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Why question Old Russian autobiographical writings anew? Generally speaking, such return is suggested by recent turnabouts in Humanities that have challenged many commonly accepted concepts and notions and have strongly affected studies of pre-modern Western autobiographical writings. In particular, they problematized the prevailing vision of the side-by-side growth of autobiography and individualism in the progressive development of humankind, the Eurocentric view “from above” on “underdeveloped” autobiographical traditions in non-Western cultures, and  the very notion of the integral self that exists outside of a given text. As for the studies of pre-modern Russian autobiographical writings, such intervention of new theoretical insights and methodologies has been scarcely noticed hitherto. Meanwhile, these insights and methodologies (or at least some of them) are likely to be highly promising for the historians of Russian medieval literature, culture and society. 

  To make further arguments more convincing, it is worth clarifying the meanings of two basic notions frequently used in the paper. The attributive “Old Russian” (or “Early Russian”) (drevnerusskie) means “written in the language commonly labeled as the Old Russian” (to be more precise, it is the Old East Slavonic language and its later successor Muscovite Slavonic). The synonym for “Old/Early Russian” may also be “Russian medieval,” because the texts discussed below belong to the period from the early twelfth to the second half of the seventeenth century, and according to the most common periodization of Russian history, the medieval period spans from the late ninth to the late seventeenth century (pre-Petrine Russia). “Autobiographical writings” refers to those self-testimonies that contain detailed retrospective accounts of their authors’ lives. The somewhat anachronistic adjective “autobiographical” is intentionally used to specify this type of self-testimonies in the wider bulk of life-writings.

1. Old Russian autobiographical writings

The process of detection of the autobiographical substance in various traditional forms of Old Russian writings has been taking place in scholarship since the 1950s. It was found and exposed in spiritual testaments, in epistles, in digressions of saints’ lives where their compilers spoke about themselves, and other genres of medieval literature. In most cases, the self-testimonies were described by literary historians and critics as brief, schematic and full of self-humiliating intonations. On rare occasions – especially starting from the sixteenth century – they were characterized as more comprehensive acquiring more personal details. Anyway, some scholars labeled as “autobiographies” the thirteenth-century Plea (Molenie) by nobleman Daniil, the self-humiliating Address (Chelobitnaya) to the Tsar by sixteenth-century nobleman Ivan Peresvetov, a number of spiritual testaments (dukhovnye zaveschanija) or testament-charters (zaveschanija-ustavy) of higher clergy and monastic priors, and the texts known as journeys (hozhenia). However, for the most part, the term “autobiography” has been attributed to the early twelfth century Instruction (Pouchenie) by Kiev Grand prince Vladimir Monomakh, as well as to the masterpiece of the seventeenth-century Russian literature, Life (Zhitie) by archpriest Avvakum.

To introduce “Old Russian autobiographical writings” in more detail and to make their further discussion more sensible, it is worth concentrating on the actual texts listed below. The selection of these texts is based on the following criteria: resemblance to what we now label as “autobiography;”
 biographical completeness – that is, the maximum possible (in comparison with other texts) entirety of the life-story told; the scholarly tradition of labeling such texts as “autobiographies” or “autobiographical writings;” and finally the task of making a “list” (i.e. choosing some and leaving behind other texts and arranging the rest in chronological order). The task of making such a list also presupposes that it is representative, it is not lengthy (for the purpose of effective analysis), and that it includes texts temporally disseminated in a more or less proportionate manner.

Each of the following six texts selected will be further discussed from four main angles: A) its physical form (in what textual appearance the writing is available for the study); B) its authorship (what is known about the attribution of the writing and about its author); C) its narrative structure and content (how the author’s life-story is structured, what are its central episodes, how its main message can be interpreted); and D) its readership (to whom the author addresses his life-story and how he expects it to be perceived by the addressees).

1. Instruction by Vladimir Monomakh (1053-1125)

A. The text of Instruction is preserved in a single copy as an insertion in the fourteenth-century Laurentian Codex of the Primary Chronicle under the year 6604/1096.
 Most scholars agree that this insertion reproduces an earlier lost manuscript (or manuscripts), that most of it was copied by the scribe into a chronologically “wrong place,” and that it appeared in the Laurentian Codex incidentally.
 Different parts of this insertion were apparently written in the first quarter of the twelfth century
.

B. The authorship of Instruction is indisputably attributed to Vladimir Monomakh – Kiev Grand prince, the son of the Russian prince Vsevolod the First, and Anna, daughter of Byzantine emperor Konstantin Monomakh. Vladimir’s reign was marked by the political and economic ascension of Russian lands. According to some evidence, he was highly educated and knew several languages.  

C. Instruction is a complex text consisting of thematically different parts composed in different time periods. Most scholars read it as a collection of three texts: Monomakh’s moralizing address to his children, an account of his deeds, and his letter to his cousin Prince Oleg Svjatoslavovich. The first two segments amount to about 3600 words and are usually treated as Instruction per se. From the perspective of genre attribution, they bear clear resemblance to medieval didactic writings, in particular to the spiritual testaments of Byzantine literature
. The third segments is often read as an independent text. The commonly accepted title, Instruction (Pouchenie), comes from the subtitle of the Laurentian Codex
, while the author himself refers to his life-story as “small writing” (gramotitsa).

The first segment begins with an introduction, the main aim of which is to introduce the author and his writing to the readers: 

“Being ill and about to seat myself in the sleigh, I have considered in my soul and have praised God for having preserved me, sinful man, to this day. Do not make light of this instruction, my children, or anyone else who may hear it, but if it please any of you children, take it to heart, and give up indolence, and begin to work.”
 

After this introduction and a series of praises to the Almighty, the author starts to “instruct” his readers: “Listen to me, and if you will not accept all, heed at least half.”
 These instructions follow general demands of medieval Christian morals being richly supported by quotations and allusions from the Psalms, writings of the Holy Fathers, of St. Bazil the Great, and a number of Byzantine, Latin and Anglo-Saxon authors. 

The second – “proper” autobiographical – segment tells a retrospective story of Monomakh’s life, although this story is mostly a dry account of his military campaigns, diplomatic missions, and administrative journeys appended with some personal details:

“First I went to Rostov through the country of the Vyatiches, whither my father sent me when he himself went to Kursk; next I went to Smolensk.  […] Altogether I have made eighty-three long journeys and I cannot recall how many shorter ones. I have made peace with the Polovtses twenty times lacking one, both with my father and without him, giving away much of my cattle and garments. […] I have undergone many hardships in the chase. Near Chernigov I have with my own hand caught ten or twenty wild horses in the forests, and I have besides caught elsewhere many wild horses with my hands, as I used to travel through Russia. […] I have often fallen from my horse, I twice injured my head and frequently hurt my hands and feet in my youth, being reckless of my life and not sparing my head. […] Whatever there was to be done by my servants, I did myself, in war and in the chase, in daytime and at night, in the summer heat and in winter, without taking any rest.”
 

This segment ends with the author’s final instructive address to his readers:

“…I do not boast of my daring, but praise God and proclaim His goodness for having preserved me, sinful and miserable man, for so many years from the hour of death, for having made me, miserable one, active in the performance of all humane acts. Having read this instruction, may you hasten to do all good acts and praise the Lord with His saints. Fear neither death, my children, nor war, nor beast, but do what behooves men to do, whatever God may send you. Just as I have come out hale from war, from encounters with animals, from the water, and from my falls, even so none of you can be injured or killed, if it be not so ordained by God. And if death come from the Lord, neither father, nor mother, nor brothers can save you. Though it is good to take care of oneself, yet God's protection is better than man's.”

The third segment of Monomakh’s text included in the Laurentian Codex is generally regarded as separate from Instruction, is a letter to Oleg Svjatoslavovich, in which Monomakh addresses his enemy with appeals for peace and Christian humility and forgives Oleg for the murder of his son. Being highly rhetorical, the letter resembles an example of the literary genre of epistle rather than a message sent to Oleg for the purpose of communication. 

D. From the above quotations it becomes clear that Monomakh repeatedly addresses his children (sons). Though in one of the last sentences of the second segment of the Instruction he also suggests a much wider, practically unlimited audience: “Think not ill of me, my children, or anyone else who may read this.”

No testimonies have been preserved about the actual readership of the Instruction by Monomakh’s contemporaries or his immediate successors. However, as his writing has been circulating as part of a larger historical narrative of the Primary Chronicle that spans a time period from the Creation to 1305, it may be suggested that from the fourteenth century onwards Instruction has been read as a testimony of the times passed and that its hero/author has been perceived as a model Christian Prince.  
2. First letter to Andrej Kurbskij by Ivan Vasiljevich (1530-1584) 

A. This autobiographical text amounts to about 3500 words and is a part of a lengthier letter that dates back to June 5, 1564. The letter is known in a number of seventeenth-century versions and manuscripts, and has been published many times. After 1986
, earlier suspicions about its attribution
 completely disappeared.

B. The author of the text is Ivan IV (Ivan Vasiljevich, or Ivan the Terrible), the Grand Prince of Muscovy, and the first ruler of Russia to assume the title of the Tsar (1555). His reign was marked by the centralization of Russia’s administration, the creation of an empire that included non-Slav states, the establishment of commercial links with England, and unsuccessful wars with Sweden and Poland. The most controversial shift in his domestic policy took place in 1565, when he announced special rule over some territories (oprichnina). Most historians interpret this shift as a campaign in the Tsar’s struggle against powerful Russian hereditary nobility resisting his absolutist drive; others interpret oprichnina as a sign of Ivan’s paranoia and mental degradation. Ivan’s repressions against nobles were marked with extraordinary brutality and resulted in his nickname “the Terrible.” 

C. The letter (chronologically the first one in a series written by the Tsar to the same addressee) was a response to a message of his political opponent Prince Andrej Kurbskij, who had fled abroad to escape repressions. The letter marks the beginning of fierce polemics between the two correspondents on the question of loyalty to the earlier state policy, when Ivan and Andrej were close friends and companions: who of them is still attached to this policy, and who has betrayed it? The autobiographical part of the letter speaks about Ivan’s early years: from the age of six to the age of thirty (i.e. from the death of his father in 1533 to 1560). The main message of this narrative is to demonstrate how severely its author was abused in his youth by treacherous Russian nobles.  “How can I recount all miseries which I have suffered in my youth?” – asks Ivan rhetorically and goes into details: 

“I shall mention just one thing: once in my childhood we were playing, Prince Ivan Vasilievich Shuiskii was sitting on a bench, leaning with his elbow against our father’s bed, and even putting his foot upon it; he treated us not as a parent, but as a master ...”

Then he provides his readers with a number of particulars on the same subject:

“What have I suffered for want of garments and food! ...Often did I dine late, against my will. …And they seized the farms and villages and possessions of our uncles, and established themselves therein. The treasure of our mother they trod underfoot and pierced with sharp sticks, and transferred it to the great treasure, but some of it they grabbed themselves.” 
 
The first letter – as well as other writings of the Tsar, who is often considered “a pamphleteer of genius”
, has highly polemical character. The writing is filled with cruel irony blended with sophisticated rhetoric and strong language. Ivan addresses his opponent with numerous religious and moral condemnations not infrequently followed by outbursts of rage:

“Wherefore, O Prince, if you regard yourself to have piety, have you lost your soul? What will you give in its place on the day of the terrible judgment? Even if you should acquire the whole world, death will reach you in the end! Why have you sold your soul for your body's sake? Is it because you were afraid of death at the false instigation of your demons and influential friends and advisers?”

“But you have forgotten everything and traitorously, like a dog, have you transgressed the oath and have gone over to the enemies of Christianity, and, not considering your wrath, you utter stupid words, hurling, as it were, stones at the sky...”
 

D. The above quotations demonstrate that Ivan directs his life-story (as well as the letter as a whole) to Kurbskij, addressed in the text in the second person singular “you” (ty) or sometimes with insulting supplement: “you, the dog” (ty, sobaka). At the same time, many indications make clear that this life-story is also directed at a wider audience and is supposed to an argument in Ivan’s struggle with the Russian nobility. Occasionalll, the author addresses his enemies using the second-person plural “you” (vy, vas, vam, vami): “from you, the traitors,” (ot vas, izmennikov), “your dog treacherousness” (vasha sobach'ja izmena), “you have not broken with your insidious habits” (vy ne otkazalis' ot svoikh kovarnykh privychek), etc. An even wider audience of the letter is suggested by the headers of the letter manuscripts given by scribes. These headers declare it to be an “Epistle of the Tsar and Sovereign to All His Russian Tsardom Against Those Who Have Broken the Pledge of Allegiance, Against Prince Andrei Kurbskii and His Comrades, Concerning Their Treacheries.”
  
There is no doubt that the letter reached Andrej Kurbskij, who shortly responded to the Tsar with his arguments. The considerable number of extant seventeenth-century manuscripts of the letter indicate that the Tsar’s autobiographical life-story was fairly well known in pre-Petrine Russia. 

3. Story about My Life by Martirij Zelenetskij (?-1603)

A. The manuscript of the Story about My life contains about 2900 words and is available in a single copy from the second half of the seventeenth century
. It was first published in the second half of the nineteenth century and has been recently studied in detail
. According to the latest dating, the Story was written between 1570 and 1595, most likely in the 1580s. 
B. We do not know much about the author of this text, monk Martirij Zelenetskij. The main outline of his life can be traced from his Story itself and from an anonymous hagiographic life (zhitie – the word semantically close to Latin vita) composed shortly after his death. According to these sources, Martirij was born in the times of Ivan IV in the city of Velikije Luki and took monastic vows at the local Sergij Monastery. After several years of pious life, he moved to the monastery of Assumption in the city of Smolensk. After a number of years spent in the monastery and additional years spent in solitude as a hermit, Martirij left for a place called “Green Island” (Zelenyj ostrov) to found a new cloister. Later, Martirij’s name got the supplement Zelenetskij from the name of the island. 

C. Thematically, the narrative in Martirij’s Story is split into three main parts: autobiographical episodes before the foundation of Zelenetskij cloister; miracles that Martirij witnessed in the course of the foundation; and his spiritual instructions addressed to the local community of monks.  

The author starts with his own life-story (“how and where I had lived before coming to this cloister”
), which mostly tells about hardships of his living as a hermit and about his visions and miracles. Then Martirij informs his readers how his hermitage was terminated by his spiritual father. That venerable monk ordered him to leave hermitage for monastery: “Go, my master, live in a community”
. After that, the author switches to instruction of his fellow-monks whom he addresses as “my dear brothers”. Next he tells about his visions of the image of the Most-Pure Virgin, about his final settlement on Green Island and construction of the church there (“Then I did move into this remote place called Green. And in a while made a church in the name of Eternal Holy Trinity.”
), about further miracles that accompanied this initiative. In his closing sentences, Martirij addresses again his fellow-monks with an appeal to worship the Most-Pure Virgin and the sacred place of Green Island. 

The author himself labels his writing as “spiritual note” (dukhovnaja pamjatsa),
 and, in fact, his story resembles the late medieval Russian genre of spiritual testaments of monastic fathers that loosely followed their prototype, the earlier Byzantine typicon.
 What is exceptional about Martirij’s text, especially in comparison with earlier self-accounts of the Old Russian literature, is the amount of autobiographical details (the greater part of the narrative concerns episodes from the author’s life and the miracles he witnessed) and Martirij’s language, which is rather colloquial sixteenth-century Russian than East-Church Slavonic. This plain (though very lively) language, as well as the scarcity of literary quotations and allusions, add special vivacity to the monk’s story.

Both the narrative structure and the content of Martirij’s text suggest that it was aimed to narrate the foundation history of the cloister to its monastic community and to convince this community to follow his spiritual instructions. This message is clearly formulated in one of the Story’s concluding appeals: “I beg you, brothers, to have unwavering confidence in the sanctity of this place, and to have unfeigned love to each-other, and not to defy my words – do as I told you and commanded.”
 However, the last words of this appeal hint at another message – Martirij’s desire to imprint his name in the memory of Zelenetskij community of monks: “And me, a sinner, commemorate in your holy prayers, and thus you will be commemorated yourselves…”
 

D. It is evident from the text that the desired addressee of Martirij’s narrative is the monastic community of the Zelenetskij Cloister. This conclusion is supported in the text of the Story by the author’s frequent appeals to his “brothers” (“My dear brothers, I ask you about this and beg…”
) However, the author names as his immediate addressee a certain Dosifej (“My spiritual brother Dosifej… I will tell you about myself.”
) From the following narrative it becomes clear that this person is designated to be the intermediate between Martirij and the wider audience. In one of the digressions, Martirij instructs Dosifej to keep the Story in secret until Martirij’s death (“keep it with you for the sake of God until the Lord would be pleased to take me from this worldly life.”
)
From a long title added to the Story by an anonymous seventeenth-century copyist we may get some evidence about the way Mrtirij’s text was read by its addressees. This title shapes it as “Story about life of the blessed father Martirij… which he himself told to his spiritual father and to his disciples: how and where he lived before settling in this remote place and how he discovered it, and how finally settled, and built up churches, and founded the cloister…”

4.Tale about Anzerskij cloister by Eleazar Anzerskij (?-1656)
A. The 2100-word Tale about the Anzerskij Cloister (Skazanie ob Anzerskom skite) is available in a number of copies, the earliest of which dates back to the mid-seventeenth century
. This earliest manuscript includes a copyist’s note informing about the now lost original. In accordance with this note, the copy was made from the autograph of Eleazar, the founder of the Trinity Cloister on Anzerskij Island in the White Sea. The note also gives a brief description of that original manuscript, specifies its location in the monastic library, and informs that its author passed away on January 13 1656
.

B. Eleazar’s biographers say that he was born into a merchant family in the town of Kozelsk and in his adolescence became a monk of the legendary Solovetskij Monastery in the Russian North. Besides being known as the founder of the Anzerskij Cloister, Eleazar is also known as the spiritual instructor of Nikon, the future patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church, who in the mid-seventeenth century initiated religious reforms that split Russian society. Eleazar also got reputation as copyist, iconographer and engraver. In 1633, thanks to his closeness to the throne and frequent visits to Moscow, he managed to get a charter authorized both by the Tsar and by the Patriarch that declared independence of the Anzerskij cloister from the nearby Solovetskij Monastery. According to the latest studies, the Tale about the Anzerskij Cloister was composed by the author in the late 1630s, shortly after the construction of the monastery had been largely completed.
 Nowadays, Eleazar is venerated by the Russian Orthodox Church as a local Saint.

C. The narrative of the Tale breaks into two parts: monastery foundation stories and descriptions of Eleazar’s visions. Being similar to Martirij’s Story discussed above both in the general topic and the content (especially in visions and miracles in support of the foundation), the Tale differs from it by some important features. Eleazar’s story does not contain spiritual instructions to readers, it is written in a drier (i.e. more formal and bookish) language, it contains fewer personal details, and it consists mostly of the accounts of visions and miracles witnessed by the author. 

Eleazar does not inform the readers about his life before 1615. His story starts with a record relevant to the main narrative topic, the foundation of the monastery: “In summer 7123 (1615). Someone of pious men of Anzerskij Island told to me, sinful Eleazar, that it was possible to live contemplative life on it.”
 The two main messages of the following episodes and of the Tale as a whole are quite clear: first, they aim to prove the sanctity of Anzerskij Island as the place for the new cloister; and second, they seek to justify the separation of the cloister from the Solovetskij Monastery. The main arguments in support for these messages are the numerous visions and miracles that Eleazar witnessed. 

At first it were demons in the likeness of men who tried to prevent the monk from building his cell on the island, assaulting him and demanding him to leave the place. After Eleazar firmly denied their demands and started singing Psalms, they immediately disappeared. In further confrontations with the demons and in his other hardships, Eleazar always receives miraculous support from heavenly forces. Thus, the story tells about a vision of the Blessed Virgin who gives Eleazar effective directions on how to fight demons
 and about another vision of the Blessed Virgin in the course of the Easter Liturgy;
 about a miraculous fire that comes out of the clouds and clears the ground from woods, giving place for the monastic buildings;
 and about a vision of Christ the Savior, who in critical situation prevents Eleazar’s surrender
. The very last episode of the Tale informs readers about Eleazar’s hearing God’s voice that instructs him how to give prayers.

Though there are no direct indications of the desired readership in the text of the Tale, it may be suggested that in the first instance Eleazar’s writing is addressed – the same as Martirij’s Story – to the monastic community of his cloister. Another similarity to Martirij’s Story is noticed in the way the Tale was interpreted by Eleazar’s contemporaries. In the addendum to the manuscript of the Tale, an anonymous copyist entitled it in full accordance with the hagiographical formula as “Life and deeds of devotion of our venerable father Eleazar, and about his early life on Anzerskij island, and about foundation of the cloister, and about miracles and other things…”
 This suggests reading of the Tale as of a saint life. 

5. Life by Protopope Avvakum(1620-1682) 

A. Avvakum’s Life (zhitie) is known in two autographs written and edited by the author in 1672-1675. Both manuscripts have been thoroughly studied and published many times
. The Life is also the most detailed and lengthy self-narrative among the known Old Russian “autobiographies” (about 22600 words). 

B. The author, Avvakum Petrovich – protopope (archpriest), the undisputable leader of the opponents of religious reforms initiated by Patriarch Nikon (these opponents were later called “Old Believers”). Together with his companions-in-arms, Avvakum furiously fought against the reforms to support the “old rite.” Concurrently, he tried to convince Russian Tsar Aleksej Mikhajlovich to dismiss Nikon and to take the Old Believers’ position.

Avvakum was born into a priest’s family, lost his father in his early years, was brought up by his mother, and became a priest at the age of 23. Several years later, Avvakum’s name became known to the Tsar for his zealous piety, and the priest was invited to Moscow to preach at the Kremlin’s main cathedral. After a number of fierce demonstrations of opposition to the Church reforms, Avvakum was sent away and exiled to Siberia together with his family. Then, on the order of the Tsar, he was brought back, and then exiled again. At the Church Council of 1666-67, he was excommunicated and anathematized. He spent his last years imprisoned in the remote northern fortress-town of Pustozersk, together with other eminent opponents of the reform. At the Church Council of 1682, Avvakum was sentenced to be burned at stake “for great contempt against the Tsar’s house”
. The execution took place on April 14 of the same year.

It was during his imprisonment in Pustozersk that Avvakum wrote most of his works, the greatest of which is considered to be his Life
, distinguished by spirited descriptions of the hero/author’s dramatic struggle for his religious convictions, by expositions of his inner struggles and emotions, and by the colorful energetic colloquial language.

C. In his self-account Avvakum shows his living as an example of firm attachment to the “true” faith and strong resistance to the “diabolical novelties.”  Avvakum also presents himself as a martyr for his convictions. It is also clear that his story is aimed to be an important argument in the fight with his religious opponents. 

Nevertheless, it is hard to reduce Life’s content to this main message. Alongside expositions of the author’s religious principles, the story informs about the dramatic events that accompanied Avvakum’s activity as a priest, about his exile and life in Siberia, about his meetings with the Tsar, about his family matters, about his visions and inner struggles, etc. 

The narrative begins with the Avvakum’s credo and then immediately proceeds to his life story, starting in accordance with traditional biographical/hagiographical pattern with his place of birth, his parents, and his coming to believe: 

“I was born in the Niznij Novgorod area, beyond the Kudma river, in the village of Grigorovo. My father was the priest Petr, my mother Marija, as a nun Marfa. My father was given to hard drink, buy my mother fasted and prayed zealously and was ever teaching me the fear of God. Once I saw a dead cow at a neighbor's, and that night I arose and wept much over my soul before the icon, being mindful of death and how I too must die. And from that time I grew accustomed to praying every night.”

After briefly giving more biographical data (the death of his parents, his marriage, his becoming a priest and moving to another place), the author switches to an episode describing his inner struggles:

“When I was still a priest, there came to me to confess a young woman, burdened with many sins, guilty of fornication and self-abuse of every sort; and weeping she began to acquaint me with it all in detail, standing before the Gospel there in the church. But I, thrice-accused healer, I was afflicted myself, burning inwardly with a lecherous fire, and it was bitter for me in that hour. I lit three candles and stuck them to the lectern, and raised my right hand into the flame and held it there until the evil conflagration within me was extinguished. After dismissing the young woman, laying away my vestments, and praying awhile, I went to my home deeply grieved.”

Many other stories in the Life deal with Avvakum’s sufferings for his faith, such as the episode of his first arrest and imprisonment:

“When the sun had risen on the Sabbath, they put me in a cart and stretched out my arms and drove me from the Patriarch's Court to the Andronikov Monastery, and there they tossed me in chains into a dark cell dug into the earth. I was locked up three days, and neither ate nor drank. Locked there in darkness I bowed down in my chains, maybe to the east, maybe to the west. No one came to me, only the mice and the cockroaches; the crickets chirped and there were fleas to spare.”

Later the author describes terrible sufferings from hunger in his Siberian exile:

“And in these privations two of my little sons died, and with the others we somehow suffered on, roaming naked and barefoot through the mountains and over the sharp rocks, keeping body and soul together with grasses and roots. And I myself, sinner that I am, I both willingly and unwillingly partook on the flesh of mares and the carrion of beasts and birds. Alas for my sinful soul!”

The last words of the Life turn back to the text’s main message. Referring to his free companions-in-arms (“those who read and listen”) and expressing his strong conviction in their salvation together with himself and his cellmates, Avvakum proclaims:  “They will be our people there at Christ's side, and we theirs, forever and ever. Amen.”

D. References to preservers of the old rites, the “true believers,” as the desired audience of the Life, are repeated in the text time and again with didactic intonations (“now, every true believer, consider this…”
). But more frequently Avvakum names as the desired reader a concrete person: his spiritual father and cellmate Epifanij (“Do you mind, starets
, if I tell you another story,” “I will tell you more, starets,” “Just listen, starets, more,” “This is really miraculous, starets”, “Well, starets, but you have heard much of my idle talk!”). Besides, at least once Avvakum didactically addresses his two biological sons with an appeal to be firm in their devotion to the “true faith”: “That is why, boys, do not be shy of death, follow the old piety and with determination!”
 

For centuries, Avvakum’s life-story has been read by the Russian Old Believers as a document of true devotion and an example of heroic saintly life. Since the late nineteenth – early twentieth century it has been treated by the lay public as an indisputable masterpiece of the Old Russian literature.

6. Life by Epifanij Solovetskij (?-1682) 

A. The text of Epifanij’s self-narrative numbers nearly twelve thousand words and is available in three autographs: one complete and two incomplete. One of the autographs is included in the “Pustozersk Collections” together with Avvakum’s Life.

B. Epifanij Solovetskij, usually called simply monk (inok) Epifanij, was one of the opponents of Nikon’s religious reforms, the spiritual father and close associate of Avvakum in their Pustozersk exile. Epifanij took vows at the Solovetsk Monastery, then in 1657 left it and settled in a hermitage. After eight years of solitary life, he wrote a book portraying the Russian Tsar’s support of religious reforms undertaken by Patriarch Nikon as a betrayal of the “true” faith. As the book was completed, Epifanij set out for Moscow to expose the ruler of all Rus. Soon he was arrested and confined, then excommunicated by the Church Council, physically punished (his tongue was cut out), and deported to Pustozersk. Epifanij spent there almost 15 years of his life, his last, imprisoned with other leaders of the Old Believers. In Pustozersk his second punishment took place: after he once again refused to accept the reform, four fingers of Epifanij’s right hand and, once again, his tongue were cut off. 

In1675-1676, on the request of his spiritual father Avvakum and following his example, Epifanij wrote his own life-story. On April 14, 1682, together with Avvakum and two other companions-in-arms, he was burned in a wooden hut in a common auto-da-fe. 

C. The commonly accepted title Life (zhitie), equivalent to the title of Avvakum’s self-testimony, matches with Epifanij’s own designations of his text as life. Although in these designations the meanings “actual life” and “story about life” can be hardly differentiated (say, Epifanij labels his text as “my poor and sinful life and bitter suffering in prison in the name of sweet Jesus Christ.”)

 In all autographs and later copies, Epifanij’s narrative is split into two parts. The first part briefly tells about the author’s early years and, in greater detail, about his life as a hermit. Most episodes in this part inform the reader of the author’s fights with demons, his visions of the Blessed Virgin, and other miracles. The longer second part consists mostly of Epifanij’s accounts about his experiences in Pustozersk, especially about his body and mind anguish followed by miraculous healings. We can read in detail about his feelings during and after punishments: about his bleeding truncated hand; about eating difficulties after the removal of his tongue; about his mental struggle, etc.
 

The following episode about Epifanij’s suffering in Pustozersk illustrates the way in which his life-story is told in the second part. The episode begins with a description of the pain after the amputation of fingers on Epifanij’s right hand: 

“And my heart and all my internals became enflamed with great fire, and I fell on the ground sweating , and started to die, and three times I was about to die, though I survived and my soul did not leave my body.”
 

The pain was so intolerable that Epifanij made an attempt to commit suicide. The “mechanics” of this attempt is given in striking detail: 

“And raised from the ground, I laid on the bench, groveled with my truncated hand on the ground, and thinking to myself in this way: ‘Let the blood flow out of me, this is how I will die.’ And much blood flowed out, and it became wet in the pit, and the guards covered the blood with hay, and I was shedding blood for five days to cause death in this way.”

Despite these efforts, death did not come to Epifanij and spiritual unrest began to accompany his physical pain:

“And I, a sinner, was lying on the ground alone in the pit, rolling in every possible direction on my belly and on my back and on my sides, out of great anguish and bitter melancholy.”
 

Finally, a heaven-sent vision came in the image of the Blessed Virgin, who started to cure the sufferer:

“[…] and I hear that the Blessed Virgin is touching  my wounded hand with her hands, […] as if her hands are playing with my hand, and it seems to me as if the Blessed Virgin restored the fingers to my hand.”

This episode, among other things, clearly points to the strong propaganda message of Epifanij’s whole text. Similar to Avvakum, Epifanij persuades his readers that God, the Blessed Virgin and all other heavenly forces are on the side of the Old Believers and on every occasion they help them to stay firm in their “True Faith.” 

D. Usually, the text does not specify its expected readers. The author just addresses them in the second-person plural: to you (vam). Sometimes he becomes more specific and names “the holy fathers and fraternity” (otsy svjatii i bratija) or “my masters” (gospodija moja). In the second part of the Life, several times he names a concrete person, his “spiritual son Afonasij,” and in the opening words of this part calls this Afonasij “my beloved son and brother in Christ.”
  Though at the very end of his story, after naming his “spiritual children, brothers and fathers,” Epifanij similarly to Avvakum addresses a wide group of “all servants of Christ, who read and hear this.”
 At least once, Epifanij also refers directly to his spiritual father Avvakum as to one of his desired readers. This comes as no surprise because, as documented, it was Avvakum, who commanded Epifanij to write his self-testimony.
 

The text of the Life gives us some hints on the effect it was to produce on its readers. Thus, Epifanij asks Afonasij “to accept the writing with love to Christ” and “to look at it as at me, who is poor starets, and to respect it with love to Christ.” And adds: “And if you find something for the good of your soul, you, son, glorify for this God and do not forget me in your holy prayers.”

II. Scholarship of the second half of the 20th century: Main questions and answers

The writings briefly discussed above are most frequently called “autobiographies,” both by literary historians and historians of culture. Though the practice of labeling some of these writings this way had originated more than a century ago,
 distinction and separation of autobiography as a specific group of texts in the body of Early Russian literature began only in late 1950s.  The “discovery” of Old Russian autobiography is commonly associated with an article on Epifanij’s Life published in 1956 by Serge Zenkovsky
. In the following years, there emerged a series of important studies on the subject, some of which has been already mentioned above. 

The dominant interpretation of Early Russian autobiographical writings in these studies has been shaped by literary historians and critics who treat “autobiography” primarily as a specific constituent part of Old Russian literature. At the same time, many of their studies pay considerable attention to “historical reality,” i.e. to connections of autobiographical texts with concrete social, cultural, religious, and political circumstances of their times. Most existing literary scholarship of Old Russian autobiography deals with specific autobiographical texts (as a rule, with Vladimir Monomakh’s Instruction and Protopope Avvakum’s Life). Main attention in this scholarship is paid to such quests as genre attribution (autobiography or not), to uncovering principles of composition (or “authorial design” – avtorskij zamysel), to detecting of narrative structure (constituent parts, episodes and the ways they are connected to each other) and narrative order (chronological, thematic or mixed), to literary/hagiographical clichés used by the authors and specific features contributing to integrity of the texts (tselostnost' proizvedenija), to separate scenes crucial for autobiographical narration, to author/hero monologues (distinction between the two is rarely made). 

As a general rule, this scholarship is concerned with the issue of genre
. What is the place of “autobiography” in the structure of genres of the Old Russian literature? Is it possible to identify a separate autobiographical genre (or more delicately “autobiographical tradition”) in it?  If yes, where this tradition starts from and what text should be considered “the first Russian autobiography”? What genres and what particular writings should be treated as predecessors of autobiographical tradition in the Old Russian literature and what as its successors? The answers to these questions differ substantially. 

In one or another way, the majority of the scholars agree to place “autobiography” in the genre system of Old Russian literature. However, they disagree about its specific place within this system. Most of them quite rigidly insist on Avvakum’s Life to be the first Russian autobiography. This majority treat all autobiographical writings that appeared before Life either as its predecessors or simply ignore them as unimportant.
 The opposite view is represented by a minor group of scholars who insist that “autobiographies” (in this case, a more flexible term “autobiographical writings” is frequently used) constitute a significant part in the body of Old Russian literature and have a centuries-long history.
 Somewhere in the middle stand those who, instead of “autobiography” as a literary genre or independent “autobiographical writings,” discuss “autobiographism” as a special feature of early Russian literature and find this feature in different traditional genres
. 

Literary historians have also approached the Early Russian autobiographical writings from the aesthetical perspective, in particular by discussing such their characteristics as poetics and style. In their studies, these characteristics are most often viewed as means by which Old Russian authors managed to create works of certain artistic value (khudozhestvennaja tsennost'). In accordance with this approach, the autobiographical text is treated in such studies as a product of the “creative literary work” (literaturnoe tvorchestvo) of its author and, correspondingly, a source for the reconstruction of authorial design (avtorskij zamysel), artistic design (khudozhestvennyj zamysel) and artistic devices (khudozhestvennye priemy) used by the author. The ultimate aim of this type of studies is to uncover peculiarities of the “artistic nature” (khudozhestvennaja priroda) of an autobiographical writing, and to portray autobiographism as a “certain set of literary means for representation of human life and human inner world.”

What is common for all these approaches of literary historians and critics sketched above, is efforts to trace continuities, i.e. to uncover what they call “the ways of formation and development” of autobiography and its “genetic connections.”

Besides literary historians and critics, autobiographical writings have attracted substantial attention of historians of culture and religion, and, in some measure, of political historians of pre-modern Russia. This group of scholars mostly used these writings as sources for biographical studies of concrete historical figures, especially in cases when other documentary data on their lives was not accessible. This type of approach to autobiographical texts has been most often practiced with regard to Vladimir Monomakh’s Instruction, which for decades has served as the major source for reconstructing Monomakh’s biography. Besides tracking Monomakh’s political activities, scholars also tried to understand his morality, intentions, psychology, erudition, etc., not infrequently modernizing and idealizing their hero. 

Thus, Dmitrij Likhachev insists that Monomakh’s address to Prince Oleg Svjatoslavovich is a private personal letter written with “surprising sincerity” and that Monomakh himself is a person who “cares about truth and about his country”. According to this scholar, Monomakh’s Instruction is a writing of “cordial, almost lyrical intonation,” which embodies “the ethical system of his politics” and which is based on the same high morals as the aforementioned letter. There is no other writing prior to the twelfth century, adds Likhachev, that “bears such strong intimate sentiment.” 

Generally, most studies that practice this kind of approach take an autobiographical story as a documentary record not only of biographical and political facts, but also of such “realities” as author’s unique personality or his “inner self” (vnutrennee ‘ja’)
. Correspondingly, these studies are mostly directed at portraying this unique personality and its development, at describing the author/hero’s individual feelings and emotions, his psychological collisions, his mental turmoil, etc. 

Historians of religion, especially of the mid-seventeenth century Russian schism, have paid special attention to the Life of Protopope Avvakum
, and have used it mostly as a source for their reconstructions of the past.
 These historians comprehensively read Avvakum’s story to examine ideology and personal motives of the leader of the rebellious Old Believers, as well as to bring colors to the general picture of dramatic events that split Russian society. In the 1970s and 1980s, Avvakum’s Life captured significant attention of historians of culture and semiologists who approached it as a convincing evidence of important shifts in the patterns of the Russian medieval culture of the seventeenth century
. 

More recently, a new perspective on the study of early Russian autobiographical writings has been suggested by Ekaterina Krushel'nitskaja. Through a thorough analysis of different versions of several autobiographical texts, the scholar retraced how this type of writings transforms into hagiography in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Parallel to this main task, she also explores “different forms of manifestations of the author’s personality in the text” and “the development of elements of the autobiographical narrative.”
 According to Krushel'nitskaja, the development of autobiographical forms of Old Russian literature resulted in the formation of “a background for the creative autobiographical work of Epifanij and Avvakum” in the second half of the seventeenth century.

The above-mentioned approaches to the study of autobiographical texts have a number of common characteristics that are rooted in some fundamental conventions of European nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholarship. Two of these conventions are most vivid: a) understanding of the relationship between text and reality in the way that every autobiographical writing represents the “objective world” and b) understanding of the author of an autobiographical text as a concrete “historical figure” who generates all meanings of his writing. Such understandings dictate the task of deciphering an autobiographical text in order to uncover its author’s inner world (vnutrennij mir), or less ambitiously, his ideology (idejnaja pozitsija avtora) imprinted in the writing. From two other fundamental conventions of this scholarship –general vision of the past as a progressive continuity (the earlier textual forms have gradually transformed into modern ones) and understanding the progress of human history as a progress of individualism (development of “autobiographical forms” indicates this progress and vice versa) – comes out a view “from above,” aimed at considering the first Russian autobiography as the first manifestation of the individualistic self in Russian culture. 

In conclusion of this overview, it should be added that, despite numerous valuable observations on Old Russian autobiography made by many scholars (especially with regard to the life stories of Prince Vladimir Monomakh, Protopope Avvakum and Monk Epifanij), not a single comprehensive general study on the subject has been written, and autobiographical narratives in Old Russian literature have been still scarcely studied.
 

III. Perspectives for further questioning

Recent theoretical developments in humanities and social sciences suggest a variety of new approaches to the studies of pre-modern autobiographical texts. Some of these approaches have considerably influenced the reading of Western self-narratives. Three of them are briefly outlined below. 
Probably the most significant of the three is social constructionism (or social constructivism) now recognized in many fields of scholarship
. According to this approach, various basic concepts and notions that seemed firm and obvious, as if directly coming from Nature or from historical reality (state, nation, madness, the Orient, Europe, the self, etc.), in fact are flexible, historically changeable constructions of a given society and culture. In other words, they are not “objective” categories but variable by-products of the interplay of different social forces and the outcome (“inventions” or “artifacts”) of different human activities. 

The gaining power of constructionism (no matter if it is openly acknowledged by empirical scholars or not) resulted in undermining the very basics of the traditional model of what is called “the history of subjectivity” or “the history of the self.”
 The key constitutive element of this model, the concept of integral human self as a part of reality and a producer of evidences about itself, has little by little lost its incontrovertibility and has been replaced by other concepts and frames
. The very notions of the self, individual, and person have been often substituted by an even more ambiguous notion of the “subject,” generally understood as something that is “produced” or “made.”

One of the most influential perspectives on the constructionist vision of the subject in history has been suggested by Michel Foucault through his “genealogical project,” his elaboration of the notion of know​ledge/power, and his concept of “discourse.”
 According to this perspective it is not the subject that produces discourses but in reverse, it is socially and culturally established discourses that produce the subject (this re-orientation was later dramatically labeled “the death of the subject”). As social historian and theorist Joan Scott formulates this turnover view on the subjectivity with regard to the notion of “experience”: “being a subject means being subject to definite conditions of existence, conditions of endowment of agents and conditions of exercise.”

Gabrielle Spiegel, a medievalist who is highly attentive to recent theoretical developments in historical writing, summarizes the aftermath of this postmodernist shift quite pessimistically:

“The consequences for historical analysis of the ‘death of the subject’ were to throw the concepts of agency, experience, and practice into disarray, since absent a purposive historical actor and any concept of intentionality, it is impossible to establish a ground from which the individual can fashion his or her destiny on the basis of his or her experience of the world. The self has been reduced to an entirely constructed and ‘plastic nodal point in a discursive or cultural system’.”
  

Nevertheless, the constructionist approach to the notion of the subject and, correspondingly, to the “history of subjectivity” has made a strong impact on autobiographical studies, in particular on the attempts of working out new visions of the history of autobiography (see more details below). 

The second shift in the contemporary humanities that strongly affected autobiographical studies – parallel and in many ways linked to constructionism – is the so-called linguistic turn.
 This turn may be described as “discovery” – first by linguists and philosophers, then by literary critics and after even later by some historians – that language is the only means of our conceptualizing and passing knowledge about the real world
. Gabrielle Spiegel defines the essence of this “discovery” as understanding “that language is the constitutive agent of human consciousness and the social production of meaning, and that our apprehension of the world, both past and present, arrives only through the lens of language’s precoded perceptions.”
 Thus, as language “constitutes” reality, it may be proclaimed after Jacques Derrida that “there is nothing outside the text”. If one goes further in this direction, one may say that “‘things’ as such have no social reality apart from their linguistic construc​tion; that they are not objective givens in themselves, but rather a product of a linguistic process of ‘objectification.’”
 According to adherents of the “linguistic turn,” all these claims are also true for such “reality” as the individual self. Correspondingly, autobiographical texts for them are, first and foremost, important evidences of how this “reality” is “objectified” in language and speech. Influenced by these language limitations, many recent historical studies of autobiographical writings drifted far away from the traditional readings that approached them as “sources” created to inform us about the “real” self of a “real” person (the Author). Instead of trying to reach directly this “real” self, scholars turned to uncovering specific textual conventions that produce this or that model of the self, to discussing its peculiarities and its connection to a certain group of texts or culture, to practicing narratological analysis
, etc. (see more below).

Finally, the third shift that has significantly influenced contemporary autobiographical studies and that is tightly intertwined with the two mentioned above, is associated with anthropological turn (or cultural turn). This shift has been set in about half a century ago, after a large group of historians had become aware of the importance of anthropologically interpreted concept of culture for understanding a given society. Such awareness later resulted in flourishing of cultural history of different types which attempted to “propose culture as an autonomous realm in which the principal stakes were not the pursuit of individual or class interests but the creation of domains of meaning.”
 Such attempts of cultural historians resulted in emphasis on the study of the singularity of a given culture and in support for the idea of discontinuity of cultural developments. Being influenced by post-colonialist studies, many cultural historians also came to the rejection of traditional monistic Eurocentric and progressionist idea of world history that for centuries had prevailed in European scholarship.

From such anthropological/cultural view on the human past, it follows that the concept of the self elaborated in European scholarship as universal should be treated as “narrow,” i.e. as one of many possible. Consequently, it follows that it is wrong to try and apply this concept to autobiographical texts that originated in other cultures, because the practice of such application faultily pictures any non-Western autobiography and the self as “underdeveloped.” What scholars should do is not to observe non-European (as well as pre-modern European) autobiographical texts “from above” but to try and trace specific cultural configurations of the notions of individual, self and person as they are shaped by these texts. 

In very general terms, the main impact of anthropological/cultural turn on the historical study of autobiographical writings may be reduced to one straightforward argument: the very notions of “autobiography” and the “self” should be approached not as universal categories but as specific phenomena imbedded in a given culture and shaped by its “codes.” 

Not a few scholars of autobiography of the last decades either opposed the aforementioned challenges as alien to the humanistic notion of the self (understood as the basis for autobiographical studies), or ignored them as useless for empirical studies. Nevertheless, some of these challenges have substantially influenced research on pre-modern and early modern autobiographical writings. To illustrate this influence, I will cite a number of most recent examples.

The first of them refers to a research program that has been launched in early 2000’s by the group Self-Narratives in Transcultural Perspective of the Department of History and Cultural Studies at the Free University in Berlin (directed by Gabriele Jancke and Claudia Ulbrich)
. The group combines efforts of scholars from a variety of disciplines who study both Western-European and non-Western self-narratives (including the Middle East and the Far East) mostly belonging to the Early Modern period (from sixteenth to mid-eighteenth century). The major subject of the studies is defined as “writings about the author’s own life that hold to specific narrative conventions.”

Contrary to the widely accepted view on autobiography as a specifically western genre tightly bounded with the idea of individual self that emerged in Europe as a by-product of modernization, the group aims at analyzing self-narratives “in the light of new questions and new methodologies.”
 The core of this new perspective constitutes refusal from the dominant Eurocentric view on the development of self-testimonies in other cultures and “approaches to these source materials that take as their analytical focus the writing subject as active agent in the context of her or his own social and cultural relations.”
 

It is revealing that in developing methodology for the research program, Gabriele Jancke and Claudia Ulbrich use a linguistic term “thematization,” understood as “setting the autobiographical writings in the context of the writers’ social relations.” Correspondingly, the objective of the study is pronounced as “thematization of the ‘self-narrated life’ in a variety of cultures, a variety of periods, a variety of regions, and a variety of contexts” and reaching this objective is expected to allow understanding of autobiographical writings “as social and cultural praxis.”
 The program also suggests that this result would have wider consequences: “from an analysis of self-narratives and the ‘persons’ they portray in terms of social and cultural praxis will emerge important contributions to the contemporary discussion of ‘multiple modernities’.”

The project Controlling Time and Shaping the Self:PRIVATE  Education, Introspection and Practices of Writing in the Netherlands 1750-1914 (directed by Arianne Baggerman)
 at the Faculty of History and Arts of the University of Rotterdam may be taken as the second example of new approaches in autobiographical studies practiced by historians. This project is mostly aimed at working out a new paradigm of the developments of the late 18th – early 20th century egodocuments
 in the Netherlands (and tentatively in Western Europe as a whole) and to suggest new methodologies of their investigations. 

Traditionally, claims Arianne Baggerman, the rise of production of egodocuments in the nineteenth century has been correlated with the growing introspection and self-questioning in European culture, though such observation “was based on a limited canon of great writers, including Rousseau and Goethe.”
 The recently undertaken studies of Dutch egodocuments written between 1814 and 1914 en masse strongly challenge the traditionally accepted perspective: “Contrary to expectations, the number of factual diaries and impersonal memoirs rose more sharply than the number of intimate introspective texts.”

 
To explain this recent discovery and to construct a new vision of the development of egodocuments in the “long nineteenth century,” Baggerman suggests using Reinhart Koselleck’s hypothesis of unprecedented turnover in the perception of temporality that took place in Europe around mid-eighteenth century
. According to Koselleck, this shift resulted in the emergence of new strategies of human behaviour, such as the attempts “to master temporality, in the increasing urge,” and to control individual experiences. From this theoretical perspective, both statistics of production of egodocuments and their content should be approached in accordance with the developments in perception of temporality. Thus, the key task of the project, as formulated by Arianne Baggerman, is to investigate “to what extent and in what ways, the specific contents and forms of egodocuments, as well as the increase in their number in the long nineteenth century were related to the emergence of a new sense of temporality.”
 

The third example refers to a number of separate studies that have emerged from the recent interest in the concepts of individual/person/subject in non-Western societies and have resulted in the “discoveries” of autobiographical traditions in different times and cultures. Thus, a decades-long silence in the study of medieval Eastern Christian autobiographical writings has been recently broken by Martin Hinterberger’s monograph “Autobiographical Tradition in Byzantium.”
 An even more striking “discovery” has been made regarding the Arab literary practice in the study edited by Dwight F. Reynolds.
 The study argues the existence of “unpredictably” rich tradition of Arab autobiographical writings and offers “an analysis of about one hundred forty Arabic autobiographical texts drawn from a period of just over one thousand years, from the ninth to the nineteenth century,” which is supplemented with “thirteen previously untranslated Arabic autobiographical texts that represent a variety of historical periods and literary styles.”
 The Introduction to the volume suggests that the book “will serve not only to encourage further study of the Arabic autobiographical tradition but also to bring Arabic practices to the attention of a wider audience and thereby broaden critical discussion of autobiography in general.”
 The traditional vision of autobiography as a unique product of the modern West, which is connected with the so-called western individualism, has been also challenged by the first full-length treatment of early autobiographical writings in China not long ago undertaken by Pei-Yi Wu
. 

 
Turning finally back to the main subject of the paper, it may be suggested that the recent insights of historians and literary scholars in the studies of autobiographies may have considerable implications for the reading of Old Russian autobiographical texts. It is very likely that they might constitute a meaningful background for further questioning or even requestioning (and, correspondingly, reimagining) these texts. Four directions for such requestioning are proposed below.

1. Refusal of the holistic approach. A variety of forms, contents, social and historical contexts and audiences of Old Russian autobiographical texts suggest that they barely allow asking unified questions, and thus could be more effectively approached not as an isolated semantic unity suggested by the very notion of autobiography but in some other ways. First of all, as it is only our modern “individualistic” perspective that makes these texts “autobiographical” but not “theirs,” to avoid anachronistic misunderstanding these texts need to be contextualized historically, i.e. linked with other texts and writing practices of their times and framed in view of these texts and practices.

2. Tracing the patterns of early Russian autobiographical discourse and their historical changes. At the same time, as the texts under discussion have such common formal characteristics as narration from the first-person singular and telling a life-story of the speaker, they might be also regarded as a certain semantic unity. In particular, they seem to be especially informative about specific modes and patterns of Old Russian autobiographical discourse, about historical development of these modes and patterns, about continuities and discontinuities between them, about their relation to major developments of early Russian culture, parallels with Western and Byzantine models, etc. 

3. Grouping and reading. The texts commonly called Old Russian autobiographies might be more easily grouped together on the basis of similarity of their social origin and (see for example those of Epifanij and Avvakum or of Martirij and Eleazar) than of their attribution to a certain literary genre (either autobiography or any other). On the whole, it seems that these texts might become more informative about early Russian culture if read as a part of social and cultural practices
 than as a part of literary process and genre development. 

4. Studying Old Russian autobiographical texts in comparative perspective. Recently articulated general epistemological difficulties in making historical comparisons
, despite being theoretically and logically persuasive, do not eliminate our eagerness for comparisons. This eagerness also seems to work in the case of looking at early Russian autobiographical writings and their counterparts in other cultures. Moreover, it seems quite natural if one takes into account that no comparisons have been made so far: Slavists who studied early Russian self-testimonies barely paid attention to anything beyond their domain. The same is true of  scholars who dealt with early Western European self-testimonies.
 A general frame for comparative study may be likely provided by the fact that early Russian autobiographical writings belong to the Medieval Christian tradition and may be approached in parallel with Western and Eastern (Byzantine) as a constituent part of it. What is common and what is different between Russian and Byzantine autobiographical texts or between Russian and Western ones?

One more observation can be made in conclusion. It is very likely that requestioning Old Russian autobiographical texts in accordance with the approaches outlined above, besides contributing to the study of the subject, could be also helpful to break the still existing isolation of scholarship on Russian pre-modern autobiographical writings from the mainstream developments in the field.
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