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ARON Y. GURIEVICH’S ISTORIA ISTORIKA —  
AN AUTOHISTORY OR AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY?

In 1999, when he was already on the sidetrack of university life, 
Aron Gu r i e v i c h ,  generally acknowledged as a classic and co
creator of historical anthropology1, decided to work out his notes 
from the times of the Soviet Union. Istoria Istońka (A Historian ’s 
History) was published by Rosspien in Moscow five years later, in 
the series “Zierno Viechnosti” (Grain of Eternity). It is based on 
the diary the author kept in the 1970s; he shelved it, however, for 
the political conditions made it impossible to publish the book. 
At the beginning of the 1990s Gurievich and his wife, Esfir, 
checked and edited the diary in order to have it published. The 
book consists therefore of two layers: the text of the diary and the 
author’s comments written more than twenty years later.

Istoria istorika does not deal only with Gurievich’s fate. The 
Russian medievalist also paints in it a suggestive portrait of hu
manists from the Mikhail Lomonosov Moscow University during 
nearly half a century. The author dedicated his story to contem
porary and future generations, especially historians, in memory 
of Soviet science’s experiences under communism. He does not 
regard these experiences as a past, closed chapter. Taking ad
vantage of the privileges of a man who was nearing the end of 
his life (he died in 2006), he turned concrete persons into the 
heroes of his Istoria. Since each name is a colourful psychologi
cal portrait, the reader is shown a wide range of attitudes to

1 See, for instance, W. W r z o s e k ,  Historia. Kultura. M etafora. P ow stanie nie- 
k la sy czn e j historiografii (History. Culture. Metaphor. The E m ergence o f  N on- 
C lassica l H istoriography), Wrocław 1995, p. 127; M. K l e b s ,  Idea dialogu  
z  p r z e s z ło ś c ią  w  antropologii h istoryczn ej (The Idea o f  a D ialogue with the Past 
in H istorical Anthropology), “Przegląd Bydgoski. Humanistyczne czasopismo 
naukowe”, vol. 15, 2004, p. 17.
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100 ANNA BRZEZIŃSKA

wards totalitarianism As befits a scholar of his class, Gurievich 
does not avoid exposing opportunism, envy and cowardice. The 
fluent story is often interrupted by bitter memories of the past. 
For historians of historiography- or perhaps for fans of histori
cal anthropology — this personal tone is of great value for it al
lows readers to perceive the sphere of mentality and emotion, so 
important if we want to understand “the Other”.

Gurievich thought that the number of publications which could 
be regarded as testimonies to the period of totalitarianism was 
highly insufficient in the new Russia. In his view, the older genera
tion’s disinclination to speak about the past might lead to shallow, 
superficial notions about everyday life in the Soviet empire: every
body has his own ideas, his own evaluation o f  what happened, and 
this is why a compilation o f  reminiscences o f  various persons about 
the sam e matter is not without advantage2. It is worth mentioning 
the few publications which have been brought out.

As far as Russian, or to be more precise post-Soviet hu
manists are concerned, the following writers can be included 
in the group that shared the experiences of Gurievich’s genera
tion: Yevgeniya Gutnova3, Vladimir A. Uspienskiy4, Rebeka 
F r u m k i n a 5 and Igor D. K o v a l c h e n k o 6. Since Gurievich 
emphasised that a diversity of accounts was needed to get as 
full a picture of the past reality as possible, a comparison of 
Gurievich’s work with Gutnova’s reminiscences will be of inter
est to future researchers into the history of science in the Soviet 
Union.

What assumptions are at the root of the memoirs written 
by the generation of shestidiesiatnikov7. The genre most prob
2 A .  G u r i e v i c h ,  Istoria istorika, Moskva 2004, p. 10.
3 In the periodical “Sredniye veka”, N q 63, Moskva 2002, G u r i e v i c h  criti
cised G u t n o v a ’ s reminiscences (Perezhitoye, Moskva 2001), saying that it 
was tendentious.
4 V. A. U s p i e n s k i y ,  Sierebrianiy viek strukturnoy, prik lad noy i m atem at- 
ich esk oy  lingvistiki v SSSR. Kak eto  nachinalos (zam ietki ochevidsa), in: V. A. 
U s p i e n s k i y ,  T ru dypo niem atem atikie, vol. 2, Moskva 2002.
5 R. F r u m k i n a ,  O  n as  — naiskosok , Moskva 1997.
6 I. D. K o v a l c h e n k o ,  N auchniye trudy, p ism a, vaspom inaniya (iz lichnovo 
arkhiva akadem ika), Moskva 2004.
7 The shestid iesia tn ik i generation — a term referring to academic workers who 
began to study during Stalinism and started an independent scientific work 
at the end of the 1950s or the beginning of the 1960s. See Denis Kh o 
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ably developed th a n k s  to the  evolution of the  theory  of h isto rica l 
knowledge which, owing to the  nouvelle histoire circle or post
m odern ist philosophy, h as  expanded its perspectives by th e  ca t
egory of memory. On the  o ther han d , one can  hard ly  e lim inate  
the  h isto rica l conditions in  w hich m em oirism  arose. The col
lapse of the  Soviet Union led to the  d isin tegration  of th e  entire  
parad igm  of Soviet historiography. R esearchers who belonged 
to th e  C om m unist P arty  of the  Soviet Union or subm itted  to 
its p rogram m atic  ou tlines had  no difficulty in  getting  access to 
new world scientific litera tu re , even to the  lite ra tu re  defined as 
“bourgeois” or “im peria lis t”. The point is th a t  they  adop ted  it 
in  a  specific context: In our country historical science is  experi
encing a  profound, long-lasting  crisis ...The monopoly o f Marx
ism, conceived narrow ly a n d  dogm atically in the sim plified Le
n in ist-S ta lin ist version, h a s  left an  indelible imprint on historical 
thought ...A uthentic knowledge h a s  been replaced by m yths ... 
Without knowing the p a s t  it is im possible to u n d e rs tan d  the p re s 
ent correctly or to p lan  the fu tu re 8. Memoirs, in  addition to being 
a  valuable source for fu tu re  generations, give th e ir au th o rs  the  
possib ility  of expressing  th e ir  opinions, explain ing  th e ir  choices 
an d  finding a  fuller t ru th  abou t them selves.

Like every a ttem pt to describe one’s own fate, Istoria  istorika 
is a  subjective n a rra tio n . B ut its author, being also a n  expert in  
the  m ethodology of history, w anted  h is work to be “a  testim ony 
for fu tu re  generations”. One canno t therefore help ask in g  w hat 
in s tru m e n ts  he u ses  to m ake his story  credible so th a t  it m ight 
be regarded  as an  h isto rical source in  the  fu tu re . The reason  
why we w an t to know w hether we are  dealing  w ith  a n  a u to h is
tory or a n  autobiography is th a t  it is n ecessa ry  to define to w hat 
extent Istoria  istorika is a  professional source publication. Why 
th is  term inology? Autobiography is a n  obvious category. Defined 
briefly as a  description o f one’s  own life; a  literary work (a diary, 
a  memoir, an  autobiographical novel) testifying to the a u th o r’s  ex
periences, his a ttitude  a n d  opinions9, it p resupposes a  p re se n ta 

v o r s t in ’s blog Zapiski lingvista (http://www.khvorostin.ruserv.com/frum- 
kina.html. 10.06.2007)
8 A. Y. G u riev ich , Poslesloviye in: J. Le Goff, Tsivilizatsiya srednieviekovo 
Zapada, Moskva 1992, pp. 352-353.
9 This is a standard definition quoted after Encyklopedia Gazety Wyborczej, 
Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, Kraków 2004.
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102 ANNA BRZEZIŃSKA

tion of the author’s own experiences, frequently in an emotional 
way. It gives the author the possibility of creating a picture of 
himself in the eyes of other people, it allows him to “express 
himself” before the world.

The expression “autohistory”, used as a working term here10, 
while emphasising that the events are presented by the author, 
refers to history as a science which uses a definite method of 
describing the phenomena within its competence. In the light 
of the post-modernist discussion it is now difficult to cling to 
the assertion, which was obvious to researchers at the end of 
the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, that objectivity is 
the main feature of the historical method. Such a thing as “one 
history” does not exist. Nevertheless, being a science, history 
strives to formulate theories which are as universal as possi
ble, given the contemporary state of knowledge. Auto-history is 
therefore, on the one hand, an account by a subject participat
ing in a given historical time and, on the other, an account by 
a subject who, being aware of the insufficiency of his own cog
nitive possibilities, employs the methods of scientific research. 
I am not using the notion ego-h istoire  here, this term has a tra
dition in the “Annales” school11. First, because in the opinion of 
its main champion, Pierre Nora,  it still seems to be an an ex
clusive term12 and secondly, because Gurievich who had learned 
the term before editing Istońa  criticised its deficiencies, a matter
I will discuss later.

Let us go back to the interpretative principles of Istoria is
tori ka. Because both forms are narrations, it is worth drawing 
attention to the source of their expression. The superior element 
in an autobiography is a subjective experience of the world, 
broadened by the author’s auto-reflection. An autohistory is 
also a subjective presentation but its subjective character is not
10 To put the term “autohistory” into context let us recall the term ego -h isto ire , 
un gen re nouveau, p ou r un nouvel a g e  d e la con sc ien ce  historique, proposed in 
the 1980s by representatives o f the third generation o f the Annales school: J. 
Le G o f f ,  G. D u b y ,  E. Le  R o y  L a d u r i e  and P. N o r a .  See: E ssa is  d ’E g o -  
histoire, ed. P. N or a ,  Paris 1987.
II It was above all Pierre Nora who was active in propagatring the idea of e g o -  
histoire as an independent current in historiography. See E go-h isto ires . Ecrire 
l ’h istoire en  S u isse rom ande, Neuchâtel 2003 , P. N o r a ,  L’eg o  histoire e s t -e l le  
p o s s ib le ?  “Historien”, vol. 3, 2001, pp. 19-26.
12 P. N o ra , L’ego-h isto ire, pp. 19-20.
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superio r to o ther n a rra tio n s . The su b jec t’s opinion is presen ted  
alongside the opinions of o ther p a rtic ip a n ts  in an  event; it does 
not determ ine the  read e r’s perception  of the  event.

The a u th o r’s a ttitu d e  to the  c h a ra c te r  of Istoria does not 
seem  to be explicit. In the  preface he defines the  book as an  
“autobiography”13 b u t the  stages of h is work described below 
seem  to ind icate  th a t  he h ad  h igher asp ira tions. Gurievich de
cided to p repare  the  tex t for h is sem inar: ...in the w inter o f 1999 
I  p resen ted  orally ...m y rem iniscences w hich reflected the experi
ence o f a  h istorian  who h a d  w orked fo r over h a lf  a  cen tu ry14. For 
the  au thor, th is  w as a  k ind  of experim ent; he w as in terested  in 
h is s tu d e n ts ’ reaction  to the  sp on taneous form of the  p resen ta 
tion. This had  a n  im pact on the  final shape  of the  publication: 
. . . I  subm itted  my story  to a  specific censorship. . . . I n  som e cases  
the cu ts  w ere m ade because  I  did not w an t to offend the p e rso n s 
m entioned in the  story, in others, because  I did not w an t “to pull 
skeletons out o f the cupboard”15.

The editing  w as en tru s te d  to professional persons: a  s tuden t 
of history, the  a u th o r’s daugh ter — a  doctor of S cand inav ian  
philology, an d  the  a u th o r’s wife — a  h isto rian . G urievich de
scribes the  b irth  of the  work in  words w hich co n tras t w ith those 
used  in  the  preface: my wife ...a lw ays in sisted  th a t memory of 
the v icissitudes o f my life a s  a  h isto rian  should  be p reserved  fo r 
fu tu re  genera tions16. The R u ssian  m edievalist w as aw are of th is  
aim . He p resen ted  the  in itia l version of h is work to s tu d en ts  of 
the  h u m an itie s  because  he realized  th a t  the  younger generation 
knew  very little abou t those  events: I  will venture to say  th a t the 
youth: s tu d en ts , p o s t-g rad u a te  s tu d e n ts  a n d  other young scien
tific w orkers ...in m ost ca se s  e ither do not know the la test history 
of native an d  world science or know  it very poorly11. In view of 
the  a u th o r’s opinion it is not su rp ris in g  th a t  the  story about 
h is scientific in sp irations, supplem ented  from  tim e to tim e by 
a  ch arac te risa tio n  of im portan t c u rre n ts  in  h istoriography from 
the 19th cen tu ry  up  to con tem porary  tim es, becam e one of the

13 A. Y. G u riev ich , Istoria, p. 7.
14 Ibidem.
15 Ibidem, p. 280.
16 Ibidem, p. 8.
17 Ibidem, p. 10.
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essen tia l them es of h is rem iniscences. Istoria is also a  specific 
exposition of h is professional eth ics. In th is  respect he w as in 
spired  by M arc B l o c h  whose Apologie p o u r l'Histoire was, in  h is  
view, one of the  m ost significant works in  historiography.

The next problem  perceived by G urievich w as the  shap ing  of 
h istorical memory: young people not only do not know the recent 
p a s t  but have a  negative a ttitude  to it “let the dead  bury their 
d e a d ”18. This is why he w anted  Istoria istorika to be also a  te s ti
m ony to people’s a ttitu d es  to to ta lita rian ism . He gives g rounds 
for h is m oral righ t to include sta tem en ts of th is  kind: By the  
verdict o f fa te  a n d  not w ithout my will I  found  m yself in the thick 
o f events, som e p re ssu re  affected me, a n d  th a t is why I  can  p re s 
ent a  f ir s t-h a n d  testim ony, naturally  w ith all those restrictions 
a n d  corrections w ithout which a  d ia ris t cannot do19. G uriev ich’s 
feeling th a t  he m u st give testim ony to the  p a s t is by no m ean s 
su rp ris in g  for he belonged to th a t exceptional generation w hich 
w as  fa te d  to experience S talin ist repression, the bloodiest w a r  in 
the history o f hum anity, the appearance  of the most destructive 
w eapons hum an beings h a d  ever h a d  a t their disposal, the  f irs t 
space  flights, the  rises a n d  fa lls  o f several dictators, the  birth  
a n d  collapse o f a t least one empire20. Moreover, he alw ays felt 
responsible for h is scholarly honesty. Is it o f no im portance to 
u s  how our intellectual honesty  a n d  scientific persp icacity  will 
be evaluated? A h isto rian ’s  work is a lw ays a  valuable source fo r 
evaluating the history w hich p roduced  him ...W hen reading it f u 
ture h isto rians will pronounce their verdict on our ability to g rasp  
the p a s t  a n d  will sa y  w hat they think about our sp iritual, intel
lectual a n d  moral equipm ent ...I  pan ick  w hen I think about it. H is
to rians who are  in good health  now have given am ple evidence of 
their guilt fo r fu tu re  generations to su e  them 21, he wrote in  1987.

Gurievich leaves it to the  reader to evaluate the  type of n a r 
ra tion  u sed  in  h is rem iniscences b u t declares a t the  very beg in 

18 Ibidem.
19 Ibidem.
20 A. Yefimov, Istoria i sudba, ili Saga Arona Gurievicha. Umier odin iz sa- 
mykh avtoritietnykh rossiyskikh uchienykh-gumanitariev (www.lenta.ru/arti- 
cles/2006/08/o5/gurevich/, 10.06.2007).
21 A. G uriev ich , Historia i antropologia historyczna (History and Histori
cal Anthropology), transl. by B. Żyłko, “Polska Sztuka Ludowa. Konteksty”, 
No. 1-2, 1997, p. 16.
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n in g  th a t  they  will be subjective: my stories about w h a t h a p 
p e n e d  cannot but be subjective a n d  fa ll  ...I s tre ss  the significance 
o f  som e event, ano ther does not seem  essen tia l to me ....these  
rem iniscences b ea r the imprint of the p erson  before you a n d  o f the 
tim e w hen he recollects them 22.

To end  ou r reflections on the  principles on w hich G urievich 
b a sed  h is  work, let u s  add th a t  h is “scholarly dossier” w as also 
in sp ired  by the  tex ts  he had  u sed  in  h is works on m edieval m en
ta lity  a n d  cu ltu re . It is especially Peter A b e l a r d ’s H istoria 
C alam itatum  an d  St. A ugustine’s Confessions th a t  m ade a  deep 
im prin t on h is m ind  for he found in  them  the  sam e experiences 
he  h ad  gone th rough . They s treng thened  h is conviction, a  p u re 
ly anthropological conviction, th a t  the  em otions con ta ined  in  
a  n a rra tio n  enhance  the  value of a  tex t as  a  source. T hrough  a n  
an a ly sis  of the  a u th o r’s feelings or h is way of th in k in g , th e  read 
e r c a n  g rasp  the  context of a  situa tion , to see it as it w as seen  by 
th e  au thor. Som etim es, especially w hen a  d istance  of m any  cen
tu rie s  sep ara tes  the  researcher from the  au th o r he exam ines, 
it is the  evidence of the  exam ined  a u th o r’s m en ta lity  th a t  is of 
decisive im portance for a  correct u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  source. 
D uring  the  years  w hen he tried  to g rasp  the  m enta l capacity  of 
m edieval societies, G urievich w as frequently  forced to confine 
h is  resea rch  conclusions to cau tious hypotheses b ecause  the  
feelings of individuals were m arg inalised  d u rin g  th a t  epoch. St. 
A ugustine an d  Peter Abelard, inflexible, uncom m on personages, 
were the  exceptions th a t  broke th a t  rule.

It is difficult to s ta te  explicitly w hether, an d  to w hat extent, 
th e  construc tion  of the  m edieval world rem inded  th e  R ussian  
h is to ria n  of the  realities in  the  Soviet Union. E m m anuel L e 
R o y  L a d u r i e  h in ted  a t th is  possibility  after read ing  The Cat
egories o f M edieval Culture, b u t he m ay have been  influenced by 
the  conclusions d raw n from M ikhail B a k h t i n ’s w orks w hich 
in  F rance  are  regarded  as a n  allegory of th e  to ta lita r ian  sy s
tem 23. G urievich h ad  never openly expressed  h is  opinion on th is

22 Idem, Istoria, p. 10.
23 This is how Bakhtin was interpreted. M. B a k h tin , Twórczość Franciszka 
Rabelais a kultura ludowa średniowiecza i renesansu translated by A. and A. 
Goren, Kraków 1975; see: Bakhtin, Stalin and Modern Russian Fiction. Carni
val, Dialogism and History, ed. M. Keith Booker, D. J u ra g a , Westport, Con
necticut, London 1995; M. Yaguel l o, preface to M. B a k h tin e, Le marxisme
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subject, b u t the  following words give food for thought: in a  s y s 
tem completely incom parable (to the Middle Ages) the au tho r of 
‘Istoria isto rika’ (experienced) a  breakdow n o f his scientific con
victions. One o f... the resu lts  w a s  a  conflict w ith official ideology 
a n d  the p rinciples d icta ted  by it ...Were not the a ttack s  o f my 
colleagues a n d  ‘p a r ty  bodies’ urging me to give up ... my new  
m ethods ... a  kind o f m etaphor o f ‘scientific castra tion ’?24 Aware 
of these  sim ilarities, he im p arts  a  m edieval-like ch arac te r to 
h is story. In the  view of the  R ussian  h isto rian  a  p resen ta tion  of 
h is persona l experience of Soviet to ta lita rian ism  w as the  m ain  
chance  to enhance  in te rest in  the  complexity of the  p as t an d  
m ake people see its p resen t resu lts . He explains: by exam ining 
the fa te  o f people in the p a s t  we inevitably com pare it w ith our 
own fa te  in order to f in d  ... sim ilarities an d  to get a  better idea 
o f the  Other, because  acquain tance  w ithin the O ther helps u s  to 
u n d e rs tan d  ourselves25.

The idea of a  “h is to ria n ’s rem in iscences” w as not a n  idea 
conceived by the  R ussian  h isto rica l anthropologist. E ssa is  
d ’Ego-histoire, a  collection of au tobiographical essays by th ird -  
generation resea rchers  of the  “A nnales” school, pub lished  in 
Paris by G allim ard  in  1989, w as a  s im ilar ven tu re26. G urievich 
w as d isappo in ted  by these  essays: w h a t drew  my attention w as  
th a t these  h istorians, if  one can  believe w hat they say, d id  not 
experience any  special difficulties in their lives. Their carefu l 
style, th e ir  stories, w hich in  fact were confined to the  successive 
stages in  the ir scientific careers  — no m ention w as m ade of the  
in te llec tual ferm ent a t the  end of the  1960s, w hich produced  the 
th ird  generation of the  “A nnales” school h isto rian s  — all th is  
m ade th is  k ind  of ego-histoire unreliab le  in  G urievich’s eyes. 
G urievich regarded M arc Bloch as the  contem porary  m aste r of 
th is  cu rren t, despite the  fact th a t  Bloch’s Eulogy of History did 
not p retend  to be an  ego-histoire w hen it w as published. This is 
how the  R ussian  resea rcher explained the  style of E ssa is  d ’E go- 
histoire: betw een us, the people o f R ussia , a n d  the people o f the

et la philosophie du langage. Essai d’application de la methode sociologique en 
linguistique, Paris 1997.
24 A. G u riev ich , Istoria, p. 278.
25 Ibidem.
26 Essais d’Ego-histoire, ed. P. Nora, Paris 1989.
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West there is a lso  the following difference: if  you a sk  a European 
or an  Am erican ‘how is the world treating you’, he will invari
ably  reply: Tm f in e ’. In fac t he m ay be having great difficulties, 
bu t they  are  in the sphere  of his privacy a n d  do not concern his 
interlocutor. This is not custom ary in our country, the differences 
in m entality a re  very obvious27.

So is th is  a n  autobiography or a n  au tohistory? The la s t quo
ta tio n  clearly ind icates convergence w ith  B a k h tin ’s idea of d ia 
logue. The above-m entioned  cu ts  in  the  orig inal d iary  show th a t 
G urievich finally said  w hat he w anted  to say, th a t  he h ad  full 
control over th e  m aterial. He chose a  subjective, even a n  em o
tiona l n a rra tio n  for as  a  resu lt of h is experience in  h istorical a n 
thropology, he w as convinced th a t  the  influence of th is  m ethod 
w as th e  m ost effective.

How th en  does the  R ussian  m edievialist p a in t the  p ictu re  of 
the  Soviet epoch? And is the  Soviet epoch “h is own” or “a n  alien” 
c u ltu ra l reality  for h im ? In view of G urievich’s in ten tion  to m ake 
h is Is to ń a  a  testim ony, I will now focus on h is descrip tion of the  
ex te rn a l experience, the  socio-political s itua tion  in  w hich it w as 
h is  lot to exist. The in n er dim ension, linked  to the  re se a rch e r’s 
in te llec tual form ation, will in  th is  context be in teresting  only so 
far a s  it can  be regarded  as a  d irect re su lt of G urievich’s contact 
w ith  to ta lita rian ism . Besides, G urievich’s scientific p a th  h as  
h ad  qu ite  a  lot of com m entaries an d  stud ies  w hich a re  widely 
accessib le28.

Being one of the  m ain  theo re tic ians of h isto rica l an th ropo l
ogy, G urievich held the  view th a t  the  chief value of a n  h istorical 
source is th a t  it offers access to the  m enta lity  of its author, to 
the  m enta l conditions of the  epoch in  w hich it w as w ritten. H u

27 A. G u riev ich , Istoria, p. 51.
28 Above all: L. M. B a tk in , O tom, kak A. Ya. Gurievic vozdielywal svoy al- 
lod, “Odissiey. Cheloviek v istorii”, 1994, pp. 5-36; J. Le Goff, Saluting Aron 
Gurevich, “The Medieval History Journal” 2004, vol. 7. No 2, W poszukiwaniu 
antropologicznego wymiaru historii: A. Guriewicz i C. Ginzburg. Interpretacje (In 
Search of an Anthropological Dimension of History: A. Gurievich and C. Ginzburg. 
Interpretations), ed. J. Pom orski, “Res Historica” 1998, No 2. I write about 
this in greater detail in my Master’s thesis: A. Św inoga (B rzezińska), 
Od marksizmu do antropologii kultury. Próba rekonstrukcji wizji historii Arona 
J. Guriewicza (From Marxism to Cultural Anthropology. A Tentative Reconstruc
tion of Aron Y. Gurievich’s Vision of History), Łódź 2005, archiwum Katedry His
torii Historiografii Instytutu Historii Uniwersytetu Łódzkiego.
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m an  psyche w as for h im  the  very beg inn ing  of everything m ade 
by hum an hands, irrespective o f w hether it is a  literary work, 
a  legal document, a  c ra ftsm an’s product ...or a  work o f a r t29. The 
au th o r w anted  h is Istoria to be accepted as a  docum ent of the  
epoch. In G urievich’s view it should  help the  generations w hich 
in  h is opinion were living w ith  the  legacy of those  experiences to 
u n d e rs ta n d  the  period of com m unism , even if they  do not w ant 
to realise  th is. In view of these  principles, w hat is the  s tru c tu re  
of h is rem iniscences?

The titles of the  chap te rs  refer m ain ly  to “great h isto ry”: 
Medieval S tudies a t Moscow University in the 1940s, The Rout 
of Science, Crucial Times, Perestroyka. Discovery o f the World. 
The book is a rran g ed  chronologically, w ith  s tre ss  on the  tu rn in g  
poin ts in  the  Soviet U nion’s political history. B ut in  each  ch ap 
te r the  a u th o r’s persona l experiences a t the  successive stages 
of h is scientific ca ree r come to the  fore. Academic life an d  the  
h isto ries of o ther resea rch ers  are  referred  to ra th e r  to illu stra te  
the  sovietisa tion  of the  hum an ities , the  p ressu re  exerted  by the  
political system , th a n  to faithfully  describe th e ir  fate. The a u 
th o r does not draw  a tten tion  to h is private life, a p a r t  from his 
m arriage, the  b irth  of h is daugh ter an d  of h is g randson , th a t 
is events th a t  a re  also of social dim ension. W hat p redom inates 
in  the  n a rra tio n , despite the  book’s steady  h isto rica l context, is 
a  description, som etim es very frank , of th e  a u th o r’s feelings: It 
w a s  difficult to live, not only because  I  felt hungry all the time but 
also  because every m inute spen t on scientific work h a d  to be a p 
preciated . There w a s  hardly  any  time to m eet frien d s, th is  is how 
G urievich recalls the  final years  of World W ar II30.

How does G urievich describe the  epoch of com m unism ? It is 
difficult to find explicitly expressed  evaluations in  Istoria, even 
though  its au th o r w itnessed  the  fall of the  USSR an d  knew  w hat 
everyday life w as like on the  ru in s  of the  em pire. G urievich h as  
adopted a  chronological a rrangem en t a n d  he recalls  the  succes
sive stages of h is life, try ing  to free h is recollections of h is la ter 
reflections. For in stance , in stead  of saying th a t  because  of rising 
an ti-S em itism  he w as not adm itted  to the  line of s tud ies he had  
dream ed  about, he recalls the  p relim inary  conversation he had

29 A. G uriev ich , Historia i antropologia, p. 13.
30 Idem, Istoria, p. 84.
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a t the  new ly-opened faculty  of in te rnationa l rela tions a t Moscow 
University:
One boy, greatly pe rtu rbed , comes out an d  shouts:
— The Je w s  need not trouble, get aw ay  a t once!
— I sa id  I  w as  in terested  a n d  ask : — W hat is the m atter?
— They can ’t s ta n d  them  there.
— Well, we shall see.

W hat is in teresting  is the  u se  of p ra e se n s  historicum  in all 
exam ples of th is  kind. T h an k s  to th is  the  reader accom panies 
the  au th o r d u ring  the  developm ent of the  situa tion , sees the  lec
tu re rs  who are  m em bers of the  exam ination  com m ission, an d  
p u ts  h is im agination, or even em pathy, in  m otion. The action 
gathers  speed, an d  th en  comes the  las t question  of the  exam i
nation: When did a  sh ip  w ith m etal elem ents a p p e a r  fo r the f irs t 
time in world history? At th is  m om ent G urievich tu rn s  to readers: 
For the life o f me, I  still don’t know. He th en  su m s up: I w a s  f la b 
bergasted , I  did not reply, he su sp en d ed  the conversation a t this 
point an d  it becam e obvious to the whole comm ission th a t I  am  an  
inadequately  educated  m an unfit fo r diplom atic service if  I  don’t 
know things which are  o f elem entary im portance fo r a  diplomat. 
A com m ent, or ra th e r  a n  exp lanation  of the  scene, comes only 
a t the  end: The w ar w a s  coming to an  end, new  trends appeared  
in our social life, nationalism  a n d  chauvinism  w ere developing 
especially in our patrio tic  a n d  s ta te  p ro p ag an d a  ...I now learned  
a t f irs t h an d  th a t an ti-Sem itism  w a s  m ounting in our country31.

The con tras t betw een th e  irony or even com ism  of the  above 
scene a n d  the  serious, laconic sum m ing  up  allows the  reader to 
form his own opinion abou t the  events described  by the  author. 
B ut the  s itua tion  affected not only the  author. By m eans of m i
crohistory G urievich p a in ts  a  p ic tu re  of social relations u n d er 
the  shadow  of to ta lita r ian  p ropaganda. The con tras t also re 
veals the  paradox  of the  conditions a t th a t  tim e: a n  ind iv idual’s 
m entality  faced w ith  the  ab su rd ity  of the  power m achine.

Anecdotes are  one of the  m ost frequently  u sed  m eans to p res 
ent, or ra th e r  expose, the  tru e  face of com m unism . W hat k ind  
of lec tu rers  were the  m ost willingly adm itted  to work w ith s tu 
dents? Who w as e n tru s te d  w ith lec tu res  on the  m ethodology of 
h istory an d  constitu tion  teaching? Nikolai Nikolayevich M. m ade

31 Idem, p. 13.
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a strong im pression on everyone. He w as  a  cand ida te  of science32 
but he knew  nothing — a  tabu la  rasa , one on which it w a s  im pos
sible to w rite anything. The anecdote concerns a  lec tu re  du ring  
w hich the  s tu d en ts  a sked  M. to tell them  som eth ing  abou t the  
ancien t Greek philosopher Nofel e t.  W hen the  lec tu re r began  
to describe h im  as  a n  advocate of com m unal power, a  m ate ria l
ist, though  not devoid of idealistic deviations, one of the  s tu d en ts  
stealth ily  sen t h im  a  slip of paper: Com rade Professor, Nofelet 
is ju s t  the word telephone (telefon in  R ussian) read  backw ards. 
J u s t  p u t yourselves in his p lace, concludes Gurievich, he w as  
incapable o f replying to any  question, but he h a d  to reply an d  
he did33.

B ut the  au th o r describes th is  s itua tion  m ain ly  in  order to 
explain  the  reasons for the  difficulties he experienced in  h is ac 
adem ic career (the quotation  comes from the  chap ter entitled  
Exile to Tver34). W hat a roused  apprehension  w as not only h is 
“b ad ” social origin an d  his doubtfu l ideological a ttitu d e  b u t also 
h is in te llec tual independence. Since he w as a n  inconvenient, 
th in k in g  researcher, efforts were m ade to separa te  h im  from 
ta len ted  s tuden ts , w hich m ade it im possible for h im  to work at 
the  best universities.

Did he not feel isolated by being p u t on the  m arg in  of Soviet 
scientific m ilieu, a  m arg inalisa tion  w hich a t first w as due to 
a n  ex te rnal evaluation, for h is choice of m ethodological stance , 
signalled  for the  first tim e in  Probliemy genezisa  feodalizm a 
V Zapadnoy Yevropie35 (Problems of F eudal System ’s  G enesis in 
W estern Europe), w as m ade after S ta lin ’s death . Paradoxically, it 
w as d u rin g  K hrushchev’s thaw  th a t  the  n a rra tio n  is for th e  first 
tim e in  the  th ird  person. Gurievich describes w hat happened  
to h is article  in  w hich he wrote abou t axiology. The scientific

32 A scientific degree introduced in Tsarist Russia and preserved in the Soviet 
Union.
33 A. G uriev ich , Istoria, p. 57.
34 In old Tver, whose name was changed to Kalinin in Soviet times, Gurievich, 
after obtaining the candidate of science degree, was given the post of lecturer 
at the Pedagogical Institute. This was an exile from the capital. A career at the 
M. Lomonosov Moscow University was out of the question because the young 
researcher did not belong to the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and was 
of Jewish origin.
35 A. G uriev ich , Probliemy genezisa feodalizma v Zapodnoy Yevropie, Mosk
va 1970.
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w orker responsible for censorsh ip  in  the  periodical in  w hich the 
article  w as to ap p ear said  a t the  m eeting of the  editorial board  
th a t  axiology should  be struck  off in Gurievich’s  article. Gurievich 
p ro tes ted  th a t he could not s trike  it off36. He a ssu m es th e  posi
tion  of a n  observer in  order, perhaps, to show the  reader th e  way 
of th in k in g  of the  o ther side or to d istance  h im self a fter a  lapse 
of tim e from experiences of th is  type. This m ay also have been 
the  resu lt of h is adoption of M ikhail B ak h tin  exotopy theory, 
w hich in  h is view w as usefu l in  h isto rical anthropology. The use  
of the  th ird  person  in  s itua tions w hich, referring to a  world typ i
cal of th e  p ast reality, were p a rticu la rly  exotic for the  receivers 
w as p e rh ap s  to help them  u n d e rs ta n d  “the  u n k n o w n ”. In the  
case of G urievich’s descrip tion of an ti-S em itic  prejudices, w hen 
the  a u th o r w anted  to draw  the  reader into the  world p resen ted  
by h im , th e  situa tion  w as different for an ti-S em itism  still exists, 
being, in  a  way, a  un iversa l deficiency of cu ltu re . In th is  case 
em pathy  need not m ean  an y th in g  m ore th a n  sym pathy  for an  
au th o r th e  reader know s from h is earlier books, b u t su ch  sym 
p athy  is deceptive from the  cognitive point of view.

The au th o r com m ents on the  rela tionsh ip  betw een exotopy 
and  in tu itive  experience, w hich w as earlier prom oted by Wil
helm  Dil t h e y , several score pages la ter37, w ithout concealing 
th a t  he h a s  a  lim ited confidence in  the  G erm an  philosopher. 
This is how he sum s th is  up: the p o stu la te s  o f the  observer’s  
exotopy which s ta te  th a t the people w hose culture a n d  m entality 
he exam ines are  different from  the sp iritua l charac te ris tics  o f his 
own community, a re  m uch more fru itfu l from  the cognitive point 
of view th an  an  intuitive understand ing  o f the spirit o f a  culture, 
fo r in th is kind o f understand ing  there is a lw ays a  d an g e r th a t 
the researcher will tran sfer his id eas  onto the m atter he exam 
ines, a  d an g er o f an  unintentional, uncontrolled change of the 
exam ined culture into the culture o f the exam iner38. By referring 
to exotopy the au th o r assu m es the  position of an  observer, in 
th is  case  an  observer of h is own life, if such  a  b reak n eck  con
s tru c tio n  can  enhance  the  reliability of w hat he says. B ut o ther 
a rg u m en ts  can  always be pointed out in  favour of h is  reliability:

36 Idem, Istoria, p. 106.
37 Idem, p. 189.
38 Idem, Historia i antropologia, p. 14.
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the a u th o r’s au tho rity  as a  h isto rian , th e  fact th a t the  n a rra tio n  
is based  on the  a u th o r’s knowledge of how the  story  ended, an d  
the  a u th o r’s ability to co n stru c t th is  narra tio n .

Does th is  way of reflecting on one’s own life as  an  observer
— given the  values of exotopy for u n d e rs tan d in g  o ther cu ltu res
— facilitate con tact w ith  the  person  to whom the  source is a d 
dressed? Irrespective of the  a u th o rs ’ in ten tions, which we can  
recognise or reject, such  a n  observation is carried  out by ev
eryone who h a s  ever reflected on h is own experiences. It m ay 
be done unconsciously  for it is sim ply a  featu re  of ou r psyche: 
reflection is a  p rocess o f consciousness which becomes active 
w hen activity ...or understand ing  is halted  or blocked; it consists 
in m an assum ing  an  outside a ttitude  to his experiences39. All the  
au th o r can  do is to try  to realise  the  deficiencies in  h is p resen ta 
tion of the  situa tion  and , possibly, to com m unicate them  to the  
addressees. Hence the  declaration  of program m atic  subjectiv
ity is a  strong  a rg u m en t show ing th a t  G urievich w anted  to be 
reliable.

A lthough in  h is work the  R u ssian  h isto rian  does not refer to 
observation as a  scientific m ethod, he becom es a n  observer by 
u n d e rta k in g  to relate the  Soviet reality  w hich he h im self expe
rienced or by using  exotopy as  a  way of n a rra tio n . Moreover, he 
consciously m akes u se  of h isto ry ’s resea rch  m ethods. For w hat 
in te rests  m ost the  R u ssian  h isto rian  is not so m uch professional 
efficiency as the  hero of history: h u m a n  being. The reason  why 
G urievich w as engaged in  the  developm ent an d  propagation of 
h isto rical anthropology w as th a t  he w anted  to find the  best in 
s tru m en ts  w hich will m ake con tac t w ith  an  individual from the 
p a s t the  m ost fru itfu l from the  cognitive point of view.

As h a s  been s ta ted  a t the  outset, G urievich h ad  a  clearly de
fined aim  w hen he set to work on h is book: it w as to acquain t the  
enigm atic fu tu re  generations w ith  the  m echan ism s w hich gov
erned  the lives of Soviet citizens, in  order to explain  the p resen t 
tim e in  R ussia. In order to reach  his a im  he carefully  chose the 
types of n a rra tio n  to m ake his m essage easier to u n d e rs tan d . 
One can  therefore sp eak  of prem edita tion  in  the  a u th o r’s efforts 
to be equal to h is original principles. Istoria does not record

39 J. T rz eb iń sk i, Narracyjne konstruowanie rzeczywistości (Construction of 
Reality in Narration), in: Narracja jako sposób rozumienia świata, ed. idem, 
Gdańsk 2002, p. 30.
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a flow of consciousness: the material has been carefully edited, 
the author has left out some facts, but he explains to the reader 
why he has done so. The chronological order of the narration, 
the outlining of the individual themes in the sub-titles of the 
chapters, the use of notes which he made “during the events”, all 
this shows that the narrator wanted to give his story a system
atic arrangement. One can therefore say that in his account of 
his scientific road and of everyday life under totalitarianism the 
Russian historian met the formal conditions required of a par
ticipating observer40. The fact that these conditions have been 
met does not predetermine the value of the work, but can be 
regarded as an additional argument for recognising Istoria as 
an autohistory.

It would be a simplification to say that Gurievich applied the 
research methods of post-modernist historiography, but since he 
used exotopy in his works on the culture and mentality of medi
eval people, it can be said that he observed the principle of “rep
resentation” (as Frank A n k e r s m i t  calls it) or “presentation” 
(Hyden W h i t e ’ s term)41. According to White and Ankersmit, 
a historian’s narration is not subject to the category of truthful
ness. Historians’ narrations represent reality, but in the sense 
of “being instead” (Ankersmit) they are “a historian’s rhetorical 
construction” (White). If Istoria istorika is to meet the author’s 
intentions, that is, to serve future generations as a testimony of 
the epoch, as a source, it is rather in accord with White’s prin
ciple. For according to Ankersmit’s theory it is but a testimony 
to the narrator’s mental attitude to the persons and situations 
it describes (which would not cancel its value as a source, for 
Ankersmit is an advocate of subjectivity in historiography)42. 
The settlement of the question which category — an autobiog
raphy or an autohistory — better reflects the final character of

40 See S. N o w a k ,  M etodologia badań  sp o łeczn y ch  (M ethodology o f  Social 
Research), Warszawa 1985; J. Sztumski, W stęp do m etod  i technik badań  
sp o łeczn y ch  (Introduction to the M ethods and Techniques o f  Social Research), 
Katowice 1999.
41 F. A n k e r smit, H istory and Tropology, B erkeley , Los Angeles-Oxford 1994, 
pp. 97-125. Gurievich refers to White’s theory in his Postscriptum  to Istoria, 
p. 278.
42 See F. An k e r s m it, In Praise o f  Subjectivity, in: idem, H istorical R ep resen ta 
tion, Stanford 2001, pp. 75-107.

http://rcin.org.pl



114 ANNA BRZEZIŃSKA

Gurievich’s reminiscences will at the same time be a reply which 
of the two theoreticians of history was right in this case.

The author is no longer with us. In accordance with tra
dition, a few months after his death a modest lecture in his 
memory was organised at a seminar of the history of humanis
tic sciences of the Rossiyskiy Gosudarstvienniy Gumanitarniy 
Universitet (RGGU)43, where he had lectured from 1992. The way 
in which young researchers interpreted Gurievich’s achieve
ments and experiences as a scholar filled the late historian’s 
friends invited to the seminar with consternation. Defined jok
ingly as a man who transgressed conventions, he was presented 
as a “lucky blighter” who had the opportunity of working on the 
latest Western humanistic texts during the years of the Soviet 
Union. The authors of papers paid no attention to Gurievich’s 
conflict with the communist authorities of Moscow University, 
to the long boycott of his person by the community of Soviet 
medievialists or to the difficulties he encountered in his profes
sional career because of his Jewish origin. The modest obitu
aries which appeared rather in the daily than scientific press, 
apart from the periodicals in which he had been a member of 
the editorial board, seem to portend that his works will become 
a museum piece on a dusty shelf reserved for “outstanding per
sons of great merit”. The fact that Istoria istorika has not become 
a bestseller is not surprising, what is surprising is that it has 
aroused no interest among the author’s pupils. It is appreciated 
by a handful of friends, mostly Gurievich’s contemporaries for 
whom the experiences described in the book are their own expe
riences and who know that the bygone epoch cannot be evalu
ated and classified unequivocally.

(Translated by Janina Dorosz)

43 R. F r u m k i n a ,  Niet, rebiata, w sio  nie ta k .. .  (http://ww w .polit.ru /au th or// 
2 0 0 7 /0 1 /10/gurevich.html. 10.06.2007)
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