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Rodolphe	Baudin	

Introduction:	 Studying	 Russian	 Letters,	 From	 Lit-
erary	 and	 Social	 Practices	 to	 the	 History	 of	 Emo-
tions	
	
Introduction	to	 the	special	issue	Epistolary	Emotions	 in	Early	 Imperial	Russia	
(1770-1830).	
	
	
This	introduction	aims	at	briefly	
mapping	 the	 dominating	 para-
digms	 which	 developed	 in	 the	
field	 of	 Russian	 epistolary	 stud-
ies	over	the	past	decades.	It	does	
not	pretend	 to	 list	 all	 the	works	
dedicated	 to	 this	 topic,	 but	 to	
name	 a	 few	 which	 have	 been	
regularly	 used	 by	 specialists	 of	
the	 field	 and	 are	 typical	 of	 the	
various	 approaches	 developed	
while	 studying	 Russian	 letters.1	
It	concentrates	on	works	dealing	
with	 broad	 issues	 and/or	 theo-
retical	 or	 methodological	 ques-
tions	raised	by	the	topic.	Conse-
quently,	it	focuses	essentially	on	
works	 addressing	 various	 as-
pects	 of	 the	 social	 and	 cultural	
history	 of	 epistolary	 culture	 in	
Russia,	leaving	aside	the	numer-
ous	studies	dedicated	to	specific	
practitioners	 of	 letters	 and	 /	 or	
																																																								
1	 For	 general	 studies	 of	 Russian	
epistolary	 culture,	 see	 Atanasova-
Sokolova	 2006	 and	 Baudin	 2009.	
For	 Russian	 theoretical	 approaches	
to	 the	 epistolary	 form,	 see	Paperno	
1974;	Paperno	1977	and	Elina	1980.	

the	 correspondence	 of	 famous	
Russian	 writers.	 This	 introduc-
tion	pays	special	attention	to	the	
existing	 works	 which	 address	
the	 specific	 question	 of	 emo-
tions.	 As	 it	 is	 argued,	 these	
works	 are	 especially	 promising.	
This	 suggests	 that	 the	 field	 can	
undoubtedly	 benefit	 from	 the	
addition	 of	 emotion	 studies,	 a	
very	 dynamic	 paradigm	 in	 re-
cent	 historical	 studies,	 as	 the	
works	assembled	in	this	 issue	of	
AvtobiografiЯ	aim	to	confirm.	
	
The	majority	of	works	dedicated	
to	the	topic	of	Russian	epistolary	
culture	published	both	in	Russia	
and	the	West	can	be	divided	in-
to	 five	 groups.	 The	 first	 group	
consists	 of	 studies	 focusing	 on	
the	 formation	 of	 a	 normative	
epistolary	 culture	 in	 Russia.	
Among	 such	 studies,	 many	
available	 works	 focus	 on	 the	
genre	 of	 letter-writing	manuals.	
Notwithstanding	 the	 existence	
of	 an	 epistolary	 etiquette	 and	
even	 manuscript	 letter-writing	
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manuals	 in	 Muscovite	 Russia,	
most	 scholars	 addressing	 this	
question	have	focused	on	manu-
als	 published	 starting	 from	 the	
eighteenth	 century	 and	 meant	
for	 a	 larger	 audience	 than	 the	
mostly	 clerical	 one	 targeted	 by	
the	 genre	before	 Peter	 I.	Works	
dedicated	 to	 this	 topic	 include	
Gabriele	 Scheidegger’s	 mono-
graph	Studien	 zu	 den	russischen	
Briefstellern	 des	 18.	 Jahrunderts	
und	 zur	 “Europäisierung”	 des	
russischen	 Briefstils	 [Studies	 on	
Eighteenth-Century	Russian	Let-
ter	Writers	and	on	 the	“Europe-
anization”	of	the	Russian	Episto-
lary	 Style]	 (Scheidegger	 1980).	
This	monograph	studies	the	first	
letter-writing	manual	of	 the	Pe-
trine	period,	Examples	of	How	to	
Write	 Various	 Compliments	
[Priklady	 kako	 pishutsia	 kom-
plimenty	 raznye],	 from	 such	
points	 of	 view	 as	 the	 evolution	
of	written	Russian,	the	history	of	
the	 manual’s	 Western	 sources	
and	 the	 early	 history	 of	 transla-
tion	in	Russia.	The	Examples	are	
also	 central	 to	 Anna	 Joukovska-
ïa’s	 paper	 ‘La	 Naissance	 de	
l’épistolographie	 normative	 en	
Russie.	 Histoire	 des	 premiers	
manuels	 russes	 d’art	 épistolaire’	
[The	Birth	 of	Normative	 Episto-
lography	 in	 Russia.	 History	 of	
the	 first	 Russian	 Letter-writing	
Manuals]	 (Joukovskaïa	 1999),	
which	 focuses	 on	 the	history	 of	
letter-writing	manuals	 in	Russia	

in	the	longue	durée,	studying	the	
evolution	 of	 their	 structure	 and	
target	 audience,	 from	 the	 new	
lay	 elite	 of	 Peter’s	 times	 to	
townspeople	(meshchane)	at	the	
end	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	
through	 the	 merchant	 reader-
ship	 in	Catherine	 II’s	 times.	Be-
sides	 these	 two	 seminal	 works,	
the	questions	of	 the	origins	and	
sociological	 evolution	 of	 letter-
writing	 manuals	 are	 addressed	
in	the	works	of	Lisa	Bernstein.	In	
her	 first	 paper,	 ‘The	 First	 pub-
lished	 Russian	 Letter-Writing	
Manual:	Priklady,	kako	pishutsia	
komplementy	 raznye…’	 (Bern-
stein	 2002a),	 Bernstein	 explains	
how	the	Priklady	drew	a	fictional	
and	normative	new	world	for	its	
readers	 and	 fed	 them	with	 new	
moral	 values	 and	 new	 under-
standings	 of	 the	 organization	of	
power	 structures.	 In	 her	 second	
paper,	 ‘Merchant	 “Correspond-
ence”	 and	 Russian	 Letter-
Writing	Manuals:	Petr	Ivanovich	
Bogdanovich	and	His	Pis’movnik	
for	 Merchants’	 (Bernstein	
2002b),	Bernstein	studies	what	it	
meant	 for	 eighteenth-century	
merchants	 to	 correspond	 with	
commercial	 partners.	 Bernstein	
also	 examines	 how	 the	need	 for	
clear	 and	 exact	 communication	
regarding	commercial	issues	was	
instrumental	in	shaping	a	specif-
ic	new	language	and	how	letter-
writing	 manuals	 designed	 for	 a	
specific	 social	 group	 helped	
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them	to	define	their	class	identi-
ty.	
All	 these	 studies	 emphasize	 the	
normative	 character	 of	 episto-
lary	 discourse	 in	 these	manuals	
and	 demonstrate	 how	 the	 sam-
ple	 letters	 which	 they	 offered	
provided	readers	with	self-	 fash-
ioning	 models.	 These	 models	
were	 useful	 to	 the	 early	 eight-
eenth-century	 nobility	 as	 it	
looked	for	models	in	its	Europe-
anization	 process	 as	 well	 as	 to	
the	 late	 eighteenth-century	
merchants	 seeking	 social	 legiti-
macy.2	
	
The	 second	 group	 of	 works	 on	
epistolary	 culture	 addresses	 the	
question	 of	 polyglossia	 in	 noble	
letter-writing	practices	 in	 Impe-
rial	 Russia.	 All	 correspondences	
were	 seen	 as	 the	 continuation	
on	 paper	 of	 oral	 social	 interac-
tions.	Thus	the	features	of	these	
oral	 interactions	 contaminated	
written	texts,	and	the	use	of	pol-
yglossia	 became	 an	 important	
part	 of	 social	 and	 cultural	prac-
tice	of	 the	Russian	nobility.	The	
question	 of	 the	 use	 of	 foreign	
languages	in	Russian	aristocratic	
																																																								
2	 Additional	 studies	 on	 letter-
writing	 manuals	 in	 the	 eighteenth	
century	 include	 Ransel	 1973	 and	
Dmitrieva	1986.	In	his	study,	Ransel	
explores	how	letter-writing	manuals	
were	used	to	learn	how	to	gain	pro-
tection	 from	 patrons	 while	 navi-
gating	the	Russian	bureaucracy.		

letters	 is	addressed	in	the	works	
of	 Ekaterina	 Dmitrieva	
(Maimina)	devoted	to	the	corre-
spondence	 of	 Pushkin	 and	 his	
contemporaries.	 Dmitrieva	
(Maimina)’s	 studies	 include	
‘Frantsuzskaia	 rech’	 v	 pis’makh	
Pushkina	 k	 Viazemskomu’	
[French	 Language	 in	 Pushkin’s	
Letters	to	Viazemskii]	(Maimina	
1977),	 ‘Stilisticheskie	 funktsii	
frantsuzskogo	iazyka	v	perepiske	
Pushkina	 i	 v	 ego	 poezii’	 [The	
Stylistic	 Functions	 of	 French	 in	
Pushkin’s	 Letters	 and	 Poetry]	
(Maimina	1981),	and	the	paper	in	
French	‘La	correspondance	fran-
çaise	 de	 Pouchkine’	 [Pushkin’s	
Correspondence	 in	 French]	
(Dmitrieva	 1994).	 Additionally,	
polyglossia	 in	 Russian	 letters	 of	
the	Imperial	period	is	studied	by	
Iurii	Lotman	in	his	anthology	of	
Russian	 literature	 written	 in	
French	(Lotman	et	al.	 1994)	and	
by	Irina	Paperno	in	her	paper	‘O	
dvuiazychnoi	 perepiske	 push-
kinskoi	epokhi’	 [About	Bilingual	
Correspondence	 in	 Pushkin’s	
Times]	(Paperno	1975).	It	was	al-
so	 given	 attention	 by	 the	 con-
tributors	 to	 the	 recent	 Bristol	
University	 research	 project	 on	
the	 use	 of	 French	 language	 in	
Imperial	 Russia	 (Offord	 et	 al.	
2015).	
According	 to	 the	 above-
mentioned	specialists,	the	use	of	
French	 in	 Russian	 letters	 was	
prompted	by	different	elements:	
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the	 social	 status	 of	 the	 address-
ees;	 the	 content	 of	 the	 letters;	
and	 various	 textual	 strategies,	
intended	 to	 help	 the	 authors	 of	
the	 letters	 to	 influence	 the	 re-
ception	 of	 their	 messages	 by	
their	 addressees	 or	 to	 perform	
specific	social	rituals	which	were	
characteristic	 of	 the	 nobility’s	
cultural	 practices.	 The	 textual	
manifestation	of	polyglossia	also	
varied	 in	 Russian	 letters,	 from	
the	 use	 of	 isolated	 words,	 ex-
pressions	or	sentences	 in	anoth-
er	 language	to	more	generalized	
forms	 of	 code	 switching	
throughout	entire	 letters.	As	Iri-
na	Paperno	put	 it,	what	defined	
one’s	 belonging	 to	 the	 nobility	
was	not	so	much	the	knowledge	
of	another	language	but	the	abil-
ity	 to	 code	 switch	 freely	 in	 let-
ters	just	as	in	ordinary	conversa-
tion.	 Epistolary	 polyglossia	 also	
showcases	 the	 ability	 of	 letters	
to	 help	 their	 authors	 in	 their	
self-fashioning	 efforts	 by	 offer-
ing	them	role	models	often	pro-
vided	by	 literary	texts	 in	foreign	
languages.		
	
Another	 epistolary	 practice	 as-
sociated	 with	 the	 nobility	 was	
writing	 friendly	 letters.	 This	
practice	has	attracted	 the	atten-
tion	 of	 scholars,	 both	 Russian	
and	Western,	whose	works	con-
stitute	 the	 third	 group	 of	 schol-
arship	on	Russian	epistolary	cul-
ture.	Works	addressing	this	type	

of	 letters	 include	 the	 classic	
study	by	Nikolai	Stepanov	 ‘Dru-
zheskoe	 pis’mo	 nachala	 XIX	 ve-
ka’	 [The	Friendly	Letter	 in	Early	
Nineteenth	 Century]	 (Stepanov	
1926),	 as	 well	 as	 William	 Mills	
Todd	 III’s	 monograph	 The	 Fa-
miliar	 Letter	 as	a	 Literary	Genre	
in	 the	 Age	 of	 Pushkin	 (Mills	
Todd	 III	 1976).	 The	 friendly	 let-
ter	embodied	an	ideal	type	of	in-
formal	 epistolary	 communica-
tion,	 free	 of	 the	 constraints	
weighing	on	both	form	and	con-
tent	 in	the	contexts	of	court	 life	
or	 state	 service.	 This	 made	 it	
particularly	 valuable	 to	 contem-
poraries,	who	used	it	to	consoli-
date	 their	 conception	 of	 private	
identity.	But	friendship	was	cen-
tral	 also	 to	 freemasons	 who,	 as	
Victoria	Frede	argues	 in	her	pa-
per	 ‘Freemasonry;	 Secrecy,	 and	
Letter	 Writing	 in	 the	 1780s’	
(Frede	 2015),	 cultivated	 it	 in	
both	 lodges	 and	 letters.	 It	 was	
seen	as	a	tool	of	mutual	support	
in	 their	 collective	 search	 for	
moral	 improvement.	 The	 quest	
for	 simplicity,	 characteristic	 of	
the	 friendly	 letter,	 also	 helped	
modernize	the	Russian	language	
and	turned	the	letter	from	a	type	
of	written	discourse	 into	a	 liter-
ary	genre	of	its	own	at	the	end	of	
the	 eighteenth	 and	 the	 begin-
ning	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	
as	 William	 Mills	 Todd	 III,	 Petr	
Bukharkin	 (Bukharkin	 1982),	
Rima	 Lazarchuk	 (Lazarchuk	
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1972),	 Laura	 Rossi	 (Rossi	 1994)	
and	 Konstantin	 Lappo-
Danilevskii	 (Lappo-Danilevskii	
2013)	have	demonstrated.	
	
If	 the	 freemasons	 studied	 by	
Victoria	Frede	constituted	a	spe-
cific	segment	among	letter	writ-
ers	 in	 the	 late	 eighteenth	 and	
early	 nineteenth	 centuries,	 they	
were	 nevertheless	 aristocrats	
and	men,	that	is	members	of	the	
dominating	 group	 of	 writing	
people	in	Imperial	Russia.	Other	
segments	 of	 the	 population,	
however,	 did	 write	 letters,	 too.	
Such	segments	 include	less	visi-
ble	 parts	 of	 the	 demographic,	
like	 women	 or	 peasants.	 The	
epistolary	 practices	 of	 these	
gender	 or	 cultural	 minorities	
have	 been	 studied	 in	 works	
forming	 the	 fourth	 group	 of	
scholarship	 on	 Russian	 episto-
lary	 culture.	 Letters	 written	 by	
noblewomen	 are	 addressed	 in	
the	 papers	 of	 Anna	 Belova,	
‘Women’s	 Letters	 and	 Russian	
Noble	 Culture	 of	 the	 Late	 18th	
and	Early	 19th	Centuries’	(Belova	
2003),	and	Mary	Wells	Cavender	
‘“Kind	 Angel	 of	 the	 Soul	 and	
Heart”:	 Domesticity	 and	 Family	
Correspondence	among	the	Pre-
emancipation	 Russian	 Gentry’	
(Wells	Cavender	 2002).	 Accord-
ing	to	both	scholars,	noblewom-
en	 wrote	 private	 letters	 exten-
sively.	 Letter-writing	 was	 im-
portant	 to	 them	as	a	part	of	 the	

education	 they	 gave	 to	 their	
daughters,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 tool	 in	
their	 efforts	 to	 pass	 on	 to	 the	
next	 generation	 family	 memo-
ries	 built	 on	 narratives	 about	
successful	 marriages	 and	 family	
happiness.	 Additionally,	 letters	
were	important	to	women	of	the	
nobility	 as	 a	 network-building	
tool.	 Finally,	 noblewomen	 used	
letters	 to	 express	 their	 social	
values	and	to	ensure	the	preser-
vation	 of	 symbolic	 roles	 and	hi-
erarchies	 inside	 the	 family.	 The	
language	 of	 female	 letters	 was	
simpler	than	the	language	of	let-
ters	written	by	men.	Women	al-
so	 often	 preferred	 French	 to	
Russian,	which,	 as	 the	 language	
of	 state	 service	 and	 business,	
was	less	familiar	to	them	than	it	
was	to	male	letter	writers.	
Peasant	 letters	 have	 attracted	
even	 less	 attention	 than	 female	
ones,	 an	 unsurprising	 fact,	 con-
sidering	 the	 extremely	 low	 level	
of	 literacy	among	the	non-noble	
rural	 population	 of	 the	 Russian	
Empire.	 They	 are	 examined	 in	
Olga	 Yokoyama’s	 two-volume	
monograph	Russian	Peasant	Let-
ters.	 Texts	 and	 Contexts	 (Yoko-
yama	 2008)	 and	 in	 her	 Russian	
Peasant	 Letters:	 Life	 and	 Times	
of	 a	 19th-Century	 Family	 (Yoko-
yama	 2010).	 Studying	 the	 corre-
spondence	 of	 the	 Zhernakovs,	 a	
family	 of	 peasants,	whose	 social	
rise	in	the	last	third	of	the	nine-
teenth	 century	 led	 to	 their	 in-
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creasing	 mastering	 of	 literacy,	
Yokoyama	 examines	 it	 first	 and	
foremost	 as	 a	 linguistic	 source	
providing	information	on	the	lo-
cal	 variant	 of	 Russian	 used	 by	
the	family,	as	well	as	on	their	id-
iosyncratic	 conception	 of	 lin-
guistic	norms.	But	Yokoyama	al-
so	 addresses	 the	 letters’	 signifi-
cance	 as	 a	 record	 of	 the	 Zher-
nakovs’	 social	 trajectory,	 from	
illiterate	 peasants	 to	 future	 ku-
laks.	From	this	point	of	view,	the	
correspondence	had	value	in	the	
family’s	 eyes	 as	 a	 proof	 of	 their	
success.	 Letters	 became	 a	 space	
where	 to	 build	 the	 family’s	
memory	 and	 myth.	 Besides	
Yokoyama,	an	 interesting	analy-
sis	of	peasant	letters	is	offered	in	
Zhanna	 Kormina’s	 monograph	
Provody	 v	 armiiu	 v	 poreformen-
noi	 Rossii.	 Opyt	 etnografich-
eskogo	analiza	[Farewells	to	Mil-
itary	Service	in	Reformed	Russia.	
An	 Experiment	 in	 Ethnographic	
Analysis]	(Kormina	2005).	Exam-
ining	 the	 letters	of	 early	 twenti-
eth-century	 Russian	 soldiers	 to	
their	 families,	 Kormina	 stresses	
their	 wide	 use	 of	 recurring	 ele-
ments,	such	as	songs,	chastushki	
and	 formulaic	 expressions,	 as	
well	as	their	striking	indifference	
to	 the	 expression	 of	 intimacy.	
This	 double	 feature,	 argues	
Kormina,	 is	 the	 consequence	 of	
the	massive	 illiteracy	of	Russian	
peasants,	 which	 impacted	 both	
ends	of	the	communication	pro-

cess.	When	communicating	with	
their	families,	soldiers	had	to	re-
sort	to	the	help	of	public	writers,	
with	whom	they	did	not	want	to	
share	intimate	details,	especially	
since	they	would	often	be	fellow	
soldiers.	 They	 also	 knew	 that,	
upon	 reception	 of	 the	 letters,	
their	 widely	 illiterate	 families	
would	resort	to	the	village	priest	
to	read	them,	and	that	the	read-
ing	 would	 often	 be	 performed	
publicly.	 This	 aspect	 inhibited	
the	 free	 expression	 of	 intimate	
circumstances.	
	
The	fifth	and	last	group	of	avail-
able	 works	 on	 Russian	 letters	
deal	with	the	epistolary	practices	
of	the	Soviet	period.	For	obvious	
reasons,	numerous	works	in	this	
group	 study	 how	 Soviet	 letters	
expressed	 Soviet	 citizens’	 atti-
tudes	to	political	power.	In	their	
monographs	 Everyday	 Stalinism	
(Fitzpatrick	1999)	and	5%	de	vér-
ité.	 La	 dénonciation	 dans	 l’URSS	
de	 Staline	 [Five	 per	 Cent	 of	
Truth.	 Denunciation	 in	 Stalin’s	
USSR]	(Nérard	2004),	both	Shei-
la	 Fitzpatrick	 and	 François-
Xavier	Nérard	examine	different	
types	 of	 letters	 to	 the	 authori-
ties,	 from	 letters	of	 request	 sent	
to	leaders,	government	bodies	or	
newspapers,	to	letters	of	denun-
ciation	 (‘signaly’).	 Letters	 of	 re-
quest	 testified	 of	 the	 embrace-
ment	 of	 Soviet	 power	 by	 Soviet	
citizens	 and	 their	 faith	 in	 its	
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ability	and	willingness	to	resolve	
the	 numerous	 issues	 that	 the	
population	 was	 facing.	 As	 for	
letters	 of	 denunciation,	 citizens	
wrote	 them	 to	 showcase	 their	
loyalty	 to	 the	 regime	 and/or	 to	
fix	 personal	 problems,	 often	
connected	 with	 family	 or	 work	
issues.	 Whatever	 function	 they	
assigned	 them,	 Soviet	 citizens,	
argue	 Fitzpatrick	 and	 Nérard,	
were	avid	 letter-writers.	The	So-
viet	 state	 itself	 invited	 them	 to	
do	 so,	 seeing	 in	 letter	 writing	
both	 a	 valuable	 source	 of	 infor-
mation	 on	 the	 population’s	
mood	 and	 a	mechanism	 of	 self-
legitimization.	 Naturally,	 letters	
helped	 their	 writers	 build	 an	
ideal	persona	in	Soviet	times	no	
less	 than	 in	 Imperial	 Russia,	 as	
they	 provided	models	 of	 behav-
iour,	 discourse	 and	 even	 phras-
ing	 adequate	 for	 the	 ideological	
requirements	of	the	new	regime.	
Besides	Fitzpatrick	and	Nérard’s	
works,	 Soviet	 epistolary	 practic-
es	 have	 been	 studied	 by	 Alexey	
Tikhomirov	in	his	paper	‘The	re-
gime	 of	 Forced	 Trust:	 Making	
and	 Breaking	 Emotional	 Bonds	
between	People	and	State	in	So-
viet	 Russia,	 1917-1941’	 (Tikho-
mirov	 2013).	 In	 his	 paper,	
Tikhomirov	examines	the	mech-
anisms	 of	 the	 ‘regime	 of	 forced	
trust’	 engineered	 by	 the	 Soviet	
authorities	 to	 manage	 control	

over	the	population	through	the	
70	years	of	its	existence.3	
Among	 the	 works	 dedicated	 to	
Soviet	 epistolary	 practices,	 war	
letters	 have	 also	 enjoyed	 grow-
ing	 scrutiny	 in	 recent	 years.4	
Such	studies	include	Tatiana	Vo-
ronina’s	 paper	 ‘Kak	 chitat’	
pis’ma	 s	 fronta?’	 [How	 to	 Read	
Letters	 from	 the	 Front?]	 (Voro-
nina	 2011),	 Jochen	 Hellbeck’s	
‘‘‘The	 Diaries	 of	 Fritzes	 and	 the	
Letters	 of	 Gretchens”.	 Personal	
Writings	 from	 the	 German-
Soviet	 War	 and	 their	 Readers’	
(Hellbeck	2009)	and	the	study	of	
Sergei	 Ushakin	 and	 Aleksei	
Golubev	 ‘Eks-pozitsiia	 pis’ma:	 o	
pravilakh	 chteniia	 chuzhoi	
perepiski’	 [Ex-posing	 a	 Letter:	
About	 the	 Rules	 of	 Reading	
Someone	Else’s	Letters]	 (Ushak-
in	et	al.	2016).	Soviet	soldiers	ac-
tively	wrote	letters	during	World	
War	II.	It	was	a	practice	encour-
aged	 by	 the	 authorities,	 which	
considered	 letter	 writing	 as	 an	
efficient	 tool	of	mobilization	 for	
the	rear	and	of	promotion	of	the	
image	of	the	 ideal	Soviet	soldier	
																																																								
3	 Tikhomirov’s	 use	 of	 letters	 to	
study	emotions	in	Stalin’s	USSR	fol-
lows	the	path	opened	by	Fitzpatrick	
in	her	seminal	exploration	of	Soviet	
emotions	 in	 the	 1930s.	 See	Fitzpat-
rick	2004.	
4	The	study	of	war	letters	is	not	lim-
ited	to	the	Soviet	period.	For	an	ex-
ploration	of	eighteenth-century	war	
letters,	see	Sdvizhkov	2019.	
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as	 the	 latest	 hypostasis	 of	 the	
New	 Soviet	 man.	 Letters	 from	
the	 front	 were	 either	 individual	
or	 collective	 and	were	meant	 to	
be	 read	 either	 individually	 or	
collectively,	 especially	 when	
they	were	 published	 in	 newspa-
pers.	 All	 of	 them	 went	 through	
censorship	 and	had	 to	 celebrate	
the	Soviet	wartime	cult	of	hero-
ism	 and	 self-sacrifice.	 This	 did	
not	 exclude	 the	 expression	 of	
individual	 emotions.	 If	 fear	 and	
defeatism	 were	 no	 options,	 ex-
pressing	 someone’s	 desire	 to	
fight	 for	 his	 or	 her	 loved	 ones	
was	 welcomed,	 especially	 since	
this	 emotion	 was	 associated	
with	 love	 for	 the	 motherland	
and	 the	 regime.	 The	 authorities	
also	 encouraged	 the	 expression	
of	 human	 feelings	 as	 they	 were	
considered	 a	proof	 of	 the	moral	
superiority	 of	 Soviet	 soldiers	
over	 their	 Nazi	 enemies,	 who	
were	presented	by	official	 prop-
aganda	 as	 either	beasts	 or	 emo-
tionless	killing	machines.5	
The	 last	 group	 of	 Soviet	 letters	
examined	by	 scholars	are	 letters	
written	 from	 or	 to	 the	 Gulag	
camps.	 A	 relatively	 recent	 field	
in	 Russian	 epistolary	 studies,	
this	 topic	 is	 addressed	 in	 Sofia	
Chuikina’s	 paper	 ‘Kak	 ras-
skazyvat’	 o	 gulage	 iazykom	 is-

																																																								
5	For	a	recent	study	of	Russian	let-
ters	from	the	front,	see	Rozh-
destvenskaia	2020.	

toricheskoi	 vystavki:	 “pravo	
perepiski”	 v	 moskovskom	 “Me-
moriale”’	 [How	 to	 Speak	 about	
the	 Gulag	 Through	 the	 Lan-
guage	 of	 a	 History	 Exhibition:	
Right	to	Correspondence	at	Mos-
cow	 Memorial]	 Chuikina	 2015);	
in	 Emily	 Johnson’s	 introduction	
to	Arsenii	Formakov’s	Gulag	Let-
ters	(Johnson	2017),	as	well	as	in	
her	paper	 ‘Learning	 to	Read	Be-
tween	 the	 Lines:	 Miscommuni-
cation	 and	 Competing	 Notions	
of	 Victimhood	 in	 Private	 Gulag	
Correspondence’	 (Johnson	
2011);	and	 in	 Andrei	 Zavadksii’s	
paper	 ‘Pis’ma	 iz	 lageria	 kak	
sposob	 sokhranit¢	 sebia:	 sluchai	
khudozhnika	 Grigoriia	 Filip-
povskogo’	 [Camp	 Letters	 as	 a	
Way	 to	 Preserve	 Oneself:	 the	
Case	 of	 the	 Artist	 Grigorii	 Fil-
ipovskii]	 (Zavadskii	 2015).	 Due	
to	the	extreme	conditions	of	 life	
in	 the	 camps,	 which	 sometimes	
led	to	writing	on	cigarette	paper,	
postcards,	 fabrics	 or	 even	 tree	
bark,	 letter	 writing	 was	 central	
to	 many	 prisoners	 in	 Soviet	
camps.	 Yet	 some	 of	 them	 were	
deprived	of	this	right	 for	securi-
ty	 reasons,	 or	 because	 they	
spoke	 a	 language	 which	 the	
camp	 censors	 did	 not	 under-
stand	and	could	not	control.6	 In	

																																																								
6	This	topic	is	addressed	 in	a	 forth-
coming	 paper	 by	 Emily	 Johnson.	
See	 Johnson,	 Emily.	 2022.	 ‘Censor-
ing	the	Mail	in	Stalin’s	Multi-ethnic	
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their	 letters,	 prisoners	 tried	 to	
save	 their	 former	 social	 identity	
and	 expressed	 their	 thirst	 for	
life.	 They	 also	 used	 them	 to	 es-
cape	 reality	 and	 substitute	 it	
with	 a	 world	 of	 their	 own,	 co-
constructed	 with	 their	 corre-
spondent	 and	 to	 which	 camp	
personnel	 and	 other	 prisoners	
had	 no	 access.	 Often	 softening	
the	 description	 of	 life	 in	 the	
camps	 both	 for	 censorship	 rea-
sons	and	for	protecting	their	rel-
atives	outside,	prisoners	also	 re-
sorted	to	letter	writing	as	a	form	
of	empowerment.	It	was	used	as	
an	 opportunity	 to	 move	 from	 a	
victim	position	 to	a	witness	 sta-
tus.		
As	 this	 brief	 overview	 shows,	
one	 of	 the	 central	 issues	 ad-
dressed	 by	 Russian	 epistolary	
studies	 is	 the	 complicated	 and	
intertwined	 relation	 between	
letter	 writing	 as	 a	 form	 of	 ex-
pression	of	individual	subjectivi-
ties	 and	 its	 use	 according	 to	
norms	 of	 behaviour	 dictated	
from	the	top,	through	normative	
literary	 models	 and/or	 political	
discourses,	from	Peter	I’s	time	to	
the	 Soviet	 period.	 The	 perma-

																																																													
Penal	System:	the	Use	of	Languages	
Other	 than	 Russian	 in	 Soviet	 In-
mate	 Correspondence’,	 in	 Rethink-
ing	 the	 Gulag:	 Sources,	 Identities,	
Legacies,	ed.	by	Alan	Barenberg	and	
Emily	 Johnson	 (Bloomington:	 Indi-
ana	University	Press).				

nent	 tension	between	 these	 two	
motivations	can	be	spotted	in	all	
aspects	 of	 Russian	 letters,	 in-
cluding	the	way	they	are	used	to	
express	 emotions.	 The	 thematic	
cluster	 offered	 in	 this	 issue	 of	
AvtobiografiЯ	 is	 an	 additional	
opportunity	 to	 explore	 this	 ten-
sion.	 It	 is	 also	 a	 contribution	 to	
the	 history	 of	 emotions	 in	 Rus-
sia,	 a	 topic	 that	 has	 gained	 in-
creasing	 attention	 in	 recent	
years.	Major	contributions	to	the	
study	of	this	relatively	new	field	
include	 a	 cluster	 of	 papers	 edit-
ed	 by	 Jan	Plamper	 in	 Slavic	Re-
view	 in	 20097	 and	 two	 collec-
tions	of	essays:	Rossiiskaia	impe-
riia	 chuvstv:	 podkhody	 k	
kul’turnoi	 istorii	 emotsii	 [The	
Russian	Empire	 of	 Feelings:	Ap-
proaches	towards	a	Cultural	His-
tory	of	Emotions]	(Plamper	et	al.	
2010)	 and	 Interpreting	 Emotions	
in	 Russia	 and	 Eastern	 Europe	
(Steinberg	 et	 al.	 2011).	 Broad	 in	
scope	 and	 conceptually	 inspir-
ing,	 these	 three	 collected	 vol-
umes	 examine	 the	 history	 of	
emotions	 in	 Russia	 from	 the	
eighteenth	century	to	the	Soviet	
																																																								
7	 The	 cluster,	 entitled	 ‘Emotional	
Turn?	 Feelings	 in	 Russian	 History	
and	Culture’,	 contains	 an	 introduc-
tion	by	Jan	Plamper,	four	case	stud-
ies	 by	 Andrei	 Zorin,	 Jan	 Plamper,	
Olga	Matich	and	Adi	Kunstman	and	
a	conclusion	by	William	Reddy.	See	
Slavic	Review,	68/2	(Summer	2009):	
229-334.	
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period,	 through	a	variety	of	his-
torical	 and	 literary	 sources.8	
These	 sources	 include	 letters,	
addressed	 in	 the	 second	 and	
third	 volumes	 by	 Andrei	 Zorin	
(Zorin	2011)	and	Magali	Delaloye	
(Delaloi	 2010).	 In	 his	 contribu-
tion	 to	 the	 2011	 volume,	 Zorin	
examines	 how	 the	 sentimental	
educator	 and	 writer	 Mikhail	
Murav’ev	used	two	different	sets	
of	 letters	 to	 his	 wife,	 real	 ones	
on	 the	 one	hand,	 partly	 fiction-
alized	ones	in	the	form	of	a	diary	
on	 the	 other,	 to	 express	 simul-
taneous	 yet	 contradictory	 emo-
tions	 after	 he	 failed	 to	 be	 re-
warded	 on	 the	 occasion	 of	 Paul	
I’s	 coronation.9	 As	 for	Delaloye,	

																																																								
8	 These	 three	 volumes	 do	 not	 ex-
haust	 the	 existing	 bibliography	 on	
the	study	of	emotions	in	Russia	and	
the	USSR.	For	an	extended	bibliog-
raphy	 and	 an	 introduction	 to	 the	
emotional	 turn	 in	 both	 Western	
and	Russian	studies,	see	the	double	
introduction	to	Rossiiskaia	 imperiia	
chuvst	by	 Jan	 Plamper	 and	 Scham-
ma	Shakhadat,	 as	well	 as	 the	bibli-
ography	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 volume.	
See	 also	 Vinitskii	 2012.	 Seminal	
studies	 on	 emotions	 in	 English	 in-
clude	 Reddy	 2001,	Rosenwein	 2006	
and	Gross	 2006.	For	 a	bibliography	
of	 studies	 in	 French,	 see	 Corbin	 et	
al.	2016-2017.	
9	 Zorin’s	 paper	was	 just	 one	 of	 his	
numerous	 works	 on	 emotions	 in	
Russia	 in	 the	 late	 eighteenth	 and	
early	 nineteenth	 centuries.	 All	 his	
work	 on	 the	 topic	 resulted	 in	 his	

her	paper	 in	 the	 second	volume	
discusses	 Bukharin’s	 use	 of	 au-
thorized	 and	 forbidden	 emo-
tional	 repertoires	 in	 his	 corre-
spondence	 with	 Stalin	 after	 his	
arrest.	As	 she	demonstrates,	 the	
letters	 of	 the	 two	 Bolshevik	
leaders	 showcased	 two	 compet-
ing	 types	 of	 masculinity,	 an	 ex-
pressive,	 emotional	 one	 on	 Bu-
kharin’s	 side	 vs.	 a	 detached	 one	
on	 Stalin’s	 side,	 which	 was	 in-
strumental	 in	 comforting	 his	
leadership.			
However	 compelling,	 these	 two	
correspondence-based	 chapters	
are	 isolated	 case	 studies	 in	 the	
three	 volumes	 on	 the	history	 of	
emotions	 in	 Russia	 cited	 above.	
Yet	letters	do	seem	to	be	a	privi-
leged	 source	 to	 study	 not	 only	
the	 emotional	 discourse	 of	 any	
given	 culture	 but	 the	 rhetoric	
strategies	 and	 the	 mechanisms	
of	 its	 reception.	 ‘Emotional	 ref-
uges’	 (Reddy	 2001:	 129)	 for	 their	
participants,	 correspondences	
compare	 to	 high	 society	 salons	
or	masonic	 lodges.	But	 they	 are	
also	 spaces	 of	 negotiation	 be-
tween	 individual	 emotional	
speech	 acts	 (‘emotives’	 in	 Red-
dy’s	 terminology;	 Reddy	 2001:	
128)	 and	 the	 emotional	 regimes	
organising	 the	 economy	 of	 the	

																																																													
2016	 monograph	 Poiavlenie	 geroia	
[The	 Appearance	 of	 the	 Hero]	
(Zorin	2016).	
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exchange	 between	 correspond-
ents.		
The	 importance	 of	 letters	 as	 a	
source	 for	 the	 history	 of	 emo-
tions	 led	 to	 the	 organization	 of	
an	 international	 conference	 on	
epistolary	emotions	at	Sorbonne	
University	in	June	2019.	The	sev-
en	 studies	 gathered	 in	 the	 pre-
sent	 volume	 represent	 a	 signifi-
cant	 part	 of	 the	 material	 pre-
sented	at	the	conference	and	of-
fer	additional	readings	of	episto-
lary-mediated	 emotions	 in	 Rus-
sian	culture.10	They	focus	on	cor-
respondences	 written	 by	 noble-
men	or	women	in	the	late	eight-
eenth	 century,	 a	 rich	 period	 for	
the	 development	 of	 subjectivi-
ties	through	letters,	as	suggested	
by	 Elena	 Marasinova’s	 seminal	
work	 on	 the	 psychology	 of	 the	
Russian	 elite	 (Marasinova	

																																																								
10	 Besides	 the	 studies	 included	 in	
the	 present	 issue,	 the	 conference	
program	 included	papers	 by	Alexei	
Tikhomirov	(Speaking	Female:	Emo-
tions,	 Languages	 and	 Epistolary	
Selves	 in	Women’s	 Letters	 to	 Soviet	
Leaders),	 Emilia	Koustova	 (Connec-
tions	 under	 Constraint:	 Emotions	
and	 Solidarities	 in	 Letters	 to	 and	
from	Soviet	Deportees,	USSR,	1940s-
1950s)	 and	 Claire	 Delaunay	 (Pafos	
otvrashcheniia	 v	 epistoliarnom	
nasledii	 Tolstogo	 kak	 iavlenie	
kul’turnoi	istorii	emotsii)	[The	Expe-
rience	of	Disgust	in	Tolstoy’s	Corre-
spondence	as	a	Phenomenon	of	the	
Cultural	History	of	Emotions].	

1999).11	 The	 studies	 of	 the	 pre-
sent	 cluster	 also	 consider	 corre-
spondences	from	the	early	nine-
teenth	 century	which,	 taken	 to-
gether	with	the	previous	period,	
form	the	age	of	the	Cult	of	sensi-
bility,	 a	 period	 particularly	 pro-
ductive	 for	 the	 generation	 of	
emotional	 regimes	 and	 as	 such	
of	 utmost	 importance	 for	 histo-
rians	of	emotions	such	as	Reddy	
or	 Gross.	 Additionally,	 one	 pa-
per	of	our	cluster	focuses	on	the	
correspondence	 of	 writers	 asso-
ciated	 with	 the	 Decembrist	
movement,	whose	members,	 ac-
cording	 to	 Il’ia	 Vinitsky,	 shared	
a	 partially	 common	 emotional	
regime	with	 their	 sentimentalist	
predecessors	 (Vinitskii	 2012:	
455).	
The	 emotions	 addressed	 in	 the	
present	 studies	 go	 from	 sympa-
thy	 (Frede,	 Lavrinovich)	 to	 ma-
ternal	 sentiment	 (Dickinson);	
from	trust	(Ivinskii,	Lavrinovich)	

																																																								
11	 See	 also	 her	 Vlast’	 i	 lichnost’.	
Ocherki	 russkoi	 istorii	 XVIII	 veka	
[Power	 and	 the	 Self.	 Essays	 in	
Eighteenth-Century	 Russian	 Histo-
ry]	 (Marasinova	 2008).	 On	 emo-
tions	in	the	long	eighteenth	century	
and	 beyond,	 see	 also	 Catriona	
Kelly’s	 contribution	 to	 the	 volume	
Rossiiskaia	 imperia	 chuvstv:	 Kelly,	
Catriona.	 2010.	 ‘Pravo	 na	 emotsii,	
pravil’nye	 emotsii:	 upravlenie	 chu-
vstvami	 v	Rossii	 posle	 epokhi	Pros-
veshcheniia’,	in	(Plamper	et	al.	2010:	
51-77).		
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to	 guilt	 (Baudin,	 Aloe);	 from	
pride	 (Ivinskii,	 Aloe)	 to	 the	
astonishment	 caused	 by	 unex-
plainable	 death	 (Vinitsky)12	 and	
the	 pleasures	 of	 self-
victimization	 (Baudin).	 As	 this	
short	 list	 suggests,	 these	 emo-
tions	are	mostly	positive	ones,	a	
characteristic	 feature	 of	 senti-
mentalism,	 which	 evolved	 later,	
when	 romanticism	 developed	 a	
new	emotional	regime	by	bring-
ing	in	negative	feelings	(Vinitskii	
2012:	 451).13	 The	 negative	 emo-
tions	 addressed	 in	 this	 volume	
are,	 at	 least,	 legitimate	ones,	 far	
from	 the	 radical	 ones	 such	 as	
fear,	hatred	 or	 disgust,	 explored	
by	 Plamper,	 Matich	 or	 Kunts-
man	 in	Slavic	Review	 and	Rossi-
iskaia	imperiia	chuvstv	 (Plamper	
2009;	 Matich	 2009;	 Kunstman	
2009).14	 This	 legitimacy	 largely	
owed	 to	 noble	 conceptions	 of	
appropriateness	 and	 to	 logics	of	
class	 and/or	 symbolic	 domina-

																																																								
12	 Vinitsky’s	 prior	 explorations	 of	
emotions	in	Russian	culture	include	
his	 monograph	 on	 Zhukovskii.	 See	
Vinitsky,	 Il’ia.	 2015.	 Vasily	 Zhu-
kovsky’s	Romanticism	and	the	Emo-
tional	 History	 of	 Russia	 (Evanston,	
IL:	Northwestern	University	Press).	
13	 For	 a	 case	 study	 of	 the	 replace-
ment	 of	 one	 emotional	 regime	 by	
another,	 see,	 for	 example,	 Frede	
2011.	
14	 The	 studies	 by	 Plamper	 and	
Matich	were	republished	in	Russian	
in	Rossiiskaia	imperiia	chuvstv.	

tion,	as	suggested	by	 the	papers	
of	 the	 present	 cluster	 focusing	
on	the	correspondences	between	
patrons	 and	 protégés	 (Baudin,	
Lavrinovich)	 or	 aristocrats	 and	
intellectuals	 (Dickinson).	 As	
Gross	 reminds	 us,	 emotions	 are	
cultural	 products	 of	 class	 be-
longing,	 an	 issue	 visible	 in	 the	
limitations	 of	 the	 emotional	 re-
gimes	 used	 by	 Radishchev	 or	
Malinovskii	 in	 their	 letters	 to	
members	 of	 the	 aristocracy	
(Baudin,	Lavrinovich).		
Yet	 some	 emotions	 discussed	
here	 are	 ambivalent,	 or	 reflect	
the	competing	use	by	subjects	of	
conflicting	 emotional	 reper-
toires,	 such	 as	 guilt	 and	 pride	
(Aloe)	 or	 suffering	 and	pleasure	
(Baudin).	 Another	 element	
stimulating	 the	 simultaneous	
use	 of	 competing	 emotional	 re-
gimes	 is	 gender,	 a	 topic	 ad-
dressed	in	this	cluster	in	Dickin-
son’s	 study	 of	 princess	 Dashko-
va’s	performance	of	motherhood	
in	her	letters	to	William	Robert-
son.15	 In	 Dashkova’s	 case,	 how-
ever,	competition	does	not	mean	
ambivalence.	 Similarly,	 Mu-
rav’ev’s	 letters	 showcase	 the	
harmonious	 combination	 of	 the	
gentry’s	 sense	 of	 their	 own	 dig-
nity	 and	 the	 eagerness	 to	 serve	

																																																								
15	 Womanhood	 as	 performance	 in	
Russian	 epistolary	 culture	 is	 also	
addressed	 in	 Lamarche	 Marrese	
2016.		



AvtobiografiЯ	-	Number	10/2021	
23	

and	 collect	 rewards	 from	 state	
service	 (Ivinskii).	 As	 Ivinskii	 ar-
gues,	 this	 coexistence	 derives	
from	 antique	models,	 especially	
Cicero.	Murav’ev’s	 use	 of	 litera-
ture-based	emotional	matrixes	is	
similar	 to	 the	 examples	 exam-
ined	 in	 Zorin’s	 monograph	
Poiavlenie	 geroia	 [The	 Appear-
ance	of	the	Hero]	(Zorin	2016).		
Besides	 literary	 sources,	 notably	
epistolary	 novels,	which	 provid-
ed	 ready-to-use	models	 of	 emo-
tional	 discourse	 and	 roles,	 epis-
tolary	 emotions	 were	 also	 in-
spired	 by	 visual	 narratives,	
which	 constituted	 another	 rich	
repertoire	 of	 self-fashioning	
models	 in	 the	 Age	 of	 sentimen-
talism.	This	 visual	 dimension	of	
emotional	 matrixes	 is	 analysed	
in	 the	 present	 collection	 (Bau-
din)	 and	 sheds	 light	 on	 the	
mechanisms	 of	 emotional	 com-
munication.	Indeed,	as	Frede	ar-
gues	 in	 her	 paper,	 epistolary	
communication	 required	 from	
correspondents	 to	 be	 able	 to	
visualize	 each	 other’s	 emotions	
in	 order	 to	 sympathize	 (Frede).	
Apart	 from	 this	 visual	 compo-
nent	 of	 epistolary	 emotional	
mechanisms,	 the	 papers	 includ-
ed	 in	 this	 issue	of	AvtobiografiЯ	
focus	 on	 the	 evolution	 of	 emo-
tions	 staged	 throughout	 corre-
spondences	 spanning	 over	 sev-
eral	 years	 (Lavrinovich,	 Aloe,	
Baudin),	 or	 deemed	 unstable	

due	 to	 the	 class	 gap	 separating	
correspondents	 (Baudin,	 Lav-
rinovich).	 This	 instability	 of	
emotional	 communication	 is	
perhaps	 more	 specific	 to	 letter	
writing	 than	 to	 other	 forms	 of	
ego-documents	 staging	 emo-
tions,	 such	 as	 diaries	 or	 autobi-
ographies,	 where	 the	 implied	
reader	 fulfils	 a	 less	 interactive	
and	normative	role.	On	the	con-
trary,	 correspondences	 grant	
addressees	 the	 active	 role	 of	
guarantor	 of	 the	 appropriate	
emotional	 regime	 of	 the	 letter	
exchange.	As	 such,	 they	deserve	
specific	 attention,	 just	 as	 the	
multiplicity	of	voices	that	letters	
can	carry	simultaneously	(Vinit-
sky),	a	specificity	of	the	medium	
which	 was	 also	 partially	 influ-
enced	by	 the	popularity	of	epis-
tolary	 novels	 and	 which	 proved	
instrumental	 in	 forming	 visible	
emotional	communities.		
The	 visual	 origins	 of	 emotions,	
their	collective	verbalization,	the	
interactivity	 of	 their	 utterance	
and	the	possible	status	of	corre-
spondences	as	instable	emotion-
al	 refuges	 are	 just	 some	 of	 the	
questions	 raised	by	 the	study	of	
epistolary	 emotions	 in	 the	 Age	
of	the	Cult	of	sensibility,	the	top-
ic	 addressed	 in	 the	 thematic	
cluster	 of	 this	 issue	 of	 Avtobio-
grafiЯ.	
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