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ARTICLE

History, trauma, and narrative perspective in A Woman in 
Amber by Agate Nesaule
Karlis Verdins

Comparative Literature, Washington University in St. Louis, St. Louis, MO, USA

ABSTRACT
A Woman in Amber (1995), a memory book by the Latvian-American writer Agate 
Nesaule, makes readers ask questions about the relationship between memoir and 
fiction, as well as the credibility of a text written from a child narrator’s perspective. 
Another question addressed in the article is how Nesaule’s narrative perspective 
differs across languages and cultures, and what is at stake when issues of memory 
and fiction seem to be at odds with the position of an exile writer and representation 
of nationalism.

KEYWORDS Latvian-American literature; exile; World War II; fiction; memoir; nationalism

Introduction

The Latvian-American writer Agate Nesaule, in her book A Woman in Amber: Healing the 
Trauma of War and Exile (Nesaule [1995] 1997), has a moment of revelation, which 
encourages her to make a decision to leave her emotionally abusive husband Joe. 
Waking up after a ‘symbolic’ dream, she picks up her husband’s photo from her night-
stand and starts to study it:

I catch my breath and hold the picture to the light to see it better, shut my eyes and shake my 
head to clear my vision, look at him again. Why have I never identified the familiarity I sensed 
when I first met him? . . . Why have I not named the impassive cruelty of his slanted eyes? Why 
have I never used the word Slavic in describing Joe’s high cheekbones? Looking out of the frame 
is Joe, but also the Russian soldiers of my childhood as well as the Mongolian soldier of my dream 
(Nesaule [1995] 1997, 248).

In her childhood, Nesaule witnessed physical and sexual violence committed at the 
refugee shelter by soldiers of the Red Army. Many of them were Asian, and Nesaule’s 
family commonly referred to them as ‘Mongolians.’ In the book, we are told that these 
Mongolian soldiers were mostly peasants ‘for whom mirrors, running water and elec-
tricity were new’ (Nesaule [1995] 1997, 72), and their ‘masculine traditions’ encouraged 
them to rape women (60). The image of these soldiers was preserved in Nesaule’s 
memory and eventually ended up in her book (the origin of their image will be 
discussed in the fourth section of this article). After its publication, Latvian-American 
critic Jānis Krēsliņš in his disparaging review, ‘Truth or invented truth?,’ reminded the 
readers that Mongolia had never been a part of the Soviet Union and therefore the Red 
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Army could not contain any Mongolian unit (Krēsliņš 1997). The inaccuracy of details 
like this led Krēsliņš to question the credibility of the whole book.

American critics and readers, by contrast, read A Woman in Amber as a powerful 
depiction of childhood trauma during World War II and its influence on a writer’s adult 
life. The book was praised for its openness and healing power, not paying much 
attention to possible factual inaccuracy. Some members of the Latvian diaspora com-
munity were, however, preoccupied with the question of accuracy, seeing the book as 
a misrepresentation of their community’s identity and political struggles. A Woman in 
Amber makes the reader ask questions about the relationship between memoir and 
fiction, as well as the credibility of a text written from a child narrator’s perspective. 
Another question is how Nesaule’s narrative perspective differs across languages and 
cultures, and what is at stake when issues of memory and fiction seem to be at odds 
with the representation of nationalism.

Memoir of a refugee child

Nesaule was born in 1938 in the Republic of Latvia. Her father was a Lutheran pastor and 
her family lived in the church’s countryside parsonage. In 1940, Latvia was occupied by 
the Soviet Union, and in 1941 Nazi Germany invaded the territory. In 1944, when the 
Eastern front approached the territory of Latvia again, Nesaule’s family decided to leave 
for Germany for safety. Like many other Latvians, they boarded a ship and departed to 
an unknown future. Unlike many others, they first were sent to a guarded transit camp 
with strict discipline and constant lack of food. After three months, the family members 
received permission to seek employment, and the family moved into the Lobetal 
Institution for the Mentally Defective (Hoffnungstaler Anstalten Lobetal), where they 
lived together with other refugees. After the Soviet army took over the region, the 
most traumatic experience of seven-year-old Agate began. All the men of her family 
were taken away, and only women with children stayed in their basement shelter. 
Violence, humiliation, plundering, and rape became everyday experiences as well as 
death threats for every resistance. In one of the most tragic moments of her memories, 
the women and their children were forced to line up to go to a nearby grove, and 
Agate’s mother was convinced that they were all going to be shot. Wanting to protect 
her two little daughters from seeing other people dying, she tried to rush to the front of 
the line, causing great fear for Agate, who assumed that her mother wanted her dead:

“Come,” says my mother suddenly. “Let’s go up to the front of the line. If they’re going to shoot 
us, let us be the first ones. Nothing can save us now. And I can’t bear having to watch more 
people die.” Her voice is beyond weariness. “Let’s go past the others.” She starts pulling me by 
the arms.

She wants me to be shot, I think (Nesaule [1995] 1997, 77).

Another traumatic memory is the constant starvation experienced by the refugees. 
Agate gradually comes to believe that she had not been given enough food because 
she did not deserve it.

After some months, the family managed to move to a refugee camp in the British 
zone, and their next years were spent in various camps together with many other 
Latvian refugees. In 1950, the family was permitted to leave for the United States, and 
they moved to Indianapolis. Agate successfully graduated from high school, then got 
a prestigious stipend to attend university. She married her first husband against her 
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family’s will, and spent twenty-five years with him in an unhappy marriage. Together 
they had a son. Only as a mature woman, did she start to see a therapist, who 
encouraged her to share her traumatic childhood memories. Some years after, she 
left her husband and eventually started a new, more satisfying relationship. Her memoir 
was published fifty years after the most traumatic experiences of her life took place.

Initially written as a novel, Nesaule’s narrative changed in the process of editing to 
shape it closer to a memoir. The book was marketed as Nesaule’s autobiography. As the 
author confessed in interviews, she herself saw the story of healing and fighting the 
consequences of her traumatic experience as the central event of the book, thus 
emphasizing the personal above the social and historical aspects of her work.

The book came out at a moment when many memoirs were being published and 
enjoying attention from both critics and readers.1 Ruth Franklin calls it ‘the memoir 
boom,’ which started in 1989 with the memoir of adolescence This Boy’s Life by Tobias 
Wolff (Franklin 2011, 10). Also, a number of stories of Holocaust survivors and refugees 
of World War II were published around that time. This context was useful for the 
marketing of Nesaule’s book, however, there was another factor which played against 
her: the problem of authenticity of those books.

In 1965, Polish-American novelist Jerzy Kosinski published his novel, The Painted Bird, 
about a young boy escaping the Holocaust. Readers of this successful book saw the 
author and the protagonist as the same person until 1982, when it was proven to have 
been a falsification. Nesaule has acknowledged Kosinski as an important influence for 
her own writing; her second book In Love with Jerzy Kosinski (2009) is good evidence of 
that. Another similar fraud case happened around the time when Nesaule’s book was 
published: another book written by a ‘child survivor’ of the Holocaust, Binjamin 
Wilkomirski’s Fragments from a Childhood (Wilkomirski 1996) was unveiled as 
a fictional story in 1998.2 In such context, the touching survivor stories of World War II 
and the Holocaust were not always taken at face value anymore by both American and 
European readers and historians, and a shadow of doubt also fell across Nesaule’s work.

It is worth mentioning the ‘Author’s Note’ that introduces Nesaule’s book, where she 
confesses her uncertainty about the story (‘there is so much that I have forgotten or 
I never knew or understood’) and acknowledges the unreliability of memory, which 
works by ‘selecting, disguising, distorting,’ as well as the wordless nature of traumatic 
memories. She apologizes for not being able to conduct historical research to 
strengthen the accuracy of her story or to discuss the past with her family (‘they tell 
no stories,’ Nesaule [1995] 1997, vii). She also mentions a couple of academic books 
addressing these questions. Thus, she frames her book as a work of an informed writer 
who has something to offer the discussion about memory, trauma, and representation 
(‘My story shows healing is possible,’ viii), however, without aspirations to tell the factual 
truth.

Fiction, nonfiction, and ‘in-between’

Fictionality as a theoretical issue was problematized in the 1970s by the Oxford school of 
analytic philosophy. One of its legacies is speech act theory, as developed by J. L. Austin 
and John Searle. The latter saw the difference between fiction and nonfiction in the 
reader’s recognition of the author’s ‘act of pretense:’ ‘the author is not pretending to be 
somebody performing speech acts but just pretending to perform speech acts’ about the 
real world (Ryan 2006, 33). The literary practice, however, is far more complex than 
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a binary system of ‘pure’ fantasy and ‘pure’ documentary description, so theorists needed 
more elaborated explanations for the reciprocity of them both. To explain the ‘realistic’ 
details in fictional works, which are based on facts from real life (for example, descriptions 
of London in the stories about Sherlock Holmes), David Lewis (1978) proposed a view of 
fiction where the members of the actual world have counterparts in alternative possible 
worlds, and the craft of the author makes them believable (‘Fiction is not just a product of 
the imagination but an invention that passes as a report of fact.’). According to Marie- 
Laure Ryan, Gérard Genette sees the relationship between an author and a reader as 
a real-world communicative act which frames an imaginary exchange between a narrator 
and narratee that takes place in the fictional world. Therefore, fiction is distinguished from 
nonfiction by the dissociation of the author from the narrator (Ryan 2006, 34).

In the 1960s and 1970s, the rise of New Journalism took place when journalists 
started to use literary techniques for their work, including subjective perspective and 
emotional involvement into what they reported. Genre terms such as ‘Nonfiction Novel,’ 
‘True Fiction,’ and ‘Faction’ were applied to these works.

The genres of autobiographical writing are making the border between fiction and 
nonfiction blurred. This kind of writing promises the reader an authentic experience of 
the author, however, the level of this authenticity is hard to prove as far as the work 
reflects subjective impressions and uses memories of the past. As Ryan states, ‘auto-
biography does not capture a preexisting subjectivity but creates the subject dynami-
cally through the act of writing, in much the same way the discourse of a novel creates 
characters by telling the story of their lives’ (Ryan 2006, 44).

Ryan offers two understandings of the hybridity of fiction and nonfiction: the ‘analog 
approach,’ which interprets fiction and nonfiction as the two poles of an analog continuum 
without a definite, stable boundary between the two, and the ‘digital approach’ which sees 
fiction and nonfiction as separated by a clearly marked boundary (Ryan 2006, 52).

The analog approach can be depicted as a scale of various types of writing with different 
levels of fictionality. The most ‘nonfiction’ end of the scale would be occupied by ‘straight 
history,’ followed by ‘fictionalized history’ and ‘true fiction,’ while the presence of the 
imagination would increase with ‘historical novels’ and ‘novels with historical setting.’ The 
‘fiction’ end of the scale would be occupied by ‘stories of imaginary worlds’ (Ryan 
2006, 52–3).

According to this understanding of fictionality, there is not a clear differentiation 
among genres (nor among different parts of the same text), so each text can find its 
place on this scale. This taxonomy, however, is not equally valid for all texts: for 
example, there are factual errors in the works of history as well as essay-like passages 
‘with potential real-world validity’ in novels (53).

The digital approach would see the fictional and nonfictional elements as two binary 
oppositions, and each text is a hybrid combination of both. Ryan trusts the reader’s 
ability to distinguish between the fictional and nonfictional elements: ‘the reader will 
assume that some statements are true in both the real and the fictional world, while 
others describe the fictional world only.’ (53). To deal with the constant mixing of the 
two elements, Ryan has to acknowledge the presence of the third category, which every 
reader encounters, the hybrid model of both analog and digital, ‘in-between’ fiction and 
nonfiction (Ryan 2006, 54).

The state of ‘in-between’ has been analyzed by the literary theorist H. Porter Abbot. 
He sees the autobiography as ‘the most turbulent of narrative modes because of its 
instrumentality in the particular historical moment of its composition’; and interprets its 
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creation as a process when ‘a multiplicity of identity-related acts, having little to do with 
the desire for sincere, or even authentic, textual self-recovery, combine to twist auto-
biographical form in original ways’ (Abbott 1988, 606). He also distinguishes between 
three modes of reading: fictional (looking for the completeness of the artful text), 
factual (looking for the historical truth), and autographical (looking for the authors’ 
expression of their identity) (613). Putting the expression of an identity in the center of 
the autography means to relieve this mode of writing from the necessity of telling the 
historical truth:

Historical truth or falsity are important only insofar as they express the identity of the author. As it 
is always symptomatic, autography, unlike factual writing, is in this regard always true. And unlike 
fiction, which may or may not achieve an organic integrity of design, autography cannot fail to be 
organic and integrated (613).

Nesaule’s project seems to benefit from the autographical reading as such reading 
permits departures from the historical truth and puts the emphasis on the emotional 
experience of the author without challenging the credibility of her story. Abbott’s 
approach, too, however, leaves many unanswered questions. What if the author 
makes significant historical claims that speak against historical facts? What if the very 
identity revealed in an autography proves to be false?

A productive way to look at the relationship between fiction, nonfiction and the 
space ‘in-between’ them seems to be the pragmatic way of reading offered by Ryan, 
which places the practice of reading in its center:

While the epistemological issue is concerned with whether the world is knowable, or whether it is 
a construct of the human mind, the pragmatic issue asks: how are we supposed to use a text? . . . 
The concern of the theory of fiction is not with the objective relations of textual worlds to reality, 
nor with the decidability of this relation, but with how readers, spectators, or players apprehend 
textual worlds (Ryan 2006, 51).

The pragmatic reading thus leads to the reception of the work in such a way that its 
social and historical contexts cannot be ignored. The questions of memory and fac-
tuality are theorized in Holocaust studies, which provides the theoretical background 
also for cases like Nesaule. She was not herself a witness of the Holocaust, but her 
autographical writing can readily be seen in the context of questions that Holocaust 
studies ask.

There have been different opinions as to whether the traumatic experience of the 
Holocaust should be seen as similar to other such experiences in the twentieth 
century in Europe and other parts of the world, or if it should be treated as 
a unique phenomenon with no similarities to the repression of other nationalities or 
groups of people. While Terrence Des Pres (1976) analyzes the stories of Holocaust 
survivors together with other similar cases such as Leningrad as a city under the siege, 
the nuclear attack on Hiroshima, the Soviet Gulag, etc., David Patterson rejects this 
approach as problematic because of what he sees as a difference between the 
political and the ontological:

For the prisoners of Gulag the crime lay in an action performed or in an opinion held; the point 
was the elimination of the act or the belief, not the extermination of the human being. To be sure, 
many of these prisoners were not sentenced to death, and in every instance time in the labor 
camp was viewed as a form of punishment. For the Jewish internees of the death camps, 
however, the capital crime was being (Patterson 1998, 4).
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Thus, Patterson tries to delineate between methodical and random modes of mass 
destruction. This distinction makes one remember those representatives of national 
minorities of the USSR, intellectuals or farmers sent to Soviet Gulag camps in Siberia, 
subjected to starvation and hard physical labor, and likely to meet their death (cf. 
Snyder 2010). Even if they were being punished for their beliefs or actions, the condi-
tions of those camps may not have been drastically different from the Nazi death 
camps. Patterson’s approach belongs to, as Ruth Franklin has called it, the ‘mystical’ 
understanding of the Holocaust as a separate phenomenon, which is impossible to 
know or meaningfully compare to any other historical event, and as one that only the 
witnesses of the Holocaust can understand (Franklin 2011, 4–5).

What Franklin finds problematic about Holocaust fiction is the questions of repre-
sentation and memory. She reads the famous quote by Theodor Adorno, ‘To write 
a poem after Auschwitz is barbaric,’ as a prohibition to use imagination or to aesthe-
ticize horror when writing about the Holocaust: ‘Aesthetically, the literary representa-
tion of horror has an inherent falsity, in that it requires the writer to impose a coherent 
pattern or form where in reality there was only chaos’ (Franklin 2011, 3).

Another problem of Holocaust memoirs is the problem of memory itself. The human 
mind is unreliable, and the way it preserves events that happened many years ago is 
always distorted. Franklin compares the memories to mosaics, ‘pieced-together scraps 
of experience’ that only appear to be a coherent narrative. To be able to present one’s 
memories to somebody else, they first have to be arranged into a narrative: ‘From the 
very moment we begin the activity of remembering, we place some kind of editorial 
framework, some principle of selection – no matter how simple, how neutral, or how 
unconscious – around the events of the past’ (Franklin 2011, 12).

A major part of the most well-known Holocaust memoirs is books written by authors 
who experienced it as children. Childhood memories have been further problematized 
in Holocaust studies. Sue Vice distinguishes several features characteristic to accounts 
written by or about children:

defamiliarization; errors of fact and perception; attention to detail at the expense of context; loss 
of affect; indefinite or divided temporality; irony of various kinds; the confusion of developmental 
with historical events; charged relations between author, narrator, and protagonist; and age- 
specific concerns with the nature and memory (Vice 2004, 2).

The foregoing discussion suggests that this kind of writing has a relatively low level of 
credibility for those readers who are looking for historical truth. It can be explained by 
the conditions under which such stories of child survivors are created. The time when 
the Holocaust was taking place is frequently combined with the postwar time, when the 
truth about the victims of the Holocaust was revealed, as well as the time of writing of 
the memoir, which is usually several decades after the traumatic events. Such tempo-
rally split narration, as Sue Vice puts it, ‘places past and present side by side, both 
disrupting a teleological and backshadowing3 view of history, and complicating the 
precedence of either mode’ (Vice 2004, 12). In Nesaule’s book, such split narration helps 
the American reader to be acquainted with the narrator of the memoir as a mature 
person, and supposedly facilitates the immersion into unknown events taking place in 
different locations in Europe in the mid-twentieth century. It also splits the most 
traumatic memories across several chapters, thus making the emotional experience of 
reading the book less overwhelming.
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Finally, the very concept of ‘children’ has also been problematized by theorists, who 
see the narratives of the children survivors as a generationally heterogeneous phenom-
enon. Susan Rubin Suleiman distinguishes three groups of child survivors of the 
Holocaust: ‘children “too young to remember” (infancy to around three years old); 
children “old enough to remember but too young to understand” (approximately age 
four to ten); and children “old enough to understand but too young to be responsible” 
(approximately age eleven to fourteen’ (Suleiman 2002, 283).

That classification puts Nesaule in a position of somebody who ‘remembers but does 
not understand,’ thus jeopardizing her position as a legible narrator that has agency to 
tell her story (or, as Sue Vice would say, making the relationship between author, 
narrator, and protagonist more ‘charged’). Furthermore, as Nesaule recalls more than 
once, ‘My mother swept me into her arms and put her hands over my eyes to keep me 
from seeing, a gesture that became more familiar and more futile as the war went on’ 
(Nesaule [1995] 1997, 47). So, not-seeing became a principle of Agate’s upbringing, to 
protect her from the ubiquitous traumatic influences.

Still, Nesaule’s identity as a mature person is largely created through her therapy 
sessions and coming to terms with her childhood memories from the age of seven, 
when she went through the events she later saw as the most traumatic part of her past. 
The hardships of her adult life become the consequences of her early experience. The 
successful process of healing and eventually achieving emotional wellbeing proves to 
her that she has found the key to unlock the mysteries of her childhood trauma.

Narrative perspectives across cultures

Nesaule’s story is generally similar to many other stories of Latvian refugees who become 
immigrants in Western countries. By the beginning of the 1950s, Latvian ‘Displaced 
Persons’ (DP) in Germany were further divided geographically: 10,000 of them remained 
in Germany, another 10,000 went to Great Britain, and the largest number traveled to 
other parts of the world: 45.000 to the United States of America, 18,000 to Canada, and 
20,000 to Australia (Rozītis 2005, 138–9). Starting in the 1950s, Latvians in exile4 in the 
United States self-organized, creating organizations and cultural foundations, investing in 
real estate and building Latvian community houses. Latvian exile literature soon emerged 
as a separate phenomenon, which focused on the stories of the DP and war experience, 
settling in the new countries and memoirs of the good, old times in Latvia before the war. 
As Latvian-Australian writer Juris Rozītis argued, many Latvian writers followed the same 
modes of narrative, which put a strong emphasis on collective, rather than individual 
experience – belonging to the Latvian nation served for them as the foundation of 
identity confronted by the shocking encounter with Western modernity (Rozītis 2005). 
One of the recurrent themes of the literature of Latvian exiles was the limited possibility to 
introduce Americans to the complex history of central and eastern Europe and to earn 
their empathy and understanding. There were several attempts to introduce the English 
reader to Latvian literary culture with the help of translations.5 These books, published by 
the small publishing houses in Europe and the US owned by the exiled Latvians or, 
occasionally, by American university presses, however, remained unnoticed by a wider 
readership. As a result, no single Latvian writer ever rose to prominence or visibility in the 
United States. In such circumstances, from the perspective of the Latvian diaspora, an 
enormous weight was put on A Woman in Amber as a narrative that must represent the 
entire painful history of Latvia and its people.
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Nesaule’s book was the first literary publication by a Latvian author that won national 
acclaim in the United States. After the first edition published by Soho Press, it was 
republished by Penguin Press. A Woman in Amber received the American Book Award 
in 1996. Translations into Latvian, German, Swedish, Danish, Russian, and Chinese fol-
lowed. In the context of such global recognition, the Latvian diaspora was eager to ‘finally’ 
be represented through such a book; however, many were disappointed that Nesaule’s 
approach to her life story was more individualist than collectivist, unlike the variety of 
other, less-famous memoirs read only among the Latvian exiles.

The book was published and marketed for the American readership. American critics 
responded with several emphatic reviews including Patricia Hampl, a reviewer for The 
New York Times. Paying attention to the emotional story of healing, she was not 
concerned with the factual accuracy of Nesaule’s story and actually made several 
historical mistakes retelling the plot of the book.6 She concluded by calling the book 
‘a benediction upon all that she bears as her family and national history’ (Hampl 1996) 
thus seeing Nesaule’s book as performing some kind of a representational function for 
her nation. Even if some detail seemed ‘bizarre’ to Hampl (as the episode with Russian 
soldiers who punish a captured woman for her attempted suicide executing her), she 
simply writes them off as another representation of the atrocious world of war where 
standard logic might not apply.

If Hampl just repeated Nesaule’s phrase that the family’s shelter in the Lobethal 
Institution ‘is overrun by Russian soldiers from Mongolia,’ then Latvian historian and 
writer Jānis Krēsliņš in his highly emotional review rebuked the author for ‘repeating the 
superficial generalization made by some Latvians who label all Asians as Mongolians’ 
(Krēsliņš 1997). He ignored the fact that the Buryat and Kalmyk languages, still spoken in 
the Russian Federation, also belonged to the Mongolian language family, as well as the 
fact that Nesaule should not be blamed for what labels her family used for Asian people 
in her childhood: when Latvians referred to ‘Mongolians,’ they were actually lumping all 
Asians into one category. This, and several more minor historical inaccuracies, led him 
to denounce A Woman in Amber as not being ‘a truthful description of the life of Agate 
Nesaule and her family.’

In his passionate accusations, Krēsliņš also began unmasking the national myths 
retold in the book – legends shared by many Latvians, which form the cultural back-
ground of the modern Latvian identity as they are passed from generation to genera-
tion. Nesaule repeated the myth of the crimson-white-crimson national flag, which 
supposedly originated from a sheet, colored by the blood of a national hero; she also 
referred to Latvia as ‘The Land of Amber,’ where amber could be frequently found on its 
western shore, and recounted of the birch-trees as sacred for the Baltic pagan tribes. So 
what got attacked here were not Nesaule’s memories, but the myths shared by Latvians 
of different generations both in Latvia and the diaspora, commonly used to express the 
nation’s cultural identity.

The relationship between fiction, fact (equated to science), and myth has been 
analyzed by Ryan, pointing out the latter two as mutually conflicting modes or narratives:

The analytical categories of fact, fiction, and myth had been able to live peacefully with one 
another during the age of manuscript writing. . . . But when science developed in the age of print, 
its incompatibility with myth led to the collapse of a loose three-partite textual system into the 
strict dichotomy of fiction and non-fiction. Fiction is no rival for science, despite its frequent 
dismissal of scientific laws, because it creates its own world. But myth and science target the 
same reference world (Ryan 2006, 57)
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Targeting Nesaule’s ‘myths’ from the perspective of science and using historical facts to 
prove her inaccuracy, Krēsliņš simultaneously both accused her of misrepresentation of 
the Latvian diaspora and attacked some of the most fundamental self-identifications of 
that diaspora. Besides pointing out inaccuracies, he was very skeptical about the very 
project of the book. He reminded his readers that A Woman in Amber was initially 
intended to be a novel, and it was only after discussions with her publisher and editor 
that Nesaule worked it into a memoir. The fact that Nesaule’s publisher knew Jerzy 
Kosinski personally made Krēsliņš even more suspicious. Krēsliņš saw this crossing of the 
line between the fictional and the autographical mode of writing almost as an act of 
treason by the author, as her claims for representing the Latvian exile community were 
greater as the author of memoir than they would be for a novelist. The healing potential 
of Nesaule’s narrative did not count for Krēsliņš – he could not see any political value in 
it, reducing that aspect of the book to the publisher’s wish to profit from the ‘trendy’ 
topics of feminism and psychotherapy.

Another review, dealing with myths of the Latvian diaspora, appeared in the Latvian- 
American newspaper, Laiks. It was written in 1996 by Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, a professor of 
psychology in Canada, and one of the opinion leaders of the Latvian exile community, 
who became the President of Latvia three years later. While acknowledging the deep 
emotional experience caused by the book (Vīķe-Freiberga belongs to the same genera-
tion of Latvian exiles as Nesaule), she nevertheless tried to marginalize the significance 
of Nesaule’s story in multiple ways. For Vīķe-Freiberga, Nesaule’s traumatic experience 
was characterized as something that only an insignificant part of Latvian refugees went 
through, mostly those who left Latvia during the last months of the German occupation 
(her critique implying that this careless family hesitated too long to be saved); Nesaule is 
not the perfect representative of the Latvian exile community, as her family had Russian 
background, as well as Latvian (making her identity even more ‘contradictory’); and 
Nesaule was not actively involved in the Latvian exile community, therefore she would 
not be the person who could judge her compatriots and the actual political, cultural, 
and economic achievements of the Latvian exiles (Vīķe-Freiberga 1996).

Paradoxically, Vīķe-Freiberga diagnosed Nesaule as ‘a prisoner of the shadow of her 
past,’ however, not a prisoner of her traumatic childhood, but rather a willful outcast 
from the community of Latvian exiles. For Vīķe-Freiberga, Nesaule’s ‘suppressed’ Latvian 
identity was the cause of her ‘bad luck,’ rather than the emotional, physical, and sexual 
violence she encountered as a child and continued to experience as a young woman.

Reading Nesaule’s memoir, Vīķe-Freiberga chose to ignore the obvious fact that 
patriarchal misogyny was a normalized part of both the American and the Latvian 
community in Indianapolis, as well as the lack of emotional comfort and any potential 
mechanisms of dealing with one’s emotions and traumas. Violence against women was 
constantly reinforced not only in Soviet-occupied Germany, but also in the DP camps 
and in the US, where adolescent Agate experiences sexual harassment in a movie 
theater. There were very few discourses that spoke against the legitimacy and ordinary 
nature of the violence, and Agate was not able to adopt them as a young woman even if 
she would have had such an opportunity.

Vīķe-Freiberga’s downplaying of Nesaule’s traumatic experience in the Latvian exile 
community proves to be symptomatic of a desire in the Latvian community for texts to 
represent the nation instead of speaking of one’s individual experience. For them, Nesaule’s 
book fails this standard, and the popularity of the book is seen as a misrepresentation of the 
aspirations of Latvian exiles. The Latvian community was not capable of accepting an 
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autographic reading of Nesaule’s book, as this mode of narrative seems to be in contrast 
with the spirit of nationalism – the writer is important only insofar as she speaks for her 
nation and does her best to represent it as nobly as possible. The question ‘How does the 
Latvian exile community look in this book?’ seems to occupy the reviewers much more than 
Nesaule’s right to focus on her own traumatic experience. As Nesaule’s example shows, the 
narrative perspective is different when speaking to different languages and cultures, espe-
cially if the narrative touches on sensitive questions of historical truth and traumatic memory 
that contradict the accepted tropes of self-identification and representation of the Latvian 
diaspora community.

The problem of the national literature of a small country as a tool of representation 
occupied Polish exile writer Witold Gombrowicz (2012), who saw his whole artistic 
career as an effort to challenge this understanding of artistic practice. In his diaries of 
1957, he praised individualism that is detached from the stereotypes shared by the 
national community and that maintains a critical distance from them:

Our literature, for example, deprived of all real individualism, could manage to express nothing 
but affirmation of the nation. And that reluctant, hostile, indifferent, or scornful feeling remained 
unacknowledged and meandered on its own as sin, anarchy . . . (Gombrowicz 2012, 301).

Nesaule’s book maintains a critical distance from the shared beliefs of the Latvian exile 
community. Nesaule also reveals the long and tragic aftermath of World War II and the 
situation of exile not only in her life, but also in other Latvian Americans’ lives. Some of 
them entered into psychologically abusive marriages, others found relief in heavy 
drinking (like Uldis, Agate’s brother-in-law) or in obsessive preoccupation with the 
painful events of the Latvian history, or committed suicide. In a way, her personal 
account of lives of exiles comes close to what Gombrowicz sees as a conscious mani-
festation of inferiority, which gives an intellectual the ability to destroy the myths 
shared by the community:

I strove for a Pole who could take pride in saying: I belong to an inferior nation. With pride. For, as 
you will easily see, such a statement degrades me in my role as a member of the collectivity, but 
at the same time it raises me above the collectivity: I did not allow myself to be cheated; I am 
capable of judging my own position in the world; I know how to take stock of my situation; I am 
therefore a man of full value (Gombrowicz 2012, 300).

Nesaule’s account of the long-term traumatic aspects of the life of exiles includes the 
episode in the Latvian Center in 1950s where a question is raised: ‘Who had the hardest 
time during the war, men or women?’ The men have a well-prepared answer and start 
to count casualties and deaths, while the women are silent. Then Agate’s mother 
interrupts, saying: ‘Other things happened to women, terrible things, more destructive 
in their own way.’ (Nesaule [1995] 1997, 182). She cannot be more specific, because 
‘rape’ is an unsayable word in the presence of men. The discussion ends with a vote, and 
the result is in favor of the position that men had the hardest time. In this episode, 
Nesaule shows how the patriarchal norms of the Latvian exile community reinforces the 
silence upon women and excludes their experience from the war narrative of exiles.7 

Nesaule’s reaction against those norms were her partial disassociation from the Latvian 
community, and her replacing it with her American women friends and her interest in 
feminism. So, A Woman in Amber is also a story of the exile community as a bulwark of 
patriarchal conservatism, under which women are constantly forced to submit to 
a nationalistic narrative of Latvian war survivors in exile, and their own experiences 
are silenced and erased.
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Conclusion

American and Latvian American critics assigned Nesaule different kinds of narrative 
function. For the American critics, not familiar with all the details of World War II, she 
represented the common experience of Latvians and, to some degree, other central and 
eastern Europeans. One critic even suggested that the book should be used in history 
classes in college, high school, as well as for middle school children (Haller 2000, 277). In 
turn, the Latvian critics complained about Nesaule’s derogations of the narrative con-
structed by Latvian exiles during the last half-century, where particular aspects of the 
traumatic experience of women were still taboo.

Nesaule’s book was published in the historical moment when the growing interest in 
narratives of authentic personal experience went hand in hand with skepticism about the 
truth value of such works. Even if Nesaule did not make any ambitious claims about the 
social importance of her experience, or did not invent a false biography as other authors 
did, the accuracy of her historical account was doubted by several critics of various 
cultural backgrounds. This book makes one ask if it is possible to see an individual story 
outside issues of representation. Does the agenda of the book to describe (and create) 
Nesaule’s ‘healing story,’ and make the readers of the book sympathize with the prota-
gonist, transcend the borders of historical truth and fantasy? Nesaule shows that healing 
from trauma (or at least, what the author sees as the steps of that process) can take place 
even if the memories or unconscious processes behind it are not historically correct. The 
‘Mongolian soldier’ that the protagonist sees in her dream might not be an actual 
Mongolian, but he still occupies a crucial place in her universe of memory, even if 
memories are deceptive. Speaking about the relationship between truth and fiction, it 
is worth asking the pragmatic question proposed by Marie-Laure Ryan: how are we 
supposed to use a text? If we are going to use this book as an inspirational story of 
individual self-changing, then the position of author-narrator-child protagonist seems to 
be less complex. But as soon as the text is seen as a representational tool for some political 
agenda, these relationships become more charged.

The pressure put on every writer who has published an autobiography has made many 
writers claim that in their novels they can be truer than in their autobiographies (Lejeune 
1989, 26–8). Nesaule’s next book, the novel In Love With Jerzy Kosinski (2009), which used 
similar historical experience, was published 14 years after her debut, and its publication 
remained relatively unnoticed. The book was not even translated into Latvian. As it turned 
out, neither the publishing industry, nor readers needed that supposedly ‘safer’ version of 
Nesaule’s experience, which probably contains even more ‘truth’ than her acclaimed 
A Woman in Amber.

Notes

1. Latvian-American critic Lalita Muižniece in her review of Nesaule’s book refers to exuberance of 
such publications: ‘Especially in recent years, bookstores have whole shelves full of books, in 
which the childhood horror, helplessness, feeling of worthlessness, losing ground, conflicts with 
parents affects people’s lives, most of them women’ (Muižniece 1998, 50).

2. Among other ‘fraudulent’ autobiographical stories are fictionalized adolescent ‘memoirs’ Sarah 
(1999) and The Heart is Deceitful Above All Things (1999) by J. T. LeRoy, whose true identity was 
revealed in 2005, and A Million Little Pieces (2003) by James Frey, a story of addiction that was 
exposed as a fiction three years later (see Franklin 2011).
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3. Backshadowing is a view of the past events as inevitable to such an extent that their victims may 
be blamed for not anticipating them. Freud’s Nachträglichkeit is similar: it describes the process 
when later knowledge gives ‘belated’ meaning to an earlier event (Vice 2004, 14).

4. American-Latvians preferred the term ‘exiles’ (trimdinieki) as their self-identification, rather than 
‘emigrants,’ in order to stress the political nature of their presence abroad and the unlawful 
occupation of Latvia by the Soviet Union.

5. For example: Andrups and Kalve (1954); Eglītis (1955); Lesiņš (1957); Ekmanis (1978); Stahnke 
(1984); Cedrins (1984), etc.

6. ‘Then, when Ms. Nesaule is 7, the war draws near, squeezing Latvia between the invading Nazis 
and the even more feared Russian partisans marauding from the East’ (Hampl 1996). The 
moment she obviously refers to is the fall of 1944 when the Nazis recede and the Red Army 
reinvades the territory of Latvia.

7. As Leena Kurvet-Käosaar adds in her analysis of the episode: ‘The narrative corresponding to the 
experience of women does not even exist on the communal level: it consists of fragmented 
threads of stories that women seldom try to combine into a larger whole. The title of Nesaule’s 
novel, A Woman in Amber, is in some sense a good metaphor for women’s history. Women’s 
stories exist, they are not completely forgotten or lost but at the same time they are frozen in the 
amber of prejudice and patriarchal norms’ (Kurvet-Käosaar 2003, 329).
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