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A Female Poetics of the Imperial: Vera Inber’s Literary
Conceptions of Odesa

The present article examines Vera Inber’s literary conception of Odesa. The writ-
er and poet (1890-1972) wrote about her hometown in an autobiographically in-
spired povest’ called Mesto pod solntsem (1928), and she mentions Odesa also
in her writing during the Leningrad siege, both in her collection of poems Dusha
Leningrada (The Soul of Leningrad, 1943) and in her diary Pochti tri goda (Almost
Three Years, 1943-45). The article explores how Inber’s conception of Odesa is
shaped by a Russian-imperial approach to understanding space and how her no-
tion of Odesa constantly takes shape against the backdrop of the Petersburg text.
These questions are examined in regard to how Inber writes the spaces of Ukraine,
of Russia, of the Empire, and how she refers to the notions of province and center.
One key moment consists of Inber’s attempt to ‘feminize’ narrations of belonging
to cities and states, both in regard to Odesa and in regard to Leningrad. Inber’s
imperial coloration of understanding space the article contextualizes with respect
to her marginalized biographical position. It seems that through creating a ‘female’
poetics of the imperial Inber makes the imperial narrative her own and shapes her
own belonging to it in a way that makes it meaningful and accessible to her.
Odesa text, Vera Inber, Russian Imperialism, Jewish Literature, Jews in the Soviet
Union, Jews in Ukraine.
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In 1941, the writer and poet Vera Inber finds herself in besieged Leningrad and
writes a poem called Obrashchenie k Odesse (An Address to Odesa). It starts:

OBeAHHaA 4ePHOMOPCKUM BETPOM,
OnpaBneHHas B NEHUCTbI NpUbOIi,

[Be TbICAYM... HET, BONbLLE KUOMETPOB,
Opecca, pasgenstot Hac ¢ To6oi .

The lyric subject, who here places herself in a personal relationship with Odesa,
notes the distance that separates her from the city on the shores of the Black
Sea. She goes on, underlining Odesa’s natural beauty and calling it her “home”,
rodina:

CrenHas BONA M MOpCKas cuna.
lpocTop, BReKkywni B fanbHKUe Kpas, —
Takum Te6s MHe NamsATb COXpaHuna.
YyfeCHbIi ropog, poanHa Mos’.

After which she describes Odesa further, referring also to the city she finds herself
in, which the reader already knows from the title of the whole collection the poem
is published in, Dusha Leningrada (The Soul of Leningrad):

Ceityac, noj Hebom ceBepa yrplombim,

TBOU A BUXKY I0XHbIE YepTbl:

TBOW ACHBIN KPYro3op, TBOI CBETAbIIA OMOP,
TBOW rOPMU30HT BbICOKOW KPacoThbl.

Before she calls out to the city:

V. Inber, Dusha Leningrada (Moskva: Goslitizdat, 1943), 9.
Ibid.
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Tl cnblwmnwb a1 meHA? U3 JleHnHrpaga
Al wnto Tebe goyepHuit ceoi npuser [...]
Bokpyr Te6s nanbba u kaHoHaaa

W TaK e, KaK 1 3ecb, NOralleH ceer’.

We find the two aspects I want to highlight in the present article in these lines.
The first is not immediately obvious, but by putting Odesa and Leningrad into
a context of common belonging — they suffer the same fate, even though one is
bright and southern, the other is gloomy and northern — Inber’s lyric subject
conceives them as part of an imperial entity and links the tradition of the Peters-
burg text with the tradition of the Odesa text. The two text traditions, as I will
elaborate later, are both profoundly imperial, and while they are distinct from
each other, the Odesa text depends on the Petersburg text. The second aspect is
the way Inber’s lyric subject makes sense of these concepts of belonging through
markers of femininity; here through creating a mother-daughter relationship with
her hometown.

The lines above, accompanied by an entry into her war diary Pochti tri goda
(Almost Three Years, 19454), are Vera Inber’s (1890-1972) first literary reference
to her city of origin in more than a decade of having been reluctant to mention
her Odesan connections?. After Odesa had been an important reference point in
her 1928 povest’ Mesto pod solntsem (A Place Under the Sun), which takes place
to a large extent in a city recognizable as Odesa, Inber had gained widespread
fame as a Moscow writer — having moved to Moscow in 1922 — and later as a sort
of literary correspondent from within Leningrad under siege. The reasons for In-
ber’s silence on Odesa during the 1930s are obvious: She was born into a Jewish
bourgeois family in Odesa; she was the first cousin of Lev Trotskii, about whom

3 Ibid.

4 Written 1941-1944, published 1945; for the publication history and the differences between Inber’s
first drafts and the published versions cf. A. Peri, “The Art of Revision: How Vera Inber Scripted
the Siege and Her Self during World War I1,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History
19, no. 1 (2018): 143-74.

5 The only comprehensive biography of Vera Inber to date was published over 60 years ago [I. Grin-
berg, Vera Inber: Kritiko-biograficheskii ocherk (Moskva: Sovetskij pisatel’, 1961)]; a biography that
also factors in the aspects of Inber navigating her biography during the restrictions imposed by
the state is still outstanding.
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she had written appraisingly in her early twentiesé; and her first husband, Natan
Inber, had fled the country after the October Revolution.

The present article is dedicated to an analysis of Inber’s literary conception
of the city of Odesa. I will examine both her 1928 povest’ and the poems and diary
entries from the 1940s and take a closer look at how Inber writes about the con-
cepts of Ukraine, of the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union; how she draws Odesa’s
cityscape; and how the tradition of the Petersburg text seems to be a constant
backdrop to how Inber narrates Odesa.

These texts, as we will see, manifest a stereotypically Russian-imperial view
on Odesa and on Ukraine. I locate the reason for these imperial claims in Inber’s
biography: What I call her female poetics of the imperial — or her poetics of the
female imperial - is a performative appropriation of imperial hegemony. As Yo-
hanan Petrovsky-Shtern observed regarding the Jews in Ukraine, the Jewish dias-
pora was usually found among the strongest supporters of empires, because the
rise of the early modern states had significantly improved their previously mar-
ginalized and stigmatized position?. He sums it up: “In a word, the more imperial
the culture, the better for the Jew”8. The way Inber feminizes her conceptions of
national and imperial belonging must be seen as a literary strategy to negotiate
a meaningful existence as a writer within these contexts, being marginalized
through femininity, Jewishness, and provinciality.

Imagining Russia, Ukraine, the Empire

Mesto pod solntsem appears 1928 in Berlin and 1929 in Kharkiv, while Inber had
already been living in Moscow for a few years. The story takes place “B 10)xHOM
ropojie, OCeHbIO, B T'OJl TPAYKIAHCKOM BOMHBI"?, as it is set in the very begin-
ning. The city is never called by its name, but it is easily recognizable as Odesa
at the latest in the beginning of the second chapter, when the story describes
the cityscape in detail. Inber’s first-person narrator is a young woman from the
former upper middle class, who tries to navigate day-to-day life during civil war,

6  J.Rubenstein, Leon Trotsky: A Revolutionary’s Life, Jewish Lives (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2011), 5-6, https://doi.org/10.12987/9780300178418.

7 Y. Petrovsky-Shtern, The Anti-Imperial Choice: The Making of the Ukrainian Jew (Yale University
Press, 2009), 2-3, https://doi.org/10.12987/9780300156072.

8 Ibid., 2.

9 V. Inber, Mesto pod solntsem (Berlin: Petropolis, 1928), 1.
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together with her little daughter. She ends up leaving her home and moving to
Moscow.

There are obvious autobiographical parallels between Inber and her narrator,
with a couple of gaps in the very places where it was certainly smarter for Inber
not to go into detail with an autofictional character: The narrator is not attributed
to any ethnicity and appears to be simply Russian; and there is a conspicuous
absence of a husband and father to the narrator’s daughter. Men are generally
absent from the story, or they come and go as secondary characters that enter
and leave the life of these women. Traditionally connotated femininely are also
the first attempts of Inber’s narrator to earn a living: She lectures on fashion, she
weaves slippers, she tries to bake and sell pies, or she imagines herself selling
hats in Paris. Inber here writes a sort of female history of the civil war and the
NEP period, describing a woman’s scope of action.

The imperial setting is already present in the constellation of characters: The
nanny is Latvian, as the narrator speaks of her “cBeTsbie naThIICKME BOJIOCH”
(Inber 1928, 12) and mentions that she comes from Riga. A Latvian and a Rus-
sian — or, considering the autobiographical parallels, a possibly Russian-Jew-
ish — household in Odesa represents an imperial setting par excellence; or, rather,
describes how any Odesan setting is an imperial one in the first place.

The notion of the empire is, moreover, addressed directly in the beginning of
the story. The narrator, during the chaos of the city that is about to be captured by
the Red Army, runs into an old acquaintance. She describes him as a Russian pro-
fessor from St. Petersburg, a specialist in Greek antiquity, who is joining the masses
of people who are leaving the country. He calls out to her: “Umnepus norutna
[...] - BapBaps! HacTymawT”1°, This scene, and this quotation in particular, are
important in two ways through the way they interact with the literary tradition of
the Odesa text1t. Firstly, the reference to ‘barbarians’ creates an analogy between

10 Ibid., 9.

11 The ‘Odesa text’ has so far been studied in particular by Rebecca Stanton, Mirja Lecke, and Tatjana
Hofmann; cf.: R. Stanton, “Identity Crisis: The Literary Cult and Culture of Odessa in the Early
Twentieth Century,” Symposium: A Quarterly Journal in Modern Literatures 57, no. 3 (2003): 117-26;
R. Stanton, “From ‘Underground’ to ‘In the Basement’: How Odessa Replaced St. Petersburg as
Capital of the Russian Literary Imagination,” in American Contributions to the 14th International
Congress of Slavists, Ohrid, September 2008, vol. 2: Literature (Bloomington: Slavica, 2008), 203-16;
M. Lecke, “The Street: A Spatial Paradigm in Odessan Literature,” The Slavonic and East European
Review 95, no. 3 (2017): 429-57, https://doi.org/10.5699/slaveasteurorev2.95.3.0429; T. Hofmann, &
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the Russian Empire and the Hellenistic Empire. This analogy goes all the way back
to Pushkin’s “Otryvki iz puteshestviia Onegina” (Fragments from Onegin’s Travels,
183012). In this appendix to his novel-in-verse, Pushkin’s narrator/lyric subject
repeatedly refers to the Greek heritage in the region of Crimea and Odesa, which
construes the Russian Empire as a logical successor to the ancient model and thus
seems to create a sense of legitimacy for Russia’s rule of the northern Black Sea
region. In Inber’s story, the notion of ‘barbarians’ destroying the civilization that
was brought about by the empire is, however, adapted to the context of Civil War:
the ‘barbarians’ are the Red Army. This marks them as ‘other’, as a barbaric threat
to the civilized self; and it marks the imperial self as the one who had brought
civilization to a previously non-civilized place. Secondly, the Odesa text repeat-
edly conceives Odesa as the southern pendant to St. Petersburg, also already as
early as in Pushkin’s “Fragments”13. In Russian cultural imagination, Odesa has
functioned as St. Petersburg’s mirror image4. The two cities share the features
of having been built on the seaside, at the margins of the Empire, in regions that
had been recently incorporated into the state; their very origins are linked with
Russian imperial expansion. While St. Petersburg, however, is described as hostile,
uncanny, and as the embodiment of the forced process of Europeanization of the
Russian Empire under Peter I, the port city of Odesa has been conceptualized as
‘positively’ European, as in modern, easygoing, with a sort of Mediterranean joie

w5 “Odessa-Poetiken als Identitdtsressource in Umbruchszeiten. Von Isaak Babel’ zu Boris Cher-
sonskij,” in Umstrittene Raume in der Ukraine. Politische Diskurse, literarische Reprdsentationen
und kartographische Visualisierungen, ed. Sabine Lowis, 2019, 98-124. In regard to the Odesa
text, the set characteristics that describe and shape the city include the aspects of ‘southernness’,
‘Europeanness’, of multinationality and -culturality; accordingly, the Odesa text is also written in
dozens of languages, most notably in Russian, Ukrainian, Yiddish, or Hebrew, determined by the
city’s multicultural demographic structure as well as its location as a transit point for international
travel. Central themes are the Odesans’ humor, but also the criminality that rules the city, usually
described in idealizing terms, most famously by Isaak Babel’. In terms of geographical semiotics,
the Black Sea, on whose shores the city is located, is an inseparable part of the Odesa text, and
often also the steppe that surrounds the city.

12 A.C. Pushkin, “Evgenii Onegin: Roman v stikhakh,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v 16 t., vol. 6
(M.; L.: AN SSSR, 1937), 201-5.

13 (f,, e.g., K. Hokanson, “‘Barbarus Hic Ego Sum’: Pushkin and Ovid on the Pontic Shore,” Pushkin
Review / Pushkinskii vestnik 8/9 (1006 2005): 75.

14 R.J. Stanton, Isaac Babel and the Self-Invention of Odessan Modernism, Northwestern University
Press Studies in Russian Literature and Theory (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press,
2012), 17; Lecke, “The Street,” 429.
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de vivre’s, Inber links the two cities as she sets a St. Petersburg professor who loves
the northern White Nights into the setting of Odesa; and she links the two cities
more poignantly in the 1940s, which we will take a closer look at later.

In the povest’, the city of Odesa is undoubtedly ascribed to Russia. After
saying goodbye to her acquaintance, the narrator comments: “OH ucue3, a s
ocTasachk. [...] Mbic/iM Mou GbUTH 3[1eCh, B Poccuu, B POJHOM CTpaHe, KOTopast
Tereps epeKkpamnBaach HAHOBO 16, She thus refers to the place she finds herself
in as “Russia” and as her “homeland”. Similarly, the narrator mentions Odesa
as part of Russia a second time during the story, when she describes the life of
a 1905 revolutionary who had fled and returned to Odesa after the October Rev-
olution: “[...] Bo3Bparenne, HO ke He B Poccuio, a B Cow3 COLMaIMCTUUECKUX
Pecrry6mk”17, These formulations narratively create Odesa’s belonging to Russia.

The concept of Ukraine has little to do with Odesa in the story, but it is nev-
ertheless present. Its first appearance is a linguistic one, when the narrator pro-
leptically describes her attempt to trade in an antique, probably valuable watch
for lard (salo). The baba she approaches says: “Ila xu6a->k 3T0 UachIi? JIa 4oro-x
BOHBI cKocopoTmanchk? Hu”18, The literal speech sounds pseudo-Ukrainian and
creates an effect of amusement and belittlement, in contrast to the well-spoken
Russian-speaking narrator.

As soon as the narrator leaves Odesa and travels to Moscow, she finds herself
in Ukraine. The train the narrator and her daughter take passes through Kharkiv
and it simultaneously serves as a freight train: “Iloe3 Be3 B XapbKOB, B CTOJIUILY
VKpauHbl, YKpauHCKMe IeHbI'M, KapOOBaHIIbI, HalleuaTaHHbBIE Y HAC B Topojie” 19,
This emphasis and juxtaposition — Ukrainian money printed in our city — shows
a certain distance between the conception of Odesa in the text and the concept
of Ukraine. During a first longer stop, the narrator observes an idyllic evening
landscape with a family of geese. She describes: “kampbIii TaM poc, 3aJyMUMBBIN
u neByunii, kak Tapac [lleBuenko B oHOCTM”, and she adds: “MbI cTOSUTM Tak

15 W. Koschmal, “Ein Russischer Traum von Europa? Petersburg, Odessa Und Andere,” Nordost-Ar-
chiv. Zeitschrift Fiir Regionalgeschichte XII: Metropolen im russischen Vielvolkerreich. Petersburg
und Odessa seit dem 18. Jahrhundert (2003): 43-70; Lecke, “The Street,” 429.

16 Inber, Mesto pod solntsem, 9.
17 Ibid., 8o.
18  Ibid., 11.
19 Thid., 99.

Bibliotekarz Podlaski

KOBIECE OBRAZY, MASKI | TWARZE ODESSY

103



KOBIECE OBRAZY, MASKI | TWARZE ODESSY

104

Eliane Fitze, A Female Poetics of the Imperial: Vera Inber’s Literary Conceptions of Odesa

JIOJITO, UTO YCIIEJIO COBEPIIIEHHO CTEMHETD, TYCMHOE CEMENICTBO OTIIPABUIIOCH
CIIaTh, 3aKaT KOHUWICS U 60JIbIIMe YKPAaUHCKME 3Be3/IbI IIBIPHYJIM B KAMBbIIIT 29,
Ukrainianness is poetically filled with rural-idyllic and folkloric imagery, as Taras
Shevchenko is part of the natural landscape, and even the stars are “Ukrainian
stars”. These descriptions of Ukraine correspond to the stereotypical view of
Ukraine in Russian literature and cultural imagination?21.

During the train scene, the notion of Ukraine also appears in a different posi-
tion: its vastness and peripheric nature possesses the power to level out all notions of
geography and city spaces. The narrator describes: “Ha mepBoM ke ITOJTyCTaHKE, TJIe
MBI OCTaHOBWINCh, HaM ITOKA3aJI0Ch, UTO HAIIIETO rOPO;ia He GbUT0, UTO HET HUTTIE
HMKaKMX TOpoioB”22, and afterwards, she observes: “MockBa CJIOBHO YTOHYJIa,
pacrasuta CJIOBHO, B 3TOM pa3fiosibe cTpaHbl "23, The vastness of the Ukrainian coun-
tryside makes Odesa disappear, as well as Moscow, or all cities as such; the periph-
ery — an inherently imperial notion24 — appears as a potentially dangerous power
through its sheer vastness. The expression “pa3gosibe ctpasbr” is left unmarked, but
likely refers to the Soviet Union rather than to Ukraine. Nevertheless, it is Ukraine’s
vastness in which the narrator loses herself in, and where the periphery’s ruralness
seems to overwhelm the center, while notions of nation and state are left ambiguous.

Odesa’s Cityscape and Catherine Il

Inber gives detailed attention to Odesa’s cityscape as well as the city’s surround-
ings. Mesto pod solntsem starts, as partly quoted above: “B 1o)xHOM ropope,
OCEHbI0, B IO TPYK/IaHCKOM BOMHBI, HACTYIIWIM ITPeKpacHbIe JHU, KOTIa MOpe
HEeOMpPaueHHO CUHEJIO, ¥ BeTep CIlaJl CBePHYBIINMCh, KaK SKOPHBIV KaHaT” 25,

20 Ibid., 103.

21 (Cf, e.g., L. Decourt, “Representations of Ukraine and Its Inhabitants in Russian-Language Liter-
ature during the 19th Century,” Revue des études slaves 93 (2022): 565-79. or M. Shkandrij, Russia
and Ukraine: Literature and the Discourse of Empire from Napoleonic to Postcolonial Times (McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2001), 76.

22 Inber, Mesto pod solntsem, 103.
23 Ibid., 104.

24 Michael W. Doyle defines the empire as “a system of interaction between two political entities,
one of which, the dominant metropole, exerts political control over the internal and external
policy — the effective sovereignty — of the other, the subordinate periphery” M.W. Doyle, Empires
(Cornell University Press, 1986), 45.

25 Inber, Mesto pod solntsem, 1.
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The sea, the south, the wind, typical features of the Odesa text, set off the story.
As the narrator later sits in an airplane for the first time in her life, she day-
dreams: “Tereps MHe IIpeJICTOSIJIa JIETETh BHICOKO HAJl JIMHMEN PEK, TajIeKo Ha
0T, VBUJIETh CBEPXY POJHBIE CTENM Y MOpsI, TJe s poauwIach”26 — mentioning
southerness, the steppe, as well as her personal connection to the sea as her
place of origin.

The view from above is a typical feature of Russian eighteenth-century im-
perial poetry, as Harsha Ram noted: the movement up the vertical line creates
the possibility to overlook the vastness of the empire, which creates a sense of
an “imperial sublime”?7, Indeed, the way Inber writes about Odesa in Mesto pod
solntsem is somewhat reminiscent of the Russian tradition of panegyric poetry
when the narrator starts giving a detailed description of the statue of Catherine
II. Chapter two starts as follows:

MouTtn y camoro GynbBapa, 40Ma paccTynuanCh NAaBHbIM NONYKPYrOM, AaBas MecTo
naowaam, noceALWéHHon Ekatepure Bennkoin. Mepes umneparpuuein, B nponérte 3aa-
HUii, CUHEN 1 3eNeHeN NyYLLnii KycoK nopTa, re 6pocany sKopb nyyine kopabnu. Hag
Hell CMHEeN W 3eNeHen NyYLLnii B ropofie KYcoK Heba, KyAa, KaK B raBaHb, 3an/bliBanu Ha
3aKate o6naKa. Yto KacaeTcs 3emMnu, TO Ha Hei, N0 Kpasm nnoLaau, Gbino MHOKECTBO
rpevyecKkux NaBoK, Kawaas U3 HUX naxna QpyKTamu, Opexamu, BUHOM U MOPEM, CIOBHO
noaka KoHTpabarancra®.

The narration first describes the important and privileged position where Cath-
erine II stands: the whole square carries the name “Catherine the Great”, and
it is the most beautiful place in the whole city. Then the narrator describes the
statue in more detail:

EkaTepuHa Obina NofgHATa Ha LLOKO/b U3 KPACHOTO rpaHuTa. Ha Heii Obiu BCe ee NeHTbI
1 opaeHa. Ee wneiith 6ecKOHeuHbIN, Kak ee UMNepUA, Nagan NyAoBbIMU CKAaAKaMU.
[yxn0i 1 BNACTHOI pyKOW OHA yKa3blBana Ha ropog, Ha CTenHyo 1 mopckyto Hosopoccuio,

26 Ihid., 133.

27 H. Ram, The Imperial Sublime: A Russian Poetics of Empire, Publications of the Wisconsin Center
for Pushkin Studies (Madison, Wis: University of Wisconsin Press, 2003), 5—6.

28 Inber, Mesto pod solntsem, 19.
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pacnpoCTepTyio BO BCE KOHLbL. Y €€ HOT, OKPYKMB €€ YyryHHbIM KONbLOM, CTOSAN ee
CNOABVKHMKM, NI0BOBHUKN 1 reHepanuccumychl: Motémkun, Opnos u gpyrue®.

Catherine II is, essentially, not described as a statue, but it is “Catherine” or the
“imperatritsa” herself that is captured by the narrator’s gaze, and she is described
as impressive, massive, commanding, ‘imperious’. Orders, ribbons, granite, the
royal train symbolize worldly power — Catherine II looks out over and points
toward the steppes and the sea of ‘New Russia’, the region conquered under her;
her royal train falls ‘like her empire’. The men at her feet suggest sexual power.
The founder of Odesa appears here as a female ruler who holds a position of
incredible might. The narrator’s ekphrastic gaze therefore visualizes power as
female and imperial, and locates the city of Odesa within this imagined empire.

The description of the statue and its semantics mirror the literary descrip-
tions of the statue to Peter I in the Petersburg text3©. Just as Peter I is himself part
of the cityscape of the place he founded, Catherine II is present in ‘her’ city.

The atmosphere of positive might surrounding Catherine II, however, disap-
pears in the next paragraph:

Ha 3T0T UOKO/b, Ha 3TOT TEMHO-KPACHbI MOHONUT GbIN0 pelleHo noctaButs Kapna
Mapkca. TopyecTBO OTKPbITUA NaMATHIKA COCTOANOCH B 3UMHWIA ieHb, KOrAa TyMaH
KNOYbAMM HOCUIICA MO TOPOAY Y 3@ YIIOM NJIOWaAM paspyLuancs AOM, 13 KOTOPOro Gblau
BbIHYTbI BCE lepeBAHHbIE YACTW Ans TONKU. 3A€eCh e, Ha NIOLaAK, Nexana foxnas no-
LWaZb YYyTYHHOrO L{BETA U YYTYHHOI TAXECTH, CNOBHO [loTeMKWH TaBpuYeCcKui, CToABLINIA
paHblue y Hor EKaTepuHbl™.

While Catherine II was not referred to as a statue, Marx’ monument is named
as such. Opposed to Catherine II’s greatness is this bleak imagery of the city:
it is misty, cold, there is a dilapidated house, even a dead horse lying in the

29 Ibid.

30 For an analysis of the works dedicated to the statue, such as the poems by Adam Mickiewicz and
Aleksandr Pushkin’s Mednyi vsadnik (The Bronze Horseman, written 1833, fully published 1837),
cf., e.g., A.M. Schenker, The Bronze Horseman: Falconet’s Monument to Peter the Great (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 297—315; N.V. Riasanovsky, The Image of Peter the Great in
Russian History and Thought (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 87—97. Notably,
the statue to Peter I in St. Petersburg had been erected upon the orders of Catherine II in 1782.

31 Inber, Mesto pod solntsem, 19—20.
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middle of the square. This dead horse symbolizes the fall of the empire, as an
extreme contrast to the horse the monumental Peter I rides; or generally to the
equestrian statues as a marker of imperial status since (Roman) antiquity. The
reference is obvious through the double emphasis of the horse’s cast-iron color
and heaviness. The scenery around the new monument is one of dilapidation and
decay. This, again, is a parallel to St. Petersburg. Nikolai Antsiferov described
post-civil-war Petrograd in his nominal work Dusha Peterburga (The Soul of
Petersburg, 1922), a book that was certainly available to Inber, in a remarkably
similar way: “IlepeBssHHBIE JOMa, BOCIIOMMHaHMd o ‘Crapom Iletep6ypre’ [...]
Ternepb CJIOMJIEHBI, UTOOBI M3 UX IMPaxa AOOBITh TOIUIMBO JIJIST APYTUX IOMOB” 32,
Another parallel to Antsiferov’s description of Petrograd: “3eseHp gemaet
BCE 6oJIbliIMe 3aBoeBaHMs. BeCHOIO TpaBa MOKpbUIa 60Jjiee He 3alluillaeMble
IUTOIIAAV M YIUIThI”33 is mirrored in Inber’s formulation: “/Ia ere TpaBa je3na
M3 K&KV CKBYKMHBI, M3 Ka)KI0i TPELMHbI TpoTyapa [...]. Ha rimaBHoi yuie,
Ha MOCTOBOM, IOUTH HETPEBOXXMMOW KOJIECaMU, BEIPOCIIM OOYBAaHUMKN 34,

The scene of the replacement of the monuments continues: “IlaMITHUK
ObUI 3aKPBIT IAapycuHO. HakoHelr, X0JI0IHbIE ¥ 3/1ble TPYOBI 1 BOJITOPHEI [sic.]
3aurpau iHTepHaimoHan” — again, the ‘cold’ and ‘vicious’ instruments add to
the gloomy atmosphere —

[...] 1 mbl, cTOALME BHU3Y, yBuaanu Benukoro Kapna. [leiicTBUTENbHO OH GbiN BENUK,
flaXe orpomeH. MamMATHUK COCTOSAN U3 OAHOI FONOBbI, Kak BoraTbipb, C KOTOPLIM Cpa-
3unca PycnaH. Y Mapkca He 6b110 HU ey, HU Wwen. KameHHas BonHa cimMBanack ¢ 6o-
POJO, NNOCKOCTH LjeK 6binK KBaAPaTHbI, NOTOMY YTO CKyNbNTOP 6bin Ky6ucT™.

While the statue of Catherine Il is depicted as classicist, and Inber’s description of
it focuses on details of her clothing and her posture, the statue of Marx is abstract,
cubistic, cold, bodiless. The Tsarina majestically points toward her empire, which
places the city in an imperial setting; Marx does not even have arms. Interestingly,
the narrator calls Marx “Great Karl”, in an analogy to “Catherine the Great”, and the

32 N.P. Antsiferov, Dusha Peterburga (Peterburg: Brokgauz-Efron, 1922), 222.
33 Ibid., 222-23.
34 Inber, Mesto pod solntsem, 43.

35 Ibid., 20.
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narrator tries to ‘Russify’ Marx by comparing him to the bogatyr’ Ruslan had fought
against in Pushkin’s Ruslan i Liudmila (Ruslan and Liudmila, 1920). However, the
narrator’s identification with Marx stays obviously superficial. While Catherine
IT and the world of the Russian Empire she personifies is mighty and enchanted,
Marx and the Soviet world he brings about lack any positive imperial might.

Odesa the Periphery, Moscow the Center

Inber’s narrator in Mesto pod solntsem repeatedly describes the beauty of her
hometown, but seems to be disillusioned by the dilapidated state the city finds
itself in during and after the Civil War. She places Odesa within an imperial set-
ting also when she refers to it as a provincial town and starts turning toward the
center. As she begins considering moving to Moscow, she reflects that “Mocksa
3TO Cepjille CTPaHbI: Y cepplia Bcero Térioe. Tam jierue ykuTh” 36, She elaborates:

B T0 Bpems nosctogy roBopuau u symanu o Mockse. MockBa 370 6bina paboTa, cyacTbe
KU3HM, NONHOTA KM3HW, BCE TO, 0 YEM JTIOAM TaK YACTO MEYTAIOT U YTO PEAKO CObIBAETCS.
[...] MockBa cBeTuna u ropena, kak 1amna, nocTaBneHHas Ha nos. Bcs ctpaHa TAHynach
K 3TUM nydam [...]. A MockBa? OHa HamonHANach NPUE3KMMU, OHa paclumpanach, oHa
BMeLlana, oHa BmeLyana. [...] fopoay 66110 CyAEHO BMECTUTD elLie 1erMoHbI NPOBUHLU-
asnoB, 3TOT0 JaJHOTO NJeMeHU, HenoGeauMoro B 60t0. Vx 66110 MHOTO, OHU HacTynanu
€O BCeX KOHL0B, NIeTeNN POAMM Ha CBET Namnbl.
MpoBMHLMA B 3TO BpeMs Xuna, CknoHaa: B Mocksy, MockBoii, 0 Mockee™ .

The first-person narrator calls Odesa part of the concept of the “province” —
a deeply colonial and imperial concept — and describes the center’s attraction
metaphorically (lamp) and through a metonymic personification (“Moscow took
in, took in”), as well as with intertextual reference to Chekhov’s Tri sestry (Three
Sisters, 1901). The provincial people are described as a “greedy tribe”, through
animalistic, even parasitic imagery (as insects), obsessed with Moscow.

Overall, Inber’s description of Odesa in Mesto pod solntsem does not appear
to be too positive. Odesa is, as already mentioned, not even called by its name,
while Moscow is named at least 42 times throughout the story. Her distancing

36 Ibid., 96.
37 Ibid., 96-97.
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herself from her hometown is astonishing, considering the importance of Odesa
for Inber’s early life and literary career. For her early writing, Odesa and Ukraine
are definitely a creative focal point, a cultural center, not peripheral: she was
part of the lively literary circles in her youth38; some of her works were printed in
Odesa — e.g. her poetry collection Brennye slova3® (Perishable Words), and even
the first domestic publication of Mesto pod solntsem was printed in Kharkiv4o,
Her relationship with the Ukrainian language is hard to retrace, though: She
did translate Taras Shevchenko into Russian, but also many other poets whose
language she could not all have spoken“!. A remark in a 1938 short story called
“O moem ottse” (About my Father) reveals some connections to the Ukrainian
language when Inber’s first-person narrator recalls her parents: “[plenko, oueHn
penKo, CUIs B CyMepKax 6e3 OrHs, OHU ITeJIM BABOEM YKPAaMHCKMe IIeCHU” 42,
However, this connection also remains superficial and reduced to folk culture.

Revisiting Odesa: Inber’s Odesa Text of the Early 1940s

The way Inber revisits her hometown in her writing during the Leningrad siege
further highlights how the way she writes about Odesa takes shape in relation
to the political, geographical, and biographical circumstances she finds herself
in. The autobiographical impetus we found in Mesto pod solntsem is even more
evident in her diary, as the genre itself suggests. Moreover, the diary repeatedly
refers directly to the poems in Dusha Leningrada. These commonalities invite the
reader to read the narrative voices in the three texts — the povest’ Mesto pod solnt-
sem, the diary Pochti tri goda, and the collection of poems Dusha Leningrada — as
closely connected to each other. Moreover, Pochti tri goda is not a mere personal

38 She published in the same circles Viktor Shklovskii did; cf. A.P. Chudakov, “Dva pervykh de-
siatiletiia: Vstuplenie,” in Gamburgskii schet: stat'i, vospominaniia, ésse (1914-1933), by Viktor
Shklovskii (Moskva: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1990), 24. Shklovskii mentions her in his essays; cf. Viktor
Shklovskii, Gamburgskii schet: stat'i, vospominaniia, ésse (1914-1933) (Moskva: Sovetskii pisatel’,
1990), 297, 299, 472.

39 V. Inber, Brennye slova: Tret’ia kniga stikhov (Odesa: R.V.Ts, Gosud. tip. Sturdz, 1922).

40 V. Inber, Mesto pod solntsem: Liricheskaia khronika (Khar’kov: Proletarii, 1929).

41 Her translations include works written in Uzbek, Bulgarian, Hungarian, German, Romanian, Ser-
bian, Czech, Italian, and French V.M. Inber, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 1 (Moskva: Khudozhestven-
naia literatura, 1965), 519—67.

42 V.M. Inber, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, Sobranie sochinenii v chetyrekh tomackh (Moskva: Khu-
dozhestvennaia literatura, 1965), 295.
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diary. Inber became increasingly famous during the siege, was constantly invited
to radio broadcasts, managed to get printed even while the city was still besieged;
indeed, it seems that “[p]rofessionally at least, Inber was in the right place at the
right time” in besieged Leningrad, as Alexis Peri observed43. She also revised her
diary substantially before publication#4. The text is thus an interesting access
point to examine the way Inber attempted to shape her own situation as a writer,
and discussed her belonging to urban, national and imperial communities.

Inber moved to Leningrad after the beginning of the siege, joining her hus-
band, who ran a clinic there. The way she writes Leningrad’s cityscape is deter-
mined through the severe limitations imposed by the siege, by the shelling, by
the shortages, by death that surrounds her. Notably, her writing is constantly
marked by two other cities: Moscow and Odesa.

Moscow is prominent throughout the whole diary, e.g., when Inber’s diary
self recalls a radio speech: “mMHe XoueTcs ITepegaTh BaM MPUBET OT MOCKBHI,
OoT Moero ropoga”, calling Moscow “her town”, and speaking of both Moscow
and Leningrad in gender metaphors: “MockBa 1 JIeHMHTrpa/I, Kak cecTpa 1 6par,
MOJIAIOT JAPYT APYTY PYKHU, roBops: ‘Tlobema — 3a Hamu!’”45, These quotations
transmit the patriotic message omnipresent in the diary, which contradicts the
critical overtones toward Soviet power in her 1928 povest’, but which is also a log-
ical result of the imminent danger her country finds itself in.

While her Odesan connection remained somewhat strangely obscure in Mesto
pod solntsem, the diary narrator refers back to Odesa as her hometown several
times. Once she refers to a woman as “Mos 3eMJITUKa, ofgeccuTKa” 46, Another time
she reflects on choosing the nationality of characters in a story she writes: “Teriepb
6y1ieT 6e10pycC, YKpauHell, apMsSHUH U eBpelt. Xouy, yT06 3TO 6bUT MOV 3eMJISIK
— oneccut. Ho Kak OH OymeT ce6sT UyBCTBOBATH B 3TOM CYTy00 ‘PyCCKOI’ TJIaBe —
aTo Borpoc”#7, This is interesting because she links her own origin to Odesa and
the Jewry, and because she reflects on the relationship between Russianness and

43 Peri, “The Art of Revision,” 144.
44 cf, Peri, “The Art of Revision.”

45 V. Inber, “Pochti tri goda (Leningradskii dnevnik),” in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3 (Moskva: Khu-
dozhestvennaia literatura, 1965), 136.

46 Tbid., 151.

47 Tbid., 221.
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Jewishness. Notably, however, she still does not refer to her own Jewish origins,
but just to the well-known general fact that Odesa is inhabited largely by Jews.

The diary narrator’s personal link to Odesa becomes most explicit in the
entry on October 15, 1941:

Hectokue 6ou nog Ofeccoii. Al Tak faBHo 0TTyAa! MHe Ka3anoch, YTo OHa NS MEHSA — KaK
BCe Apyrue ropoga. fl yxe noytu He oulywiana ee pogHon. A Tenepb YyBCTBYH, YTO OHa
no-npexHemy fopora u 6nu3ka mHe. Hanucana ctuxotopeHue “O6palueHue k Ogecce”.
BepoATHo, 3aBTpa ByayT TpaHCAMPOBaTh 1o Mo 3hMpy, 4T06bI 1 B Opecce yeabiwany MeHa™,

In this entry, Inber’s diary self describes a previous temporal and emotional dis-
tance to the city, which she now perceives again as “pogt[as],” seemingly a com-
pletely new experience. This is an interesting parallel to the elusive relationship
to the city in Mesto pod solntsem. But most importantly, the diary entry invites
the reader to read her poem “Obrashchenie k Odesse” through the same lens, in
direct connection to this voice that wants to be perceived as the author’s own.

This gender aspect in relation to Inber’s ‘city texts’ deserves a closer look.
In her diary, Inber describes Leningrad as “my:xecTBeH u TBepa”, “J/IeHMHrpa,
ropoJ; Hocsmu ums JleHnHa, Kpaca M ropaocThb cTpaHbl”49. In Dusha Lenin-
grada, the poem “Edinyi put’”, which follows directly after “Obrashchenie k
Odesse” mentions “IleTep6ypr-kpacagelr”s°, and the first poem of the collection,
“Bessmertie”, dismantles the name of the city: “I'pag Jleunua”5t. These formula-
tions emphasize a masculine gendering of the city Leningrad.

Of course, the feminine or masculine connotation of a city text is due to
a large extent to the grammatical gender of the toponyms: Odesa in Inber’s diary is
“oHa”, the narrator “mouTy He omryIaia ee poHON”, “OHA TIO-TIPEKHEMY JOPOTd
u 6nm3ka MHe”; in the poem, the city is “OBestHHass UepHOMOPCKMM BETPOM,”

999

“OnpaBiieHHas B meHUCThI pu6on”. In “Edinyi put’”, the lyrical self speaks of

“MockBa... OHa He pyccKotl ObITh He MoXkeT”>2, and Leningrad’s male connota-

48 Thid., 158.

49 Ihid., 136.

50 Inber, Dusha Leningrada, 11.
51 Ibid., 3.

52 Ibid., 11.
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tions are certainly at least partly owed to the city’s grammatical masculinity. At
the same time, the male connotation of the Petersburg/Leningrad text and the
female connection of the Odesa text are part of the literary conventions of these
city texts. St. Petersburg was founded by Peter I, Odesa was founded by Cathe-
rine II; the monument to Peter features in the Petersburg text, the monument to
Catherine receives detailed attention in Inber’s description of Odesa’s cityscape.

The Female Soul of Leningrad

Inber’s narrators can easily identify with Odesa and Moscow through the narra-
tion of femininity: Odesa is the city of Catherine II, and the city she calls herself
the daughter of; Moscow is the sister of Leningrad. Leningrad itself, however,
remains somewhat strange to Inber’s narrating voices. There is, however, one
way in which Inber finds and creates a female side to the city of Peter or Lenin,
which is shown in the title of her collection of poems, “Dusha Leningrada”. This
title reminds of Nikolai Antsiferov’s Dusha Peterburga but what Inber means by
the “soul” of the city is not its ‘essence’, the entirety of its ‘character traits’, but
the women who inhabit the city. The second poem in the collection carries the
same title. It is a propaganda poem, meant to uphold the morale of the city’s
female inhabitants. It starts with a reference to the siege of Madrid: “Ux 6pu10
MHOTO, MaTepe 1 >keH, / Bo gHM KoMMYHBI, B Mecsiibl Magpuaa”, and thus links
the fate of the Leningrad women with their Spanish counterparts that were also
defending socialism. It goes on describing the hardship of managing day-to-day
life in a besieged city, and the lyric subject calls out, pars pro toto, to the woman
of Leningrad: “B ucropmuio Bowuia, BcTyrmmia Ter”, calls her, the “coBerck[as]
matproTk[a]”, the soul of Leningrad: “ymoio Jlenunrpaza Tel 6b1a, / Ero
BEJIMKOM MaTePMHCKOM cuioit, / KoTopyio HMUTO He mojiKocus10”53, The heroes,
or heroines, of socialism are not only the ones (mostly men) who are fighting at
the front, but also the women who run the city. The lyric subject ascribes the
woman a decisive role in history, as mothers and caregivers.

Conclusion
As we have seen, Inber’s literary conception of her hometown Odesa is shaped
by a Russian-imperial approach to understanding space, but her biographical

53 Ibid., 4.
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background strongly suggests that the appropriation of the imperial narrative
must be at least partly due to her intersectionally marginal position as a female
writer from the province, who was related to the most prominent enemy of the
state in the late 1920s. Most interestingly, Inber seems to find a way to ‘feminize’
narrations of belonging to cities and states. In regard to Odesa, the cityscape is
defined by the mighty empress who founded the city as part of her expanding
empire. In regard to Leningrad, the narrating voice puts the women of the city at
the center of attention. The factor of femininity seems to be the decisive way in
which Inber managed to make the imperial narrative her own and to shape her
own belonging to it.

This article shed light on Inber’s contribution to the corpus of the Odesa text.
Moreover, it also highlighted the way in which the Odesa text constantly takes
shape against the backdrop of its Petersburg counterpart. And finally, it contex-
tualized Inber’s narrative selves within her complicated biography.
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