the result of an act, of making (as opposed to making up). Re-
mobilized by our contemporary sense of the heterogeneity of
language and world, this broad sense of the word fiction is
more and more understood to be commensurate with all acts
of textualization or narrativization, regardless of generic or
modal distinctions and notwithstanding authorial intent. This
; broad sense of fictionality as a condition attendant on any act of
g putting-into-words helps to explain why writers such as
Marguerite Duras, Nathalie Sarraute, Jean Rouaud, Fugéne
Savitzkaya, and, in English, Seamus Deane, have been happy to
let certain of their works be described or discussed as novels —
i this despite the evidently nonfictional force of the works in
question, and the absence of any markers or strategies within

them seriously undercutting that force.
The factors outlined point to the idea that the contemporary
generalization of the notion of autofiction has taken the form
i of an increasingly constructive paradigm. In other words, the
incidence of fiction in the context of autobiography is no longer
regarded as primarily subversive of that context. As we have
become more and more accustomed to commuting between
fiction and reality, so we have come to look for something more
than just an ironic play-off between the two. Increasingly, what
contemporary writing gives us is a sense of the necessity of the
conjectural and conditional within the auto/biographical enter-
prise. As demonstrated in late 20th-century autobiographical
writings in French — by the likes of Jorge Sempriin, Jacques
Roubaud, Béatrice de Jurquet, and Chantal Chawaf — loss,
forgetting, and trauma have so disturbed the modern subject’s
claim to experience that, increasingly, the only chance to retrieve
or bear witness to past events appears to lie in the indirectness,
or as William Maxwell would call it, the “unsupportedness”, of

fiction.
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See also The I-Novel
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Avvakum 1620-168»
Russian archpriest and autobiographer
The archpriest Avvakum is not only a central figure in the

religious disputes of r7th-century Russia, but also the founder
t'a genuinely Russian autobiographical tradition. These two
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aspects of his significance are closely intertwined. The Church
reforms introduced by the patriarch Nikon (r6o5-81) led, in
1667, to a schism between the official Russian Orthodox clergy
and the adherents to the old traditions. It would seem that the
alterations were insignificant: Nikon brought the Russian
Orthodox rite closer to the Byzantine by redefining such particu-
lars as making the sign of the cross, singing, and bending during
the service. Yet Nikon’s reforms met with fierce resistance from
a part of the Russian population who considered that they were
the work of the Antichrist. Avvakum was the ideological leader
of this traditionalist party, which came to be known as the Old

- Believers. The official repressions against Avvakum were severe:

in 1653 he was banished, together with his family, to Siberia for
ten years; shortly after his return to Moscow a second exile in
Mezen in the Arkhangelsk region was inflicted on him; lastly, in
1667, a church council sentenced him to imprisonment in the
northernmost region of European Russia, in Pustozersk, where
in 1682 he was burnt at the stake as a heretic.

Avvakum wrote his autobiography while serving his sentence
in Pustozersk. He conceived of it as a political epistle with the
foremost aim of supporting the Old Believers’ position after the
schism of 1667. This pragmatic scope determines the form of the
whole text. Avvakum’s Zhitie (Life Written by Himself) is by no
means a Bildungsroman. The author does not bother to describe
his childhood, the formation of his personality, or his problem-
atic existence as a dissident. He rather conceives of his own
existence from the position of a religious leader whose legitima-
tion is beyond any doubt. Two separate styles can be discerned
in his autobiography: episodes from his personal life are pre-

“sented in colloquial, sometimes even vulgar Russian, whereas

significant events that mirror Divine Providence are worded
in church Slavonic and biblical quotations. The subsequent
versions of Avvakum’s text between 1669 and 1675 intensify
the tendency towards self-fashioning in the manner of a saint
and display an increasing use of biblical expressions. Avvakum
perceives his life in terms of present martyrdom and future
redemption. Accordingly, he chooses as his predecessors Job,
Lazarus, and, ultimately, Christ. Avvakum resorts in his Life to
hagiographical devices: many episodes are shaped after textual
models from the Bible or legends. At the end of the text, the
cumulative account of the various miracles and healings worked
by Avvakum sums up his saintly aspirations. One should not
reproach Avvakum, however, for the bending of reality. He did
not intend to provide a true rendering of his life. Most of the
peculiarities of his autobiography can be explained if it is inter-
preted as a kind of textual icon. In the Russian Orthodox tradi-
tion, Christians believe that icons are not made by human
hands. The artist is not the creator of the icon, but a “translator”
of the holy original. An icon is in no way meant to represent
reality; it rather opens a window into eternity. The usual laws of
perspective do not apply within the iconic depiction; icons have
an “inverted perspective”. Strictly speaking, an icon cannot be
looked at; rather, it looks at the viewer. This is also the reason
why icons do not have a frame, which could delineate a semiotic
borderline between art and reality. Icons translate a higher
reality into human life. Avvakum’s text has a very similar
hermeneutic basis. He does not conceive of himself as the author
of his Life. His biography is already written by God; he only
“translates” this original text into a book. The Life is not a
closed text, but open in two directions: towards the heavenly
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author and towards a very concrete reader, Ayvakum’s fellow
inmate Epifanii. Avvakum’s autobiography functions as the
medium of exchange between God and his faithful. Therefore
his impressive self-awareness should not be misinterpreted as the
birth of modern individuality. The contrary holds true:
Avvakum aims at a typological identity with Christ, and his
autobiography is not the document of a unique life, but of God’s
miraculous presence in this world which finds its conclusive
evidence in the archpriest’s Life. It is precisely this quality that
empowers Avvakum’s autobiography to be a political pamphlet
proving the truth of the Old Believer’s fight against the Nikon-
ian reforms.

The text circulated in handwritten copies in their religious
community and was published only in 1861. The Life was
highly esteemed among Russian writers in the 19th century:
Ivan Turgenev considered Avvakum’s writings as a source of
the purest Moskovian language; Lev Tolstoi used to read
Avvakum’s life aloud in the circle of his family; Nikolai Leskov
modelled the protagonist of his novel Soboriane (The Cathedral
Folk) on him.

ULRICH SCHMID
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Arkhangelsk for 8 months while he was investigated). Interrogated
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to the tsar, 1669. Final exile in Pustozersk, 1672/73. Completed the
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Selected Writings

Zhitie protopopa Avvakuma, im samim napisannoe, i drugie ego
sochineniia, written ¢.1667-75, published 18671; edited by N.X.
Gudzii, 193 5; as Zhitie protopopa Avvakuma, edited by V.E. Gusey,
1960; as Zhizneopisaniia Avvakuma i Epifaniia, edited by AN.
Robinson, 1963; as Zhitie protopopa Avvakuma, 1982; as The Life
of the Archpriest Avvakum by Himself, translated by Jane Harrison
and Hope Mirrlees, 192.4; as “The Life of Archpriest Avvakum by
Himself”, translated by Serge A. Zenkovsky in his Medieval Russia’s
Epics, Chronicles, and Tales, 1963, revised 1974; as Archpriest
Avvakum: The Life Written by Himself, edited and translated by
Kenneth N. Brostrom, 1979

Pustozerskii sbornik: Avtografy sochinenii Avvakuma i Epifaniia,
edited by N.S. Demkova, N.F. Droblenkova, and 1.I. Sazonova,
1975

Further Reading

Bortnes, Jostein, Visions of Glory: Studies in Early Russian
Hagiography, translated by Jostein Bortnes and Paul L. Nielsen,
Atlantic Highlands, New Jersey: Humanities Press International,
1987; Oslo: Solum, 1988

Hunt, Patricia, “The Autobiography of the Archpriest Avvakum: The
Outer Limits of the Narrative Icon” (dissertation), Stanford,
California: Stanford University, 1979

Likhachev, Dmitri, “Smech kak mirovozzrenie” in Smekh v drevnei
Rus, edited by Likhachev, A.M. Panchenko and N.V. Ponyrko,
Leningrad: Nauka, 1984

Robinson, Andrei, “Ispoved’-propoved’ (o khudozhestvennosti Zhitiia
Avvakuma)” in Istoriko-filologicheskie issledovaniia: Sbornik statei
k 75—letiiu akademika N.I. Konrada, edited by M.B. Khrapchenko,
Moskva: Nauka, 1967

Schmid, Ulrich, Ichentwiirfe: Russische Autobiographien zwischen
Avvakum und Gercen, Zurich: Pano, 2000

Vinogradov, Viktor, “O zadachach stilistiki: Nabliudeniia nad stilem
Zhitiia protopopa Avvakuma® in Russkaia rech. Sbornik statei,
edited by Lev Shcherba, Petrograd: Izd. Foneticheskogo
prakticheskogo instituta iazykov, 1923




