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In a conversation with Irina Sandomirskaja, Luba Jurgenson explores how

the epoch-making event of Russia’s war in Ukraine has led to changes in the
research field Slavic Studies, particularly memory studies and the studies of
camp literature. They discuss how ideas of repetition and the return of history
have anew resonance, and how increasing concerns are impacting a historical
consciousness that demands epistemic justice.

he field of research and general interest of Luba Jurgenson is undergoing major changes in many ways. Especially
in connection with Russia’s war in Ukraine, Europe’s first war in this part of the world since 1945.

This epoch-making event, which truly turned the clock upside down, coincided with two more, on a smaller
scale: first, the change from the late and post-Soviet generation in academia, and secondly, the upsurge of a
young historical consciousness that demands epistemic justice, decolonization, decentralization and de-Russifi-

cation in Slavic and Eastern European studies. These demands are especially strong within memory studies,
and specifically, in the studies of camp literature, where the work of Luba Jurgenson has been ground-breaking.

Luba Jurgenson is a university professor at one of the world’s leading institutions and one of the most prominent
scholars of camp literature. She has had a significant role in the international scholarly and academic movement
studying, translating and publishing Varlam Shalamov in European languages.

She is a writer, the author of 10 novels, critical and journalistic essays; a translator of Russian literature, the aca-
demic editor of translated editions of Russian classics; also, author and editor of a whole library of Gulag studies in
French and in translation, both her own and collective scholarship.! Recently, she has addtionally started a docu-
mentary film making project.

IRINA SANDOMIRSKAJA (1S): Can you tell us a little bit about the interaction of genres, in particular, why cinema?
—-and how do you manage to combine all this - not only in time, which is already amazing, but also in terms of
epistemology and method?

LUBA JURGENSON (LJ): It would seem that the simplest topic is about yourself, but the “I” also changes in the process
of world changes. Reading the question, you think: really, how can all this be combined? Probably, some mistake
has crept in, it’s not me. Everything will become clearer if you unfold these different “hypostases” in time. Although
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this is also not entirely correct, because thoughts and creativity do not fit into the chronological framework. When
I found myself in Vienna in 1975 and read “The Gulag Archipelago”, I realized that in future I would try to delve into
the essence of totalitarian regimes — let’s take the word “totalitarian” in quotation marks; we know that it is not
quite suitable for describing the USSR, Nazi Germany, etc., based on extreme state violence. At the same time, in the
book of stories that I began to write at that time there was no reference to time and place. Both it and the next one
can be ranked among the literature of the absurd (the first was published in 1981, the second — a story — in 1984). Ab-
surdity as a method of cognition of the world. I began to write in French, thus breaking the connection between the
reality to which I owed my absurd perception of the world, and the language of its description, or rather invention.
This was soon followed by an autobiographical text (1986) about leaving the USSR, where there were already histori-
calrealities — the late Soviet regime and the Holocaust — despite the fact that I had previously sworn

“ TO d ay I WI‘ite to myself never to write about the Holocaust. In the 1980s, this topic suddenly began to be actively
. ’ discussed, books and studies appeared, and in 1985 Lanzmann’s Shoah was released. And I broke
Wlthout l‘eally my vow: not to keep up with the times, but simply to feel that I could and that I needed it. The next
aSkln g myself two'books were novels abqut the Soviet Union of the 1970s, based on memoirs '(198.9), and about
Nazi Germany (1994). Also in the 1980s, I began to translate. It was my love affair with the French
What I dIm language — how to get used to it without losing Russian. All this time I was collecting material about
t 1 _ the Holocaust, about Nazism, reading memoirs about the Gulag, Shalamov’s stories which, back
writing —a . . 10V S St0
. then, did not yet form a complete picture of what they later became; I did all this as a “savage”,
novel, danar thle ,»  without the slightest contact with the academic world. In 1995, I participated in the translation of
The Black Book by Grossman and Ehrenburg. There were five of us, but we were given wild dead-
an essay or , . five of
lines, and we had absolutely no opportunity to communicate with each other, to work together.
d Screenplay, Translating a text day and night that is impossible to read: I realized that you can’t do it alone. It is
a klnd Of hybrld dange.:rous for the. psyche apd unpfoductlve. SoIreturned to tl.1e university as an act of self-p.res-
.. ' ervation. The topic of my dissertation was: “Is the camp experience unutterable?” The question
WI‘ltlIlg. mark includes a critique of this notion, which has since become a common cliché in French. When I

wrote, there was very little comparative research on camp testimony, but when the book came out

(2003), it turned out that there was an academic community that was working on this topic. Here I had to find out
for myself who I was — a writer, a researcher or a translator? All these “hats” (caps in French) are linked. Reading
the witness documents changed the idea of the camp experience, and reading Shalamov undermined faith in the
novel. The following novels (2002, 2012) are at the same time a discussion about what a novel is, about the limits of
anovel. In 2004, following in the footsteps of Shalamov, I went to Kolyma and then the theme of landscape arose,
which I am still engaged with. It was this topic that led me to cinema. I have long dreamed of cinema, but I came to it
through the visual experience of communicating with a landscape — a witness to violence (the Gulag, the Holocaust,
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the extermination of Armenians, etc.). That is, yes, the medium is prompted by the topic. And here my identities
merged, because it is impossible to imagine a landscape without including some personal emotions, and, accord-
ingly, emotional writing. Today, I write without really asking myself what I am writing — a novel, an article, an essay
or a screenplay, a kind of hybrid writing.

Is: The second question is how your interests and responsibilities fit into the context of French academia (in
particular, Slavic or regional studies in general) - the legacy of the empire, the war and the Cold War. Is this
recent and not so recent history still felt and if so, in what way? If not, then, what has changed?

LJ: As I have already said, my research on camp texts coincided with the rapid development of a new interdisciplin-
ary field in literary studies, and I somehow organically fit into it. At that time, in Slavic studies, witness texts were
still perceived exclusively as historical documents, while specialists in other literatures were already seriously in-
terested in their poetics. Shalamov played a major role in the turn towards poetics among the Slavists. I don’t know
if I feel fully as a slavist. Actually, according to the method, I am more of a comparativist; I wrote about Primo Levi,
Tadeusz Borowski, and Robert Anthelm, and even about Imre Kertész, although I cannot read him in the original,
so that is an exception. But in addition, what distinguishes me from most of my colleagues in Slavology is the non-
standard path that I followed. They, especially their elders and peers, are distinguished, as a rule, by incredible eru-
dition in the field of literary history, which I do not have. Although I should have it because of my age, I belong to the
next generation that does not accumulate such great knowledge, but thinks more about methods:

about the syntax of knowledge rather than morphology. Initially, I was interested not so much in I At f t : t
the history of literature as in the very mechanism of generating meanings, the literary process and l.I'S > 1
its comprehension in the context of history (how it realizes itself and depicts itself, what languages was dlfflcult

of description it generates). That is, my interest was rather in epistemology. How is a new idea born .
and why is it new? Where does the new image come from, why does it happen simultaneously in dif- for me to flnd
ferent parts of the world? Why do I write something without leaving the room and then suddenly it 4d common
turns out that others wrote about the same thing, at the same time; we did not know each other, but 1

a connection is formed between our seemingly closed spaces, and then a community emerges. Why anguage

do we suddenly start seeing something that no one has noticed before? There is one more point. W]th the p[‘()-
Working with witness documents as with literary texts, I naturally tried to establish their genealogy, :
which in many cases led from the Silver Age, from modernism. Therefore, one of the topics of the communist
study was the Russian and European avant-garde, as well as the turning point of the 1860s—1870s, FI'enCh
for example, the spiritual crisis of Leo Tolstoy as a crisis of a genre, an era, as a “cracking of the . . CBY)
Universe” (Khlebnikov). In this sense, of course, I am a comparative Slavist. But I also develop this lntelhgentSla'
theme in connection with historical violence.

Is: How do you fitinto the artistic and political traditions of the French intelligentsia with your background
andinterests? In one interview you say that for you, Soviet means alien and that you left the USSR in the
1970s, during the period of the dissolution of ideologies. Precisely how does this moment of breaking with
the past affect your attitudes to the present? What did this dissolution of ideologies mean then and what
doesitmean now, whenideologies returned with, and are fueled by, war and, accordingly, history also
returned with violence and crime, after it appeared to have been already complete. How do you generally
look at these processes from your personal “afar”’, and how s this “far” specific?

LJ:In French literature, the essay genre has always been very important and there has always been a place for
hybrid texts, so I feel quite comfortable in it. I came to it in the early 1980s, again, as a “savage”, already in the full
sense of the word, having little knowledge of modern literature of that time — the Nouveau Roman that was already
coming to naught. At that time, everyone read Blanchot, Bataille, Butor, who, by the way, were both writers and lit-
erary researchers, and Bataille was also an anthropologist. But I did not know them and discovered them for myself.
I moved in a circle of emigrants from Central Europe — Piotr Rawicz, Danilo Kisch, Stawomir Mrozek... At first, it was
difficult for me to find a common language with the pro-communist French intelligentsia. They listened to me atten-
tively, no one tried to convince me, but they explained that I, as a person who left the USSR, could not look at things
objectively, and in general “everything will be different here.” Dissidents were often perceived by this audience as
carriers of right-wing ideologies ... Many French people supported Pol Pot. There was (and partly still is) an attitude:
our dreams are dearer to us than the truth. When the Black Book of Communism was published, it was attacked

for denigrating communist regimes. I will not quote names, this topic has now been developed. Many of those who
then tried to save the communist idea have renounced their former convictions and are now engaged in the history
of Stalinist repressions.
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Until February 24, 2022, I had a certain narrative about my identity. Before the collapse of the USSR, I could
say about myself that I was Russian, in the sense that I was not Soviet, but anti-Soviet, but after 1991 this became
impossible. At that time, Jewish roots made themselves known (perhaps this also affected my interest in the Holo-
caust), and central Europe appeared on the map, which was already very interesting to me... Since the invasion,
all this has been a little shaken. Thirty years of peaceful life have somehow flattened — I fled the USSR, and they are
here again — here, that is, in Europe, they threaten us again. I felt this fear as pan-European, as it made me a Euro-
pean to the core, despite the fact that I felt like an emigrant again. I wrote a little book about it, about this state of
shock — shock, even though the invasion seemed imminent.

1S: What does the study of camp literature and the study of memory in general mean to you? How do you
evaluate these thirty years under the sign of “memory” and “memory of memory”, including therole
“memory” played (or did not play) in the European process?

LJ: I did not come to the topic of memory immediately. Or rather, I did not immediately realize that I was working
in the field of Memory Studies. In the witness documents, at first | was more interested in the question of under-
standing the camp experience of the survivors and making these part of the memory culture. The paradox was
that cultural heritage was an experience presented as inexpressible, which made me think about the inexpressible
in culture in general. That is, about how the representations of the camp fit into the history of the “unutterable”.
These were problems of cultural memory, of the transition from communicative to cultural memory, but I was not
aware of them as such, but rather as a problem of “translation,” of creating a language in which the lacuna works
simultaneously as a signifier — a gap, omission, silence, muteness point to a certain cultural content — and as a my-
thologem, a new version of the journey to the other world, the descent into hell. At some point, everyone started
talking about memory, and it became clear to me that this was what I was doing, but it was at this

« . . . . L. )
Untll theI‘e isa time that memory from museums and memorials burst out onto advertising posters. Strong ex:

periences are sold in the form of future memories. Ironically, this coincided with the triumph of

[3 b
GUlag IMUSEeUIT]l thevirtual and the visual in culture. The Book of Sand — that is, the Internet — has drawn us into

in one Of the the jungle of an endless and sometimes meaningless archive, and the improvement of visual tech-
. nologies to the endless fixation of the experienced moment, which instantly turns into the past.
countries of In general, the leap into the future turned into a preoccupation with the past. This is a separate

Western EurOp e, big topic. I mention it to explain that memory has become an object of both study and criticism

for me — at the same time. This included the concept of memory, which formed the basis of the

comimon European process. It is clear that common memory is a utopian program, without which it is
mem Ol‘y 1 S impossible to build Europe. The Holocaust is an example of pan-European memory. The extermi-

nation of the Jews turned out to be a link for Europe, that is, a new cultural basis. Kertész speaks

impOSSible.” about this beautifully in his essay The Holocaust as a Culture. He also explains why it was the Ho-

locaust, and not Stalin’s terror, not the communist regime, although half of Europe suffered from
it no less. Here the consensus is broken, here we no longer have a common memory, here there is a “phantom
border” separating Western Europe from Central and Eastern Europe. The former is not always ready to recognize
communist terror as one of the foundations of common memory, and the latter is not always ready to admit its “in-
convenient past” (collaboration) and often perceives demands to deal with it as a colonial approach. Until there is
a “Gulag museum” in one of the countries of Western Europe, common memory is impossible. Nevertheless, the
invasion of Ukraine has revolutionized European memory. The European Parliament recognized the Holodomor
as genocide. The memory of the Soviet period is in demand today; my work, for example, has suddenly become of
interest to journalists. Never before has there been so much debate about Putin’s rewriting of historical memory,
about memory as a propaganda tool, and so on.

1S: One series of questions that are both specific and concern everything, at the same time. “Why
Shalamov?” “Why now?” “What for?” “For whom?”

LJ:First of all, precisely because all attempts to create a Soviet past with a human face are shattered against it. His
Sketches of the Criminal World is a terrific guide to understanding modern political culture — after all, it is the leg-
acy of the Gulag, the criminal culture. It “did not go into the past, but dissolved in the future” — as was said about
Stalin. Shalamov’s texts, for all their seeming simplicity, are an apology for complexity. They are contradictory
in the extreme, they tell us that a person lives several lives at the same time — simultaneously, not sequentially!

— about the fact that different time streams converge in it, about its multilingualism. About the confrontation
between the individual and the state — this question arises today not only in dictatorships, but also in democratic
countries.



interview 1 5

IS: And what will happen next? lam referring to the new initiative of the European Parliament and the
recently adopted resolution on “European historical consciousness” to affirm “common European values”.
1 could not help noticing the obvious - too obvious - absence of the word memory in this context.2

LJ: As I have already said, my “European historical consciousness” is fear for Europe. Of course, I agree that “his-
torical consciousness™ is a change of genre, betraying its crisis. Since we know from Shklovsky that the personal
crises of writers and scientists are crises of genres, we can talk about it. For Lotman, such crises are associated with
the problem of translation. When the utterances of one generation become untranslatable into the language of the
next, a paradigm shift occurs. I also experienced the “end of the writing” after February 24. Everything stopped.
The novel I was writing froze in the middle of the sentence. I returned to it, two books later, as a different person,
with a different language. As for research, it is very difficult to write about the past when you do not know what will
happen tomorrow. After all, by and large, working with memory is a reflection on the present. If the present is in
question, then memory loses its meaning. Memory studies are peacetime problems. Reflections on the violence

of the past are perceived critically (by themselves) in an era of violence of the present: perhaps everything was
thought out incorrectly? And why don’t my theoretical calculations help me to comprehend what is happening?
Obviously, some other approaches are needed. Probably, this is where the turn towards cinema

. . . .
comes from. This is b'oth a n'ew language §nd anew field, l:fecaus? ITam r’nfaklng Z?l film in the Czech ¢ If the pres ent
Republic, about uranium mines where prisoners worked, including political prisoners, and from . N
where uranium was sent to the USSR to create an atomic bomb. I have never done this before, I am 1S 111 queStIOIl,
commg up with completel}{ new methods for myself. Here new quest19ns — ecology (the archive — then memory
nature itself) — converge with the old ones — the colonial past, repressions. . .
“Historical consciousness” imposed from above is always dangerous. In my opinion, any col- loses its meaning.
lective consciousness, as well as the collective unconscious, is fraught with the transformation of Memory Stl,ldie S

myths into superstitions. But the enthusiasm for decolonization also carries the risk of coarsening, .
simplifying ideas about epistemological processes. It’s just that at my age, you understand that “this are peacetlme
too will pass.” As we know, radical paradigm shifts, when the knowledge of the previous generation prOblemS.”

is thrown off the steamer of modernity, are always followed by a period of relativization, compre-

hension of the dialectics of breaks and sequences. Something always remains, and is included in

anew cycle. The question arises: was there a steamship? In addition, the academic world, at least the one I know,
will resist for a long time, and in the meantime a new, unforeseen round will come. But it cannot be ruled out that
we are entering a completely new episteme, which I cannot see due to the limitations of my generational field of vi-
sion. In fact, any knowledge contains the possibility of its deconstruction (probably, this formula itself betrays me
as a representative of a generation). Many years of creation seemed to be waiting for its destroyer. Maybe that’s its
strength. Knowledge as beauty is valuable in its transience. E

Irina Sandomirskaja is a Professor of Cultural Studies at CBEES, Sddertérn University.
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