision over facts and
logic. Sometimes their claims are not without grounds.

Nadezhda Mandelstam’s texts do not eschew artfulness, they make no claim to be
objective or a distanced account of “how it was.” It feels as if the fury at the heart of
Hope Against Hope would be enough to explode the whole Soviet anti-utopia from
within, and for several generations of Western readers her books were not just sources
of information but a compelling case in the arguments around how to understand and
evaluate the Soviet Union and what was going on inside it. The view that the Soviet
experiment formed a moral alternative to the capitalist system, realized through a
utopia of equality and justice, was established by the 1920s and it became particularly
strong during the early years of the Cold War. This was in part due to the fact that
voices from behind the Iron Curtain were barely audible, and no one wanted to believe
them anyway. Nadezhda Mandelstam's books weren't just some of the first uncensored
witness accounts, she was also the fust voice that simply couldn't be ignored.

Hers was a voice notable for its bravery: she refused to be cautious, or to choose her
words carefully, or fear for her safety or the spiritual comfort of those who featured in
her chronicles. Perhaps a writer has to lose everything, and be at peace with the idea of
her own death being inevitable and hardly important, in order to achieve this quality
of writing; to be as one that had authority; to be the one who knows the ultimate truth
and allows herself to cast judgement, to condemn, and to conclude. The unforgettable
opening of Hope Against Hope a book that even now reads like a page-turner, draws the
reader into the very center of the Mandelstams’ lives, the almost unimaginable (to an
outsider) insanity of the shift in understanding, expectation, and circumstance that
reduces a life to a hopeless effort to keep alive, and an even more hopeless desire to
preserve one’s individuality. Hope Against Hope, a book that despite its name and the
name of its author never entertains the fiction of hope, turns out to be not just a
document, but something entirely different. Before all its admirers, critics, and
distrustful readers it rises, describing an arc that twists midair like a dolphin,
becoming fiction, invention: the unthinkable novel that appears after the end of the
novel.

Translated by Sasha Dugdale

Editor’s note: Polina Barskova has written for Book Post on the “Kolyma Stories” of Varlam
Shalamov.

Maria Stepanova is the author of many books of poetry in Russian, as well as a prose
reflection, In Memory of Memory, which appeared in English in Sasha Dugdale’s translation
in 2021. Sasha Dugdale has translated three volumes of her poems into English; the most
recent, Holy Winter, will appear this spring. This post is drawn from Maria Stepanova’s
introduction to a new Everyman’s Library edition of Nadezhda Mandelstam’s Hope Against
Hope: A Memoir, in Max Hayward’s translation.

Sasha Dugdale is the author of six volumes of poetry, most recently the forthcoming The
Strongbox, and translator of many poets from the Russian. She is a former editor of Modern
Poetry in Translation.
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Jean McGarry Jan 6 Liked by Ann Kjellberg

Beautiful and searing. I wish she had quoted that first line of *Hope Against Hope*. I could look it

up, but it belongs in the essay, I think.

LIKE (2) REPLY SHARE

Notebook: The Writer of the Future

by Ann Kjellberg, editor

AUG 25, 2019 • ANN KJELLBERG

Diary: Jamaica Kincaid, A Letter to Robinson Crusoe

Dear Mr. Crusoe: Please stay home. There’s no need for this ruse of going on a
trading journey, in which more often than not the goods you are trading…

JUN 22, 2019

Review: Padgett Powell on Donald Barthelme

“When I tried to read Donald Barthelme, anticipating his arrival as a teacher in the
fledgling writing program at the University of Houston in 1981…

OCT 26, 2022

Review: Allen Callahan on Temple Folk and How to Say Babylon

Two books about life in Black religious communities—Rastafarian and Nation of
Islam—command attention both as literature and as windows into rarely seen…

NOV 21, 2023

Review: Joy Williams on Rachel Ingalls

(Drawing by Nicholson Baker) “She had a keen sense of the unrealness of people
and event, the questionableness at the heart of the world … her best…

JUN 20, 2023

Notebook: (1) Who Killed the Humanities?

by Ann Kjellberg, editor By many measures, study of the humanities has endured an
unprecedented collapse since 2008. Our editor hunts down some…

MAY 16, 2023

Review: Mona Simpson on Lewis Hyde

In The Gift Lewis Hyde considers the economies of gift-giving and all kinds of
“social work and soul work, ” labors people undertake as their own end…

FEB 2, 2020 • ANN KJELLBERG

Review: Emmanuel Iduma on The Great Kingdoms of Africa

African historians emboldened by anti-colonial struggles gathered their material
from inscriptions on stone, the chronology of language change…

AUG 22, 2023

Review: John Banville on Darkness

In the old days darkness was the lair of demons and daylight the place of angels.
Now light, it seems, is the bringer of destruction to the natural…

MAY 26, 2023

Review: Padgett Powell on Ivan Turgenev

This is about Turgenev, specifically a new translation of what was once called
Fathers and Sons, now called, apropos of the times, Fathers and Children…

APR 13, 2023

See all

© 2024 The Author ∙ Privacy ∙ Terms ∙ Collection notice

Start Writing Get the app

Substack is the home for great writing

Book Post

https://books.substack.com/p/diary-maria-stepanova-on-nadezhda/comments
javascript:void(0)
https://www.squarebooks.com/book/9781101908365
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/Hope-Abandoned-by-Nadezhda-Mandelshtam/9781846556548
https://www.squarebooks.com/book/9780099583387
https://www.squarebooks.com/book/9780061253713
https://www.nyrb.com/collections/varlam-shalamov
https://books.substack.com/p/review-polina-barskova-on-varlam
https://www.squarebooks.com/book/9780811228831
https://www.squarebooks.com/book/9780811235143
https://www.squarebooks.com/book/9781101908365
https://www.carcanet.co.uk/cgi-bin/indexer?product=2507
https://modernpoetryintranslation.com/
https://books.substack.com/subscribe?=
https://books.substack.com/subscribe?=
https://www.squarebooks.com/
https://books.substack.com/p/winter-partner-bookseller-square
https://books.substack.com/p/book-post-holiday-book-bag
https://link.sbstck.com/redirect/e47a6041-5159-4ab1-af38-5f577322a264?j=eyJ1IjoiMmh1aSJ9.q2qyhrSDzeaTuIXMm43sIFvFgukW6oFpLYKIWyyBLqg
https://link.sbstck.com/redirect/036869dd-f752-49ee-9a61-58308773b3df?j=eyJ1IjoiMmh1aSJ9.q2qyhrSDzeaTuIXMm43sIFvFgukW6oFpLYKIWyyBLqg
https://link.sbstck.com/redirect/23393804-6a64-465f-ad6c-076e0889a921?j=eyJ1IjoiMmh1aSJ9.q2qyhrSDzeaTuIXMm43sIFvFgukW6oFpLYKIWyyBLqg
https://link.sbstck.com/redirect/9c93ac10-259c-4908-b229-f16050f7073e?j=eyJ1IjoiMmh1aSJ9.q2qyhrSDzeaTuIXMm43sIFvFgukW6oFpLYKIWyyBLqg
https://link.sbstck.com/redirect/71c26b6a-0aa2-4143-8a67-139be3609c80?j=eyJ1IjoiMmh1aSJ9.q2qyhrSDzeaTuIXMm43sIFvFgukW6oFpLYKIWyyBLqg
https://www.threads.net/
https://books.substack.com/p/diary-maria-stepanova-on-nadezhda/comments
javascript:void(0)
https://books.substack.com/p/diary-maria-stepanova-on-nadezhda/comments
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F5587b214-84e9-4178-bda5-6466f408d02d_703x266.jpeg
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2Ff5b8c4eb-389d-4ff7-b6c1-02ce8ae8c095_47x14.jpeg
https://substack.com/profile/2698-ann-kjellberg?utm_source=post-reactions-face
https://substack.com/profile/807146-books-on-gif?utm_source=post-reactions-face
https://substack.com/profile/10684878-david-perlmutter?utm_source=post-reactions-face
https://substack.com/profile/177509392-danielle?utm_source=post-reactions-face
https://substack.com/profile/42917069-ella?utm_source=post-reactions-face
https://books.substack.com/p/diary-maria-stepanova-on-nadezhda/comment/46754079
https://substack.com/profile/303487-jean-mcgarry
https://substack.com/profile/303487-jean-mcgarry
https://books.substack.com/p/diary-maria-stepanova-on-nadezhda/comment/46754079
javascript:void(0)
https://books.substack.com/p/notebook-the-writer-of-the-future
https://books.substack.com/p/notebook-the-writer-of-the-future
https://substack.com/@bookpost
https://books.substack.com/p/diary-a-letter-to-robinson-crusoe
https://books.substack.com/p/diary-a-letter-to-robinson-crusoe
https://books.substack.com/p/review-padgett-powell-on-donald-barthelme
https://books.substack.com/p/review-padgett-powell-on-donald-barthelme
https://books.substack.com/p/review-allen-callahan-on-temple-folk
https://books.substack.com/p/review-allen-callahan-on-temple-folk
https://books.substack.com/p/review-joy-williams-on-rachel-ingalls
https://books.substack.com/p/review-joy-williams-on-rachel-ingalls
https://books.substack.com/p/notebook-1-who-killed-the-humanities
https://books.substack.com/p/notebook-1-who-killed-the-humanities
https://books.substack.com/p/review-mona-simpson-on-lewis-hyde
https://books.substack.com/p/review-mona-simpson-on-lewis-hyde
https://substack.com/@bookpost
https://books.substack.com/p/review-emmanuel-iduma-on-the-great
https://books.substack.com/p/review-emmanuel-iduma-on-the-great
https://books.substack.com/p/review-john-banville-on-darkness
https://books.substack.com/p/review-john-banville-on-darkness
https://books.substack.com/p/review-padgett-powell-on-ivan-turgenev
https://books.substack.com/p/review-padgett-powell-on-ivan-turgenev
https://substack.com/privacy
https://substack.com/tos
https://substack.com/ccpa#personal-data-collected
https://your.substack.com/publish
https://substack.com/app/app-store-redirect?utm_campaign=app-marketing&utm_content=web-footer-button
https://substack.com/
https://books.substack.com/
https://books.substack.com/

