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Lydia Ginzburg’s Victory and Defeat1

he recently published volume Passing Characters (Prokhodiashchie khar-
aktery) has changed our mode of understanding the psychological prose 
of  Lydia Ginzburg—a mode to which we had managed to grow accus-
tomed during the preceding twenty-seven years, and which we treasured 
dearly. his perception was formed by Lydia Yakovlevna’s own publica-
tions between 1982 and 1989, in which she readdressed her old texts to 
contemporary readers. As a result she began to be perceived as a current, 
contemporary writer, working in a completely unique genre, convention-
ally called “in-between prose” (promezhutochnaia proza). he impact on 
readers rendered by her publications from the eighties was exceptional in 
its strength and, most of all, in its immediacy. I will quote the remark of 
one of  her readers who has since passed away, and who was over the age 
of  ity at the time of  the irst publications of  Ginzburg’s prose. Recalling 
the signiicance of  his irst readings of  Ginzburg’s essays, he said: “She 
explained to me my own self.” his completely corresponds to the feeling 
I had, and I think it is very close to what many others have felt then and 
since. Ginzburg gave us the language and conceptual apparatus for under-
standing ourselves and our milieu. In an obituary, Marietta Chudakova 
described the ef fect of  Ginzburg’s texts in the following way: “In the past 
10–15 years, with her own hands, with her individual ef forts, she raised the 
level of  the country’s spiritual life” (Chudakova 1990).

hus, this understanding of  Ginzburg’s prose, which became our 
custom, was a reception from the point of view of  the present, and a 
reception that was saturated by a maximal vested interest. I would like 

1 Remarks on the occasion of  the publication of  Ginzburg 2011 (and its presentation 
in Moscow in December 2010).
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to underscore still two more implicit qualities of  this reception. First, it 
was an undif ferentiated one: it included all of  Ginzburg’s prose taken as 
a whole, en bloc, without dividing it into separate layers. Although in the 
publications of  the 1980s these separate layers were marked of f  both in 
chronological, and in generic respects, neither of  these markers played a 
principal role in our reading of  Ginzburg’s texts. What played a principal 
role was the division between Ginzburg’s scholarship (literaturovedenie) 
and her prose. Her prose was received regardless of all the markers as one 
large mass, uniform in its quality and in its value. Such a reading, of course, 
was based on the striking stylistic uniformity of all of  Ginzburg’s prosaic 
creations that were known to us. Galina Danilovna Murav’ёva, a close 
acquaintance of  Ginzburg’s, said that the author found her style already 
in her earliest notes, or more precisely did not ind it, but had it from the 
very beginning. Emily Van Buskirk quotes a phrase from one of  Ginzburg’s 
friends about the comic dissimilarity between Lydia Yakovlevna and her 
mother: “A chicken laid an eagle egg” (Van Buskirk 2011: 517). In reference 
to Ginzburg’s style, one wants to continue this metaphor: “it seems the 
eagle egg immediately hatched an eagle who knew how to f ly.” But while 
our reception of  Ginzburg’s prose was so integrated, still it seems to me—
although here I am stepping onto the shaky ground of purely subjective 
sensations—that this reception nonetheless had a “dominant,” and that this 
dominant was actually formed by a completely deinite stratum of  Ginz-
burg’s prose. If one recalls the generic separations of  the volume Chelovek 
za pis’mennym stolom (Person at a Writing Table): 1) essays 2) reminiscences 
3) narratives—then it seems to me that the irst division of  this volume—
essays—held the greatest signiicance. Although we were all stunned by 
“Notes of a Blockade Person,” too, as well as “Delusion of  the Will” and 
the other narratives, it still seems to me that the most directly important 
for us were such texts as “About Old Age and Infantilism,” “Generation at 
a Turning Point,” and “At One with the Legal Order.” Precisely these and 
texts like them stood at the forefront of our minds.

Ginzburg’s new book (of 2011) forces us to take inal leave of  this so 
customary, immediately-interested reception of  Lydia Yakovlevna’s texts. 
First of all, it is not the essay that is the dominant of  this book. he kind 
of essay found in this book, and never made known before, is written 
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with Ginzburg’s habitual analytical strength, but one can hardly say that 
these essays explain ourselves to ourselves. hese essays explain history for 
us—for example, such objects of  history as Soviet literature. In this book 
there are also portraits of  littérateurs and scholars, portraits that are similar 
to Khodasevich’s sketches in their mercilessness—but, once again, these 
portraits are engaging most of all in the degree to which one is interested in 
history, and not one’s own life and soul. But it is not the historical portraits 
that constitute the book’s dominant, and not the essays. he dominant is 
formed by two astounding narratives: “A Story of  Pity and Cruelty” and 
“Otter’s Day.”

One cannot say that these two texts revealed a new, previously unheard-
of  Ginzburg. “A Story of  Pity and Cruelty”—is yet another narrative about 
the death of a close relative, along the lines of  “Delusion of  the Will.” 
“Otter’s Day” is the original version of what was later transformed into 
“Notes of a Blockade Person.” But being uniied by common, and mean-
while psychologically concrete characters, a common entourage and clearly 
deined (although dif ferent in two cases) plot skeleton, “A Story of  Pity and 
Cruelty” and “Otter’s Day,” gathered under one cover, confer a new quality. 
Ginzburg as a storyteller emerges into the foreground of  this book.

hese two texts in particular allow one to view Ginzburg with a new 
gaze. his is a view not from the perspective of  the present, but from that 
of  history. Ginzburg’s prose legacy appears to us for the irst time in its 
heterogeneity. For the irst time one can speak about the early, middle and 
late periods as about essentially dif ferent strata of  Ginzburg’s creativity. And 
most importantly of all—for the irst time the central drama of  Ginzburg’s 
entire life becomes sharply visible.

It turns out that “in-between prose,” an idea that Ginzburg quietly but 
irmly defended in the late period of  her creativity, was only a palliative, or 
one could go even further and call it “bonne mine à mauvais jeu” (khoroshei 
minoi pri plokhoi igre). It turns out that Ginzburg considered the genre of 
notebooks “literature for impotents” (Ginzburg 2011: 532), and saw her 
true calling in the creation of a novel in the spirit of  Proust—a novel that 
presupposed the creation of a particular world. It turns out that she pro-
gressed rather far along this path. “Otter’s Day” and “A Story of  Pity and 
Cruelty” compel one to try hard to guess at what this novel could have 
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resembled in its inal form. It turns out that from this point of view life 
in the blockade was for her not a terrible misfortune, but an exceptional 
opportunity, which gave her unprecedented experience (opyt). And it turns 
out that in the end she was unable to fulill her goal.

his historical iasco of  Ginzburg’s is staggering in scale, speciically 
on the strength of  the scope of  the results that were achieved. Why did she 
suf fer defeat where more traditional writers—from Bulgakov and Paster-
nak to Grossman and Solzhenitsyn—each in his own way, achieved their 
goals? But this kind of analysis is a task for the future. Now, the main thing 
is that for the irst time we can understand completely what stood behind 
all of  Ginzburg’s words, which we knew, about the tragedy of  failed realiza-
tion. One recalls Ginzburg’s fragment about the tragedy of  Pushkin’s life 
(Ginzburg 2002: 195). In her opinion, Pushkin’s tragedy did not consist in 
the fact that he was killed, nor in the fact that he was persecuted, nor in the 
fact that his friends backed away from him, nor in the fact that his wife did 
not love him. For Ginzburg, Pushkin’s tragedy was in the fact that the trap 
that was set for Pushkin did not allow him to concentrate on work. She 
writes: “We, who can no longer be surprised by the sight of  human pain, 
feel pain because of  this tragedy to this day.” I knew all of  these statements 
by Ginzburg about the lack of realization, understood their autobiographi-
cal subtext, and nevertheless considered Ginzburg a victor. Now I see her 
colossal defeat, and feel pain because of  this tragedy.
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