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RECONSTRUCTING HISTORY IN LATVIAN 
POSTSOVIET AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL WRITING

DD
SANDRA MEŠKOVA

In recent decades autobiographical writing has experienced a dynamic growth in sig-
nificance and development both in European and especially East European literature; 
the same can be said about Latvian literature since the 1990s. It has also aroused 
much interest among literary critics and theoreticians. According to researchers like 
James Olney and Robert Folkenflik, the autobiographical tradition has taken the 
place of history (Folkenflik 1993:12). Taking into account the urge to rethink history 
and reconstruct cultural traditions in Eastern and Central Europe, it should perhaps 
come as no surprise that, in the 1990s, autobiographical writing in this region has 
been a prominent factor in the change of the socio-cultural and literary paradigm. 
This is certainly true of Latvian literature in the 1990s, an era which marked a radi-
cal and decisive break with the Soviet culture. The personal accounts of World War 
II – the central event of the twentieth century European history – produced a new 
vision of this turning point in Latvian history. Many of these narratives were written 
by authors belonging to the World War II generation. They remembered the time 
before the war when Latvia was a newly established independent state (the Republic 
of Latvia was proclaimed in 1918) as the time of their childhood. They witnessed the 
beginning of World War II and the Soviet-German-Soviet occupation of Latvia at the 
beginning of the 1940s as well as the end of half a century long Soviet occupation at 
the end of the 1980s and the reconstruction of Latvian statehood in the early 1990s.

Regarding the issue of referentiality or, in the context of the present article, treat-
ment of “history” in an autobiographical text, there has been much debate, especially 
in the light of poststructural and postcolonial theories.1 In the present article, we 

1 See S.G.Bell, M.Yalom, eds. Revealing Lives: Autobiography, Biography, and Gender (State University of New 
York Press, 1990); Bella Brodzki, Celeste Schenk, eds. Life/Lines: Theorizing Women’s Autobiography (Cornell 
University Press: Ithaca, London, 1988); Paul John Eakin Fictions in Autobiography: Studies in the Art of 
Self-Invention (Princeton University Press, 1988); Estelle C. Jelinek, ed. Women’s Autobiographies: Essays in 
Criticism (Indiana University Press, 1980); Philip Lejeune On Autobiography (University of Minnessotta Press: 
Minneapolis, London, 1989); Jeffrey Mehlman A Structuralist Study of Autobiography (Corness University 
Press, 1974); James Olney Metaphors of Self: the Meaning of Autobiography (Princeton University, 1981); Vie-
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will proceed from Jerome Bruner’s suggestion that autobiographical text should be 
regarded as a tripartite model consisting of the discourse of witness (that may be 
treated as mimesis, according to the criteria of verisimilitude and/or truthfulness, 
making the facts seem as if they were ontologically given), discourse of interpreta-
tion (that may be treated as diegesis attributing significance to facts, framing them, 
organizing detailed constituents of witness into larger-scale sequences and placing 
them into evaluative frames), and the autobiographical writer’s stance or diatactics 
that reveals his or her posture in relation to the world, self, and fate (Bruner 1993:45). 
Bruner foregrounds the diatactical level as the one that determines the organization 
of the other two. Similar conclusions are provided by other scholars investigating 
autobiographical writing. For example, Shari Benstock uses the term autobiographical 
act to point out that the life-story in an autobiographical text is a construct that is 
determined by the author’s intentionality (e.g. selection of events, their emplotment, 
marking tragic or comic dimensions, etc.). Elizabeth W. Bruss defines autobiographi-
cal act as “an interpretation of life that invests the past and the ‘self ’ with coherence 
and meaning that may not have been evident before the act of writing itself ” (as cited 
in Smith 1987:46). In other words, autobiographical act entails creating a meaning-
ful life-story and self in the very process of writing; the meaning attributed to this 
life-story and self depends on the regularities and principles guiding the process of 
writing, e.g. sequence, causality, temporality, etc. The stance of the author of an auto-
biographical text towards the remembered and textualized experience is manifested 
in autobiographical modality that may be considered as one of the most essential 
elements of autobiographical narrative.2 

The reconstruction of history in Latvian autobiographical writing of the 1990s 
is not homogenous due to the diversity of autobiographical acts manifested in it. 
Hence, Latvian émigré writer Agate Nesaule (b. 1938) in A Woman in Amber (1997) 
relates the painful experience of a small girl who together with her family is driven 
out of her homeland into exile, subject to the horror of refugee camps in Germany 
and the difficulties of gaining political asylum in the USA. A similar experience is 
revealed in Margita Gūtmane’s (b. 1943) Vēstules mātei (“Letters to Mother”, 1998) 
where she emphasizes the hardships of living as an exile and returning to homeland 
to find it foreign. Anita Liepa (b. 1928) in her autobiographical novels Ekshumācija 
(“Exhumation”, 1990), Kumeļa gadi (“The Colt Years”, 1993), Vējgāze (“Windstorm”, 
1996), and Noklusētās lappuses (“Silenced Pages”, 2004) presents her life-stories under 
the Soviet occupation. Vizma Belševica (1931-2005) in her autobiographical trilogy 

da Skultans The Testimony of Lives: Narrative and Memory in Post-Soviet Latvia (Routledge: London, New York, 
1998); Sidonie Smith A Poetics of Women’s Autobiographies: Marginality and the Fictions of Self-Representation 
(1987); Julia Swindells, ed. The Uses of Autobiography (Taylor & Francis 1995).

2 The author of the present article has investigated this in greater detail in Meškova S. Subjekts un teksts, Daugav-
pils: Saule, 2009.
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Bille (1995, 1996, and 1999) reveals episodes from her childhood in the 1930s and 
the beginning of the 1940s. Her narrative speaks of the outbreak of the war and the 
dire post-war years in Soviet Latvia.

The modality of these texts is determined by the fact that these authors feel com-
pelled to bear historical evidence of the history which became a part of their lives. 
Moreover, their memories fit into the project of rewriting history that Central and 
Eastern Europe faced during the “transition period” of the 1990s. Although these 
authors share a common point of departure (which is determined by their common 
historical legacy and their engagement in bearing evidence to that history) and which 
also became a part of their lives, each author takes a different stance to her recalled 
life. Hence, the story of testimonial, as presented in Anita Liepa’s writing, is chal-
lenged by the melancholic story of loss and mourning in Margita Gūtmane’s and Vizma 
Belševica’s work, and both are refuted by the story of healing from the trauma of history, 
as told by Agate Nesaule. In the present article, we will consider two major aspects of 
reconstructing history in these texts – mainstreaming history and revising it. 

MAINSTREAMING HISTORY IN POSTSOVIET DISCOURSE

The testimonial mode in Latvian autobiographical writing of the 1990s is directly 
related to the post-Soviet discourse with its revisionary tendencies of rewriting history 
and reinterpreting the story of national development. It functions as an ideological 
matrix of the plot construction and temporal framing of the narrative. According to 
it, World War II appears as a fatal period in the history of Latvian state, which pro-
ceeded as a succession of violent episodes that took place in the territory of Latvia 
emphasizing the Soviet occupation and its manifestations of violence, including mass 
arrests and deportations in 1941 and 1949 not only of military officers, civil ser-
vants, members of government bodies, but also of intelligentsia and peasants; forced 
emigration to the West; occupation regime and repressions; loss of statehood and 
banning its symbols (colours, anthem); deformation of national and cultural identity, 
limitations on the use of the Latvian language and expressions of patriotism, etc. All 
of this is projected on the protagonist and other characters’ life-stories as traumatic, 
tragic, or dramatic experiences in relation to the character and his/her family as well 
as to the external environment – the family house, rural and urban cultural environ-
ment, etc. The distinct temporal boundaries structure the story of the nation’s survival 
under the Soviet regime: its beginning is marked by a sudden and violent termination 
of the “natural” existence of the Latvian state with the beginning of World War II, 
while the end is marked by regaining Latvia’s independence in the late 1980s – early 
1990s. This temporal frame is set within a wider context of the myth of gradual 
development of Latvian national identity or the “three awakening myths”. Benedict 
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Anderson (1993) mentions awakening as a traditional trope used by new national-
isms to describe their coming into existence. This metaphor is also deeply rooted in 
Latvian national Romantic culture of the 19th century, relating the idea of emerging 
national self-consciousness to its desire for freedom from the oppressors – Germans 
and Russians alternatively. Thus the first awakening laid the basis for Latvian national 
identity (the second half of the 19th century), as a result of the second awakening the 
nation built its state (in 1918), and the third one reconstituted national statehood 
(1991) after the “singing revolution”. The mythological dimension of the history of 
the Latvian state frames the story of the nation’s survival as a tragic story with a fortu-
nate ending. The joint focus of memory writing on recreating personal experience of 
those tragic past events and shaping a collective version of the nation’s victimization 
and survival reveals the dynamics of individual and collective memory work within 
the autobiographical writing and fiction of the post-Soviet period. 

This kind of mainstreaming history from the post-Soviet perspective is most obvi-
ous in Anita Liepa’s autobiographical writing. Hence, we will consider two of her 
major texts in this respect, the documentary novel Ekshumācija and the memory 
novel Kumeļa gadi (the genres of both texts have been specified by the author). Anita 
Liepa’s Ekshumācija actually initiated the post-Soviet autobiographical tradition. The 
novel introduces a broader overview of Latvian history in the 20th century chrono-
logically spanning the life-stories of four generations of the Sondors family. The novel 
is focused on the second generation, mainly on Anatolijs Sondors, whose life is related 
to the major events of the Soviet and German occupation, the consequences of which 
are faced by the third and fourth generations represented by Anatolijs Sondors’ foster-
daughter Nameda and her own daughter. The major plot line of the novel is related to 
Anatolijs Sondors’ fate who, after taking part in World War I and the fugitive period 
in Soviet Russia, returned to Latvia and made a successful career becoming a com-
mandant of Daugavpils fortress, a major place of dislocation of Latvian infantry and 
cavalry corps. His career was terminated by the Soviet occupation and together with 
the majority of other Latvian army officers he was deported to Siberia in 1941, where 
he died of polyavitaminosis in 1944. The novel further turns to his foster-daughter 
Nameda, who tries to find out the truth about her foster-father’s death, locate his 
place of burial and trace any documentation available concerning his death and that 
of other officers. Under the conditions of the Soviet regime, this is a heroic attempt at 
searching for truth, resisting the official ideology, and opposing the oblivion imposed 
on the pre-Soviet period of Latvian history. The heroine’s search for the truth con-
cerning those victimized by the Soviet power is an expression of the author’s “auto-
biographical act” of making this truth public. According to the post-Soviet discourse 
shaped during the period of glasnost and developed in Latvia at the end of 1980s, mass 
deportations of civil inhabitants and the massacre of Latvian army officers are two 
major manifestations of the violence of the Soviet regime against the Latvian nation. 
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These manifestations of violence were legally acknowledged by the decrees of the 
Supreme Soviet of Latvian SSR in 1989 and concern the rehabilitation of the politi-
cally repressed and deported citizens. Likewise, the criminal case of murdering officers 
in Litene, instituted by the Office of Public Prosecution of Latvian SSR in October, 
1988, enabled to rebury the murdered in the Brethren Cemetery in Riga on Decem-
ber 2, 1989. The title of Liepa’s novel Ekshumācija actually refers to the reburial of the 
officers as the act of restoring their honour and status. Her novel, completed in 1988 
and published in 1990, was a burning issue in the context of these events, testified by 
its wide public resonance. The topicality and the political significance of Anita Liepa’s 
Ekshumācija should be considered within the context of glasnost and perestroika, yet 
its political significance cannot be dismissed as the product of glasnost only, as the 
published version of the novel was in fact the fifth one. The writer in her postscript 
on the back cover of the book states the following:

The first variant of the novel, which was written in my early youth, was burned by the rela-
tives. Because of the second version I was imprisoned. The third one, produced in transit 
prison, was taken away by the searchers. The fourth one was destroyed by mice. The reader 
is offered the fifth variant, materials for which have been gathered for 45 years. (Anita 
Liepa. Ekshumācija, 1990; my translation – S. M.)

Thus the history of writing the novel goes back to the mid-1940s and symbolically 
embraces the whole period of Soviet occupation, situating the text within the tradi-
tion of dissident memory evidence, not so widespread in Latvia. Anita Liepa states 
in an interview that, by writing Ekshumācija, she wanted to testify to the historical 
truth: “I became a witness for the defense of my heroes to be rehabilitated. Now there 
are others who write about those events. I began writing when no one else dared” (as 
cited in Gudriķe 1999:99).

Kumeļa gadi may be considered as a sequel to Ekshumācija; it provides a much 
narrower perspective picturing episodes from the protagonist Anita’s childhood. She 
is Anatolijs Sondors’ foster-daughter, and in this novel we can see a more detailed 
version of her childhood and adolescent years interrupted by the violent events of 
the Soviet and German occupations: her foster-father is deported by the Soviets in 
1941while she and her mother were forced to leave Latvia by the retreating Ger-
man troops in 1944. The novel lacks a distinct life-story line that would reproduce 
the events of the heroine’s life; it is broken into fragmentary kaleidoscopic episodes 
unified by thematic lines. The fragmented story produces an indistinct protagonist 
figure (Anita or Nita, as the girl is called by others) whose identity is determined by 
the narrator’s nostalgic stance to her own memory image, both reproducing the past 
(not as a story but as a sequence of memory episodes) and framing it within the pres-
ent perspective of writing the text. Thus, the memory story is focalized through the 
narrator’s point of view, foregrounding the narrator’s emotional attitudes, a system 



CEEOL copyright 2020

CEEOL copyright 2020

SANDRA MEŠKOVA



of values, cultural assumptions and stereotypes, and placement of great emphasis on 
recapturing the past from the present perspective. What is supposed to be a memory 
story is actually constructed as a text of fiction following the principles of childhood 
memory stories so popular in Latvian literature since the early 20th century. 

As regards the “story”, the episodes recreated from the narrator’s point of view 
reproduce a story of growing up, going through the cycles of experiencing joy, frustra-
tion, and love; these episodes reveal the insights of, collisions with, and learning about 
the adult life; they show coming to terms with her body, identity construction and 
its first transformations, etc. In this sense, what may be termed as “reality”, including 
historical events, is certainly the material of this experience and bears the imprints 
of the subjective focus. An obvious example of this is as follows: the final dramatic 
episodes of the German occupation are presented as the events temporally coinciding 
with the heroine as a teenage girl falling in love with Raimonds, who is 3 years her 
older. He is her school-mate, so basically the episodes depicting school-life of those 
times are related to their occasional meetings in the corridor, rumours of Raimonds 
having kissed another girl after a group of children went for a walk to the frozen river 
Daugava, etc. Her love is unrequited, yet she manages to invite him to her place and, 
looking for a reason for another meeting, she asks him to bring some flour from the 
mill he is working at. Their final meeting takes place when Raimonds brings a pack 
of flour, which makes a full bowl, and Anita gives him a precious pack of cigarettes. 
He does not want to take them, saying that he does not need all that flour because 
as a worker at the mill he is entitled to receive it on a monthly basis. In this way, 
much “historical” information is given about the ways dates were arranged by young 
people, or how out-of-class activities were organized at schools, and about the general 
shortage of food and the ways of rationing it as well as other articles of consumption. 
Yet, the focus is on the complex emotional experience that the girl is going through, 
and the arrangement of the plot line, time and space, symbolism, and other poetic 
elements of the narrative are certainly subjected to it. Another example regards the 
episode of the deportation of Anita’s foster-father in June 1941. It is preceded by the 
episode when Anita is asked to sign the agreement to adoption as, sensing the on-
coming danger, Anatolijs Sondors wanted to make her the heir of his property. As 
the decision is hasty and the girl has not been prepared for it, her first reaction is that 
of a violent refusal because of her love to her deceased father and the clash between 
the two paternal figures in her mind. Though she finally signs the agreement after 
seeing a tear of disappointment on her foster-father’s cheek, a sense of guilt remains 
and is probably transferred from the feeling of having betrayed her deceased father 
to the feeling of having failed to love her foster-father, who has taken so much care 
of her. The episode of her and mother running to the echelon at Daugavpils railway 
station, carrying food and warm linen, trying to locate the carriage with Sondors 
foregrounds the girl’s remorse and fear that her foster-father would never forgive her. 
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She is looking for signs of reconciliation (her final gesture is throwing a lilac blos-
som through the carriage window, which he catches and kisses) instead of creating a 
more exhaustive picture of the situation (e.g. the number or description of carriages, 
people, or soldiers). 

Hence, there is no history apart from the subjective experience of it and it is hardly 
possible to extract the historical metatext from the small narratives of everyday life 
permeated with the processes of the subjective experience. However, the latter pro-
vide the sense of history that is experienced from the subjective point of view and 
brings out a clear thematic focus in accord with the discourse ideology producing 
the text. The main theme that unifies the fragmented story in the novel is the motif 
of the narrator-heroine’s return to her father’s house. Vecsvente “Kaudzīši” is Anita’s 
deceased father’s country-house, the place where she spent her happy childhood sum-
mers together with her paternal grandmother. Granny’s love, the happy bright expe-
riences, and the sense of security ascribe Edenic features to this topos, which must 
be abandoned when the war breaks out the place was lost during the Soviet period, 
and then regained after 1991. In Latvian historico-cultural context, the notion of 
“father’s home, father’s house” is related to the reality of the 1920-1930s, when the 
state promoted the program of the development of agricultural economics and rural 
culture by providing loans to acquire real estate in the form of land and building 
family houses. The positivist back-to-land motif was dominant in the literature and 
culture of the period and after the Soviet occupation functioned as an important 
point of reference for sustaining national identity, in which the element of the rural 
culture has traditionally been considered as crucial. The nationalization and expro-
priation of land and collectivization of agricultural production (the notorious kolkhoz 
phenomenon, modeled on the village or communal type of farming, alien to what is 
considered to be the traditional “Latvian style” of agriculture), accompanied by mass 
deportations of Latvian landowners in 1941 and 1944, was an important policy of 
the Soviet regime aimed to introduce a unified type of agricultural production all over 
the Soviet Union. It was also meant to impair the vital element of Latvian national 
identity as perceived from the post-Soviet perspective. Hence, regaining the real estate 
property (land and houses) of the pre-Soviet period in the early 1990s within the 
privatization program was not solely an economic phenomenon: it acquired a politi-
cal significance, the more so because in most cases the newly gained property, due to 
its damaged and deteriorated state, turned out to be more of a burden than benefit. It 
is clear that the necessity to return and take up reconstruction work is not determined 
by the nostalgic childhood memories; the return is a symbolic gesture that manifests 
the daughters’ mission. Anita Liepa develops the motif of restoration in her novel 
Vējgāze, where she depicts the desperate efforts of a middle-aged woman to regain and 
cultivate the land which belonged to her father. This process is so hard and fruitless 
that seems almost absurd unless its symbolic significance is taken into consideration: 
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it is a ritualized action through which the daughter performs her function as the 
reconstructor of the national tradition and establishes the continuity with the past. 
The father’s house assumes a symbolic status of the site of her paternal identification. 
In Kumeļa gadi the daughter’s return to the father’s house frames the memory story. 
The novel was finished in 1987 and its final episode shows the middle-aged Anita 
visiting the place where the house stood (expropriated at the beginning of the Soviet 
period and burned down long ago) together with her daughter. The episode is marked 
by Anita’s nostalgic feelings – she throws a coin into the pond, like she used to do 
with her granny, and the final lines say “I have seen my Paradise” (Liepa 1993:161). 
The novel was published in 1993, after the initiation of post-Soviet changes, when 
the author had regained her land. Hence, she has added a post-script from this later 
perspective, saying: “This spring I am planting apple-trees in the garden and digging 
up my grandmother’s field, as the unstoppable clock of epochs is showing the Latvian 
time again” (Liepa 1993:162). 

REVISING THE MAINSTREAM HISTORY

In the mid-1990s the first euphoria of the regained independence and reconstruc-
tion of the national and cultural identity in Latvia subsided, and the initially black-
and-white picture of the past started diversifying. In the autobiographical tradition, 
an entirely different mode appeared in Vizma Belševica’s trilogy Bille (1995, 1996, 
and 1999). Vizma Belševica is an outstanding Latvian poet, writer, and translator; 
she turned to autobiography, as stated in her epigraph to the first novel (1995) of 
the trilogy, in order to tell her grandchildren the story of their grandmother’s child-
hood. The story is set at the pre-war period of the 1930s which, according to the 
mainstream post-Soviet narratives, was usually depicted as the flourishing times of 
Ulmanis, the President of Latvia at that time. However, Belševica’s text is radically 
different and depicts the continuous frustrations of everyday life and poverty expe-
rienced by the family of Sibilla Gūtmane, the main heroine of the trilogy. The Bille 
trilogy introduced a distressing voice of discontent within post-Soviet discourse, 
undermining the myth of the pre-war Paradise of the independent Latvian state. 
This is a story of deprivation, where the inner state of the subject devoid of love and 
satisfaction is projected against the outer reality of the poverty-stricken Grīziņkalns’ 
slum district of Riga. 

The story proceeds as a fragmented series of remembered episodes, each of them 
a completed mini-story, focusing on a situation recaptured from blurred memories, 
formed around Bille, Mum, Dad, grandmother, Bille’s friend Ausma, neighbours, 
Honey-aunt – her father’s sister, cousin Anita, Bille’s brother and other figures from 
the past. It is possible to follow the line of external events – the history of the family 
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before World War II, during the war, and in the immediate post-war years – by focus-
ing on the minute occurrences of everyday life. This creates a general impression of 
the family’s life as a desperate struggle for survival in poverty that is aggravated by 
the war. The internal narrative represents the vicious circle of traumatizing situations 
experienced by Bille. They are created by her father’s alcoholism and her mother’s 
hysteria and depression, recurrent family scandals, her father’s drunken attacks on 
her mother, her reiterated curses of “the damned blood of the Gūtmans”, and the 
father’s suicide attempt. The mother’s fits of depression are expressed in her desperate 
behaviour – wailing, lamenting, and shouting – as well as violence against herself and 
the children, mainly Bille, the elder of her two offsprings. This background of horror, 
violence, and fear determines Bille’s passive position in relation to the world of adults, 
which the author mildly characterizes as “unaccountable” and “painfully embarrass-
ing”. It actually constructs Bille as a self-estranged, thus a doubly marginalized sub-
ject, who is unable, and probably unwilling, to recover her own story. 

Bille’s story is the author’s story about Bille. It is functional as an emblem of Bille’s 
frozen horror, resulting from her collisions with the “adult world”; an emblem which 
expresses the author’s rage with the all-too-idealized accounts of life in the 1930s 
which she herself experienced in an utterly different way. She rages against the main-
stream stories that tend to marginalize her life-story and represent her as an untypical 
character of a poor girl from a very poor family against the background of general 
well being and flourishing of the Latvian state. This specific marginality of stories that 
are marked by race, class or nationality in addition to gender (stories, produced by 
working-class women, black women, etc.), is noted by Sidonie Smith (1987:51):

And if the autobiographer is a woman of color or a working-class woman, she faces even 
more complex imbroglios of male-female figures: here ideologies of race and class, some-
times even of nationality, intersect and confound those of gender. As a result, she is doubly 
or triply the subject of other people’s representations, turned again and again in stories that 
reflect and promote certain forms of selfhood identified with class, race, and nationality, as 
well as with sex. In every case, moreover, she remains marginalized in that she finds herself 
resident on the margins of discourse, always removed from the center of power within the 
culture she inhabits. Man, whether a member of the dominant culture or of an oppressed 
subculture maintains the authority to name “his” woman. In her doubled, perhaps, tripled, 
marginality, then, the autobiographer negotiates sometimes four sets of stories, all nonethe-
less written about her rather than by her. Moreover, her nonpresence, her unrepresentabil-
ity, presses even more imperiously yet elusively on her; and her position as speaker before 
an audience becomes even more precarious. (My italics – S. M.) 

It is significant that the final chapter of the trilogy, Meitene arodskolas šinelī (“The 
Girl in the Vocational School Greatcoat”) reveals Bille’s symbolical affiliation: Bille as 
a young poetess is going to the first literary consultation held at the Pioneer Palace by 
Valdis Lukss. This short chapter produces a condensed Latvian Soviet literary history, 
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bringing out the authoritative communist male poet’s figure whose instructions are 
humbly accepted by the young female poetess-beginner. She is told precisely how to 
suppress her silly feminine willy-nilly and write hardcore authentic literary product, 
worthy of the communist constructors’ moral stance (Belševica 1999:190):

 - Sit down! Learn how to accept criticism! You will need it throughout your life if you 
mean to become a poet.

 The young talents have raised hopeful eyes – it is so pleasant to hear the criticism not 
of oneself but of somebody else. She will get it right!

 – I’m not saying that you lack talent. It seems that you have it. But when you entered in 
your vocational school greatcoat, I expected from you something fresh. A working class 
girl. The Young Communist League member, aren’t you?

The badge is on Bille’s breast, so she does not care to reply.

- Vocational school! Such life material! And what have you brought me? The same as every-
body starts with!

The hopeful eyes of the circle drop with insult.

- The current puppy love rhymes a la Lapas Mārtiņš! Oh, oh, the Mademoiselle has cut 
her finger and keeps sucking it and thinking that the whole world should see it! But we are 
constructing a new life and it does not care about your cut finger. Leave the sensitive crap 
to bourgeoisie ladies! (My translation – S. M.)

The Teacher’s derogatory remarks about “sucking the cut finger”, as he interprets 
the manifestations of pain in Bille’s poetry, provide an ironic synopsis of the meticu-
lous reconstruction of Bille’s subjecthood as revealed in the trilogy. Thus, her personal 
story is almost totally erased and carefully filtered, with her vocational school great-
coat left as the only useful attribute of her experience upon which she is encouraged to 
create her future writing. Regarding Bille from this perspective, it is obvious that her 
price for entering the Soviet symbolic order is almost total self-erasure and production 
of a new self-image following the Teacher’s directions. We leave Bille on her way back, 
at a loss, and if we treat her as Vizma Belševica’s autobiographical self, we know that 
she did not follow the Teacher’s advice and proceeded in her own crooked feminine 
ways. Yet, there is one positive thing – for the first time in her life she feels self-respect 
and can face herself in the mirror. As in Lacanian mirror stage, Bille fixates her inevi-
table split – the price for becoming a self-conscious subject – recognizing her own 
externalized image. Her silent part (the interiorized mother’s voice of hate) remains 
within Bille as a textual figure created by the speaking part, i.e. Vizma Belševica’s his-
tory of Bille’s silence, which is the definition of her autobiographical act.

The émigré poet Margita Gūtmane in her autobiographical narrative Vēstules mātei 
(1998) revises the myth of the continuity of pre-war Latvia with post-Soviet Latvia. 
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The heroine-narrator’s origin has been lost in the past and cannot be retrieved by 
returning from exile in Germany to Latvia in the early 1990s. 

The heroine’s story of a frustrated hope to recover maternal traces scattered across 
her life is related to the author’s story of exile, told from the perspective of having 
returned “home” and having found that it does not alleviate the state of forlornness. 
The autobiographical “I” that unites the author/ narrator and the heroine interweave 
both stories into the “story of exile”, characterized by motherlessness, homelessness, 
and a loss of the native language as a safe realm of subjectivity. It is not told in the 
form of a life-story reconstructing the heroine/ narrator’s life as a sequence of events. 
The key events of the heroine’s life include her leaving Latvia with the last train fol-
lowing the retreat of Germans in 1944 from Jelgava at the age of 9 months, together 
with her maternal aunt; going through endless places in search of refuge and finally 
finding a place to settle down in Germany; the deportation of her mother, who did 
not manage to follow them, to Siberia in 1945; her aunt’s death in 1971 in Germany 
and her mother’s death in 1981 in Jelgava; her first visit to Latvia in 1989 and settle-
ment in Riga in 1996. Reduction of the life or “bios” line, according to Domna 
Stanton, is characteristic of women’s autobiographies (Watson 1993:70). The reason 
for this is the direct relation of autobiography to the symbolic order of discourse 
which provides a rigidly androcentric framework for the textualization of women’s 
life. Instead, women tend to focus on the act of self-creation through the process 
of writing. Domna Stanton uses the term “autogynography” (feminine self-writing), 
pointing out that autogynography has the potential for dramatizing alterity and non-
presence of the feminine split subject, avoiding the tendency of “sameness” when 
a different positionality and history of the development of the feminine subject is 
depicted according to the masculine logic. Gūtmane’s autogynography focuses on 
the impossibility of breaking free from the mainstream events that determine her 
life-course, marked by the fatal role of World War II, which separated her from her 
mother, placed them each on a different side of the iron curtain, so that they never 
reach each other. The rupture of the maternal bond and the inability to find a way to 
recapture it (either in reality or in imagination) is the precondition of the split femi-
nine subject who projects this split into the permanent sense of herself as exile. Mar-
gita Gūtmane reflects this state on diverse levels – from a personal to universal, relat-
ing her own sense of a displaced person who is nowhere at home, even after return 
to the homeland, to a similar status of the large Latvian diaspora all over the world, 
be it Europe, North and South America, New Zealand, or Australia. Finally, she sets 
off exile as the basic experience of contemporary age, referring to Czeslaw Milosz, 
Hannah Arendt, Peter Weiss, Hanz Werfel and many other contemporary European 
writers, thinkers, and philosophers, who were driven out of their native realms by the 
course of history and were scattered around the world.

The all-encompassing space for the heroine/narrator’s fluid reflections is provided 
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by the imaginary letters to her mother whose loving voice is not only lost for her, 
but represents the repressed maternal element within the androcentric culture which 
causes a constant state of dereliction. In Vēstules mātei as well as in several other 
articles on exile, the manifold manifestations of dereliction have been viewed by Mar-
gita Gūtmane as a cultural phenomenon. In the article “Trimdas mīts” (The Myth of 
Exile) she quotes another Latvian émigré writer Guntis Zariņš’s account of pulveriza-
tion of subjects in exile (1996:180):

There are figures for the painting, but there is no background – who are we, where is our 
community? How shall I write about something that does not exist? Somewhere beneath 
the traditional definition there is an undercurrent – formed by people through art, archi-
tecture, laws, religion, philosophy and way of life. It is hard to see all these factors as united, 
but they are present to our feelings. We sense human beings in groups that constitute com-
munity. We lack this undercurrent! (My translation, italics original – S. M.)

 Lack of the background, the dimension of depth is marked by particular spatial 
metaphors. The heroine/ narrator’s native town Jelgava and the homeland (Latvia) 
are irretrievable in her memories, represented by black-and-white photo images that 
reached her from Latvia by mail: “Places – black-and-white snapshots kept in draw-
ers. No smell. Not a single sound. Not a single sound. Not a single touch.” (Gūtmane 
1998:32, my translation – S. M.). 

The irretrievable landscape deprives her of the background against which she could 
construct herself as a figure in the painting. Jelgava-Latvia emerged in her aunt’s sto-
ries about the mythical homeland as a place nowhere, a border which can be crossed 
only once – in 1944, leaving her mother, native town, and land – leaving forever, 
never to be reached again. The resulting sense of dislocation invokes the sense of not 
being born (Gūtmane 1998:16, my translation – S. M.): “I have not been born. I drag 
somebody else’s life for which I cannot feel responsible”. 

Thus, exile comes to be identified with death framing the heroine/ narrator’s story: 
it starts with the account of her aunt’s death in Germany, which triggers off the mel-
ancholic reflections on the miserable death in exile, passing on to reflections on life 
in exile. It ends with stating the date of her mother’s death as the ultimate truth 
which sets up the untranscendable context for the feminine subject. “In exile the seed 
of death is always in you. Definitely from the very beginning. In exile you practice 
dying. Exile ends only in death.” (Gūtmane 1998:10, my translation – S. M.). 

 Margita Gūtmane’s story of dereliction reflects the extreme case of the impossibil-
ity of symbolizing the maternal presence, hence, the feminine subjectivity, encoun-
tered as a cultural paradigm, from the perspective of the returned exile who does not 
feel like having returned home. According to Gūtmane, the impossibility of meeting 
the mother and the impossibility of return becomes the key feature for symbolizing 
the feminine in Latvian post-Soviet culture.
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CONCLUSION

Rethinking Latvian history and national traditions is marked by a constant reshaping 
of the focus. Autobiography makes it obvious due to the fact that autobiographical 
narration and personal life-stories are major contemporary means of recasting the 
accepted master-narratives and ideologies. Studies of diverse modalities revealed in 
the autobiographical acts of Anita Liepa, Vizma Belševica, and Margita Gūtmane as 
well as texts by other authors show that, in the early 1990s, there was much empha-
sis on the testimonial mode of bearing evidence on the history of Soviet occupation 
which allowed the writers to reveal the truth silenced in the Soviet period and to bring 
out the continuity of the pre-Soviet and post-Soviet times (this is particularly obvious 
in Anita Liepa’s autobiographical writing). However, in the mid-1990s other perspec-
tives delineating more problematic aspects of the pre-Soviet and Soviet history of Lat-
via appeared; they brought in exile stories, as seen in the texts by Belševica, Gūtmane, 
Nesaule and others. This diversity of stances towards reconstructing history is also 
present in Latvian fiction created at the turn of the 21st century. Thus Gundega Repše 
in her novels Ugunszīme (“Fiery Mark”, 1990), Īkstīte (“Thumbelina”, 2000), Alvas 
kliedziens (“The Tin Shriek”, 2002), and Vara rati (“Copper Carriage”, 2006) and 
Inga Ābele in her novel Paisums (“High Water”, 2008) reflect on the traumatic experi-
ence of history (mostly of the Soviet period), whereas Pauls Bankovskis in his works 
Padomju Latvijas sieviete (“Woman of the Soviet Latvia”, 2000), Sekreti. Pierobežas 
romance (“Secrets. A Border Romance”, 2003), and Skola (“School”, 2006) recon-
structs the Soviet period of Latvian history from the perspective of the post-Soviet 
awareness, thus distancing from it and often bringing in an ironic perspective. 

Sandra  Meškova

ISTORIJOS REKONSTRUKCIJA POSTSOVIETINĖS L ATVIJOS AUTOBIOGRAFINIUOSE 

KŪRINIUOSE

S a n t r a u k a 

Paskutiniais dešimtmečiais autobiografinė kūryba Europos, o ypač Rytų Europos, literatūriniame 
žemėlapyje labai ryški. Tą patį galima pasakyti ir apie šio žanro populiarumą, itin išaugusį po 
1990-ųjų, Latvijoje. Be abejo, autobiografinis žanras susilaukė daug literatūros kritikų ir teore-
tikų dėmesio. Straipsnis nagrinėja problemas, susijusias su istorijos rekonstrukcija postsovietinės 
Lat vijos autobiografiniuose kūriniuose, dviem aspektais. Anitos Liepos autobiografiniai romanai 
atskleidžia jos išgyvenimus sovietų okupacijos metu ir nutylėtas tiesas per oficialiai priimtą požiūrį. 
Vizmos Belševicos ir Margitos Gūtmanės tekstai tarsi kontrastas įprastai tų laikų traktuotei, juose 
atsiskleidžia probleminiai Latvijos istorijos aspektai, išeivių išgyvenimai. 
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