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Introduction: What is the Siege of Leningrad? 

The well-fed do not understand the hungry, themselves included. 
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Cытый не разумеет голодного, в том числе, самого себя.1 

 

                       Ginzburg, “Notes from the Blockade”  

Winston Churchill once defined Russia as a “riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an 

enigma.” This quotation, although a cliché, often omits his words immediately following, which 

suggests “perhaps there is a key.” Likewise, in the case of the Siege of Leningrad, the key to 

understanding the complexity in its history begins with a reading of the “facts” of the Siege. 

These facts present a “skeletal” understanding, and though studied and written by both Western 

and Russian sources, are often limited in its scope. Yet it is from this understanding that the 

inconsistencies in the facts can be highlighted – for example, the death toll of the Siege, as well 

as the death toll of the Soviet Union in World War II in general, was heavily politicized and 

changed to reflect policies of different General Secretaries. Even the number of days the Siege 

lasted is not apparent through the propaganda – in monuments and museums, the actual length of 

the Siege – 872 days – is rarely displayed. Rather, the Soviet authorities chose to round the 

number up to 900 days, likely to reflect the scale of suffering their people went through. It is 

only after addressing the disparity in the facts that a discussion of the various narratives of the 

Eastern front of World War II can be opened up. This discussion involves a reading of how the 

millions of survivors and descendants of survivors choose to remember the event today. The 

origins of these memories themselves tell a form of alternate history, one that is possibly more 

honest to the truth than the narrative of Soviet ideological origin. 

Russians, for the past few hundred years, have chosen literature as their preferred form of 

artistic expression. Moreover, the long-suppressed memories of the Siege of Leningrad have 

1 Lydia Ginzburg, Notes from the Blockade, (New York, Vintage Publishing, 2016), 134.  
Lydia Ginzburg, Prokhodi︠a︡shchie kharaktery: Proza voennykh Let; Zapiski blokadnogo cheloveka , (Moscow, RU, 
Novoe izdatelʹstvo, 2011), 307. 
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evolved into their own genre, in what we will call Siege or Blockade literature. Examples of 

these texts can be found in Anna Akhmatova’s oeuvre, from “Poem without a Hero,” to the 

lesser-known poetry of Gennady Gor. These texts work alongside both documented and 

reconstructed histories, reason and emotion, and often toe the Soviet Party line of censorship – 

the narratives they depict are often shamed as blasphemous representations of the War 

generation’s sacrifices. Yet the very act of writing was an attempt to preserve their experiences, 

their memories – an attempt to survive.  

During the Siege, which lasted 872 days, the citizens of Leningrad (now Saint 

Petersburg) were subject to daily bombings, crippling famine, and two of the bitterest Russian 

winters of the twentieth century.2 Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union was swift and 

methodical, employing the infamous tactic of Blitzkrieg, German for “lightning war.” With the 

advent of modernized artillery and air support, it took less than three months from the beginning 

of the invasion until Leningrad was completely surrounded. Finland, which had a year prior 

ceded territories in western Karelia after losing to the Soviet Union in the Winter War, saw an 

opportunity for revenge in the onset of World War II.3 In cooperation with Germany, Finland 

joined the Eastern front of the war; and in an attempt to reclaim lost territory, Finnish troops 

closed in on Leningrad from the North, effectively cutting the city off from any connection to the 

rest of the country. Consequently, Leningrad was left on its own. Peter the Great’s “Window to 

the West” had been shattered, and its inhabitants, once proud of their glorious “birthplace of 

Communism,” began to feel the effects of the war.  

2 Harald Lejenäs. “The Severe Winter in Europe 1941–42: The Large-Scale Circulation, Cut-off Lows, and 
Blocking,” Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society 70, no. 3 (1989): 271–81. 

3 Richard H. Bidlack, "Soviet-Finnish War," in Encyclopedia of Russian History, ed. James R. Millar, (New 
York, NY, Macmillan Reference USA, 2004), 1433-1435.  
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The Siege of Leningrad was one of the most violent examples of the fighting on the 

Eastern Front. However, there were two factors that made the conditions of the Siege especially 

morbid: famine, onset by the destruction of the city’s food reserves; and the winter of 1941-42, 

which saw temperatures below -40°F.4 According to a display at Piskaryovskoye Cemetery, 

electricity was turned off in residence buildings by November 21st, 1941, and the public 

transportation in the city was stopped in December of the same year.5 A city with starving and 

freezing inhabitants were thus left without central heating, and forced to walk around the city by 

foot. 

Clearly, many of the individual problems of the Siege did not exist in a vacuum; the 

effects of one would compound onto another, contributing to the inhumane conditions to which 

the blokadniki (Russian gender-neutral term for a survivor of the Siege, singular: blokadnik, 

plural: blokadniki) were subjected. Nonetheless, the Leningraders had no choice but to hold on to 

the hope that the Siege would eventually be lifted, and that some escape route would soon be 

paved. Their wishes were granted when the “Road of Life” (doroga zhizny) was paved over the 

frozen Lake Ladoga, allowing for much-needed goods and supplies to come into the city, as well 

as women and children to be evacuated from the city. While many were safely taken out of the 

city, this “Road of Life'' was a dangerous endeavor, and as a result, many of the city’s inhabitants 

remained trapped inside the city. It was not until 1943 that the first land route outside the city 

was opened, and until 1944 that the Siege of Leningrad was officially lifted.6 

The story of the Siege of Leningrad is, without a doubt, a tragedy. The postwar history of 

Leningrad, even riding the victory over the Nazis, still allowed for the return of the same 

4 The display can be found in the visitors’ center at Piskaryovskoye Cemetery, which I last visited Winter 
of 2019. Posters and slideshows detailing and depicting everyday life cover the interior walls of the building. 

5 The display can be found in the visitors’ center at Piskaryovskoye Cemetery, which I last visited Winter 
of 2019. Posters and slideshows detailing and depicting everyday life cover the interior walls of the building. 

6 Alexis Peri, The War Within, 240-244. 
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Stalinist repressions that had struck Leningrad in the years before the war. Stalin, who was so 

disgusted with the postwar reports of what had happened in Leningrad, sought to “clean out” 

everyone responsible, starting with those in power. Communist party officials, military officers, 

etc., who had led the city through the Siege were promptly silenced in what had become known 

as “the Leningrad Affair.” Many Siege writers were defamed and exiled, including Anna 

Akhmatova, famous for her work “Poem Without a Hero,” dedicated to the inhabitants of 

besieged Leningrad. As put by journalist Harrison Salisbury in The 900 Days, “One by one the 

figures of the Leningrad epic vanished.”7 Not only was this purge hidden from the public, the 

Stalinist regime also attempted to destroy any historical records, in an attempt to erase the truth 

of the Siege of Leningrad and its postwar repercussions.8 During (and after) the war, 

Leningraders faced not only death, but an imminent erasing of any trace of their experiences – 

both from the conditions of the Siege imposed by Hitler, as well as Stalin’s abhorrence for the 

city of Leningrad. In their attempt to erase these experiences, the Stalinist regime wanted for the 

country to “forget” the Siege memories which the inhabitants of Leningrad had created.  

Naturally, the immediate responsibility of chronicling the Siege of Leningrad was given 

to the Soviet organs of propaganda. However, in the coming postwar years, challenges to the 

“Soviet” version of events began to appear. They were later corroborated by thorough historical 

documentations of both Western and Russian scholars, such as Harrison Salisbury’s The 900 

Days: The Siege of Leningrad (1969) and Ales Adamovich/Daniil Granin’s A Book of the 

Blockade (Blokadnaya Kniga).9 Salisbury’s book, supplemented by these narrative accounts, was 

actually prohibited from being published in the Soviet Union as late as 1985.10 Propaganda 

7 Salisbury, The 900 Days, 579. 
8 Salisbury, The 900 Days, 581. 

9 Ales Adamovich and Daniil Granin, Blokadnaya Kniga, (Moscow, Russia, Izdatelstvo AST, 2020). 
10 Harrison Salisbury, The 900 Days, vii. 
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organs claimed that the book “besmirched the heroism of Leningrad and demeaned the role of 

the Communist Party in the city’s defense.” 11 This is in spite of Salisbury’s claim that “The 900 

Days” has been received by Leningraders with nothing but appreciation, hinting at Soviet 

censorship being the cause of this ‘divide’ between Soviet and post-Soviet scholarship on the 

Siege. On the other hand, Adamovich and Granin’s history was not even published until the 

advent of glasnost, which freed the information exchange from the grips of strict Soviet 

censorship. Adamovich and Granin’s book documents the Siege from a basis of several hundred 

interviews, with direct quotations from the participants; their findings reveal stories of the Siege 

that directly discredit the Soviet narrative.12 However, it is important to note that A Book of the 

Blockade also omits hundreds of pages of testimony, censored by the authors themselves perhaps 

due to the political climate of the time. Nonetheless, under nearly every successive General 

Secretary, the censorship laws changed and oftentimes, became more open. This gradual lifting 

of censorship allowed the narrative of the Siege of Leningrad to evolve – as well as for a “rift” 

between the facts of Soviet propaganda and the facts of empirical research to begin to develop.  

 Even as time progressed during the Soviet era, the Party itself always disputed the true 

casualty count of the war. It was changed several times, with estimates ranging from 7 million to 

the current count of around 27 million deaths, including both civilian and military casualties. The 

count started at 7 million during Stalin’s term as General Secretary, so that the Communist Party 

could prevent the Soviet Union from seeming weakened, especially under Stalin’s leadership.13 

Afterwards came Khrushchev’s “Thaw,” a series of changes that overturned many of Stalin’s 

repressive policies, and welcomed an increased level of “openness” to the Soviet Union. 

11 Harrison Salisbury, The 900 Days, vii. 
12 Cynthia Simmons and Nina Perlina, Writing the Siege of Leningrad, xxx. 
13 Ellman, Michael, and S. Maksudov. "Soviet Deaths in the Great Patriotic War: A Note." Europe-Asia 

Studies 46, no. 4 (1994): 671-80. www.jstor.org/stable/152934.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/152934


Lu 7 
 

Khrushchev’s policies of “Destalinization” included raising the number of casualties to better 

reflect Stalin’s apathy about the loss of human life.14 While each increase to the number 

represents a nod to the sacrifices of the WWII generation, clearly to the Soviet Communist Party, 

this number was also a number to be manipulated. Each disparity between sequential estimates 

reveals a political decision to place an emphasis on the suffering of the Soviet people, while 

removing the lid on the policies and decisions of the Stalin regime that may have led to such a 

high death toll. At any rate, regardless of how sacred the remembrance of the war was to the 

Soviet people, the policies of the various periods of the Soviet Union played a great role in what 

the country remembered. 

Moreover, the narratives of the Siege simultaneously became more complete as the 

Soviet Union reached its later years, as a result of the trend towards less censorship. For the 

Russian scholars of the Siege, it was difficult to be entirely transparent (as Adamovich and 

Granin realized in their research for A Book of the Blockade) before the arrival of glasnost. In 

addition, while the political landscape may permit for certain things to be printed, in the end, the 

readers hold power as the consumer. Perhaps Adamovich and Granin chose to omit many of their 

interviews because they felt that the reading audience would not have received some of their 

material well. The pain of postwar Leningrad might have been too immediate, too recent to 

mention the “other half” of the Siege narrative. Such political considerations have, in many 

ways, limited the study of the Siege from scholars until the post-Soviet era.  

It is important to note that the city of Leningrad held two major identities – as Petrograd, 

it was the political capital and “window to the West,” and as Leningrad, the de facto cultural 

capital, and “birthplace of the 1917 Communist Revolution.” This duality added to the 

14 “Sem' Millionov Pogibshikh Stalin Vzyal Iz Golovy.” Novayagazeta.ru, April 4, 2017. 
https://www.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2017/04/05/72036-sem-millionov-pogibshih-stalin-vzyal-iz-golovy. 
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significant role the city played, and as a result, the postwar propaganda saw a need to ‘clean up’ 

the history of the Siege. Rather than portray individual sacrifices and the horrors endured during 

the war, the Communist Party imposed a narrative of the “hero city,” or as scholar Polina 

Barskova describes it, “a Soviet Troy, defended by impeccably heroic inhabitants wholly 

dedicated to the manufacture of weapons and tanks for the war effort.”15 This narrative reigned 

supreme for decades; Siege authors were given an agenda to write in strict accordance with this 

narrative, or else they would have to defer to the practices of samizdat or tamizdat, or publishing 

outside of the USSR, so as to avoid censorship barriers. As a result of these Communist Party 

obstacles, so much cultural documentation of the Siege has been left in locked drawers, 

unpublished and essentially unwritten.  

On the other hand, Leningrad’s role as the “cultural capital” inspired a post-Soviet 

challenge towards the Party-sponsored narrative. In fact, the Leningrad Communist Party 

encouraged the city’s inhabitants to keep diaries, in order to document the history of the 

blockade.16 Of course, the Party later retracted this and decided to leave the historical 

documentation to the voice of the state propaganda machine, but nonetheless, Leningraders 

wrote. In addition to these diaries, there have been poems, novellas, short stories, and even entire 

novels that were written during or inspired by the Siege. It would not be a stretch to say that the 

Siege of Leningrad is one of the most culturally documented events in World War II, and 

perhaps human history. While nearly a million of the victims were buried in unmarked mass 

graves at Piskaryovskoye cemetery, the Leningraders still tried to put pen to paper in spite of 

their morbid conditions.17 This documentation provides a perspective that, amongst the confusion 

15 Polina Barskova, Written in the Dark: Five Poets in the Siege of Leningrad, (New York, NY, Ugly 
Duckling, 2016), 10. 

16 Alexis Peri, The War Within, 3. 
17 As inscribed on their archive on-site.  
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and fog of war, allows the rest of the world to get an (albeit small) glimpse at the “Siege 

experience.” However, during the Siege, the Soviet Information Bureau confiscated private 

guidebooks, maps, and radios, to limit the information coming in; in some cases, even permits 

were required to document the ever-changing cityscape.18 Diaries written by the blokadniki 

(gender-neutral Russian term for a Siege survivor) therefore often had trouble distinguishing 

their experiences from reality, given the conditions they were living in. Nonetheless, the efforts 

of the Leningraders to document their experiences provide a basis for the contemporary study of 

‘Siege Literature’ and the memory culture surrounding it.  

 

Figure 1: The obelisk at the Victory Square memorial in Saint Petersburg 

 

Memory Culture of the Siege 

18 Alexis Peri, The War Within, 30. 
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This means that gravestones are fragile 

And granite is softer than wax. 

Absurd, absurd, absurd! From such     

absurdity 

I shall soon turn gray 

Or change into another person.  

 

Значит хрупки могильные плиты 

Значит, мягче воска гранит... 

Вздор, вздор, вздор! – От такого вздора 

Я седою сделаюсь скоро 

Или стану совсем другой. 

 

 – from Anna Akhmatova’s Poem without a Hero19 

I visited Moscow’s famous Victory Museum around the New Year of 2020, just as one 

decade was ending, and another was soon to begin. The holiday, as the Russians explain today, 

grew in popularity and scale under the Soviet Union, as a result of the efforts to find an atheist 

alternative to the Eastern Orthodox Christmas. As a result, there were plenty of schoolchildren 

on holiday field trips around. While the top floors were mostly closed for renovation, the 

basement floor remained a hall of memory, fit with diorama recreations of notable battles, books 

of “memory” (filled with the names of those killed and missing in action), and general facts and 

memorabilia of the War. As the tour guide ushered these large groups of children through the 

museum’s hallways, I found myself listening along. Of course, I did not listen in entirely – that 

would have gotten me an earful from 

the guide herself for not paying the fee 

for the tour. So naturally, I 

eavesdropped, and overheard the guide 

19 Anna Akhmatova, Sobraniye stikhotvorenii i poem v odnom tome, (Moscow, Russia, Izdatelstvo “E”, 

2018), 697. 
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saying to the kids at the end of the tour: “Now that you have seen the entirety of the museum, 

know that you have the facts, and you can and should have your own opinions. However, if there 

is anything I can leave you all with, it is this: remember to love your motherland, love your 

country and its people.”20 These words, although merely a tour guide’s reminders, were 

nevertheless spoken by a representative of the museum, to a group of children who had not yet 

had the opportunity, as the guide suggested, to formulate their own opinions. After this 

experience, it became clear to me just how much the presentation of World War II was about 

ideology, and less about reverence for the sacrifices of the fallen.  

In fact, thoughts on how the Siege of Leningrad would be presented to future generations 

had already been planned before the blockade had been fully lifted. After the first news of the 

“breaking” of the ring by Soviet forces on April 3rd, 1943, a Party commission was created to 

collect memorabilia from the Siege, to prepare for the ultimate construction of a museum.21 The 

exhibits would comprise various belongings of the survivors, ranging from ration cards to the 

infamous sleds of the Siege. Also included were the writings of the blokadniki, “in every form 

and genre possible.”22 Though the museum first opened in the immediate years following the 

war, it was closed in 1949 for “re-exposition,” and had completely ceased to exist by 1953.23 As 

a direct result of the Leningrad Affair (the aforementioned persecution of “those responsible for 

the horrors of the Siege”), the Soviet authorities confiscated these belongings, arrested the 

museum’s director, and scrapped the plans for the museum.24 This came as a result of internal 

disagreements between the Communist Parties of Leningrad and Moscow; for example, without 

20 Author visit to Moscow Victory Museum, 4 January 2020. 

21 Alexis Peri, The War Within, 13. 
22 Polina Barskova, Besieged Leningrad: Aesthetic Responses to Urban Disaster, (DeKalb, IL, NIU Press, 

2016), 18-19. 
23 Muzei Oborony i Blokady Leningrada, Istoriia Muzeiia. 

http://blokadamus.ru/музей-обороны-и-блокады-ленинграда/история-музея/.  
24 Harrison Salisbury, The 900 Days, 581. 

http://blokadamus.ru/%D0%BC%D1%83%D0%B7%D0%B5%D0%B9-%D0%BE%D0%B1%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%BD%D1%8B-%D0%B8-%D0%B1%D0%BB%D0%BE%D0%BA%D0%B0%D0%B4%D1%8B-%D0%BB%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B3%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B4%D0%B0/%D0%B8%D1%81%D1%82%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%8F-%D0%BC%D1%83%D0%B7%D0%B5%D1%8F/
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official direction from local officials, disputes arose on which contents from blockade diaries 

were appropriate to put on exhibition. According to Alexis Peri, officials disagreed on whether 

diarists “should focus on events or experiences,” or if they should focus on “personal matters as 

long as they were ‘socially useful.’”25 Again, it was not until towards the end of the Soviet 

Union, during the 1980s, that the museum was recreated and reopened to the public. 

Unfortunately, by the time the museum had opened up again, the opportunity for the city of 

Leningrad to tell its own story of the Siege had already passed, and the ideological narrative had 

already prevailed. What the Leningrad officials had intended to open immediately after the Siege 

had been delayed by over 40 years. Today, the museum is open as the State Museum of the 

Defense and Siege of Leningrad, but it is likely that its tumultuous history during the Soviet 

Union has changed the museum’s design from the intentions of its original directors.  

Meanwhile, monuments were being constructed and planned all over the city – in the 

1960s at Piskaryovskoye Cemetery, the city opened the famous Motherland monument and its 

corresponding memorial complex. Some elements of the city during the war were preserved: the 

caution signs warning of artillery strikes on Nevsky Prospekt have become a monument to the 

blokadniki’s struggles. A nearby museum dedicated to the heroic feats of the youth during the 

Siege was also created. In 1975, Soviet authorities opened the Victory Square and its Monument 

to the Defenders of the Fatherland, nearly 30 years after the end of the war. These monuments 

sit between the airport and downtown Saint Petersburg, and include an enormous obelisk 

engraved with the years of the war, a broken ring engraved with “900 days and 900 nights,” the 

approximate length of the Siege, as well as an underground exhibit. Observers are entranced by 

the grandeur of this memorial, and eventually guided back towards the city center, gazing at a 

25 Alexis Peri, The War Within, 14. 
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bold lettered sign that serves to remind them: Leningrad is a hero-city.26  This memorial is the 

epitome of the larger-than-life Siege narrative, whose shadow eclipses the stories of any 

individual blokadnik. Written narratives that did not fit this ideological blueprint were prohibited 

from publishing, and were relegated to the desk drawers of their creators. Though the defense of 

Leningrad was an incredible story of a city’s resilience, to melt individual experiences into an 

ideological work of propaganda will inevitably lead to an incorrect reconstruction of the Siege in 

the collective memory of Leningraders.  

These various sites have become a common spot for grade school field trips, weekend 

activities, and Victory Day icons. The preservation of World War II memory in Leningrad (in 

Russia as a whole) is cult-like in its presentation, and their dedication to remembering the war is 

an endeavor that begins, for most Russians, in childhood. Although the Soviet Union has since 

collapsed, Russia has preserved much of the Communist rhetoric at each one of these memory 

sites. Today, rather than spread the doctrines of a political philosophy, they serve to evoke 

nationalism and ideological unity.  

Nationalism is a common theme amongst all the documented narratives of the Siege, but 

especially with those published through the Soviet organs of propaganda. Many propaganda 

posters created by the Leningrad Communist Party depict what Polina Barskova calls the “body 

ruin” of a Leningrader.27 They often juxtapose destroyed buildings with this “body ruin,” 

aestheticizing the blokadnik to unite the narrative of the Siege, and thus the Leningraders 

themselves. However, these narratives are seldom individual Siege experiences depicted as they 

actually took place; rather, the blokadniki are “impeccable heroic inhabitants wholly dedicated to 

26 Monument to the Heroic Defenders of Leningrad, 
http://www.spbmuseum.ru/themuseum/museum_complex/monument_lenigrad/, accessed on 25 February, 2020. 

27 Barskova, Besieged Leningrad, 59. 

http://www.spbmuseum.ru/themuseum/museum_complex/monument_lenigrad/
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the manufacture of weapons and tanks for the war effort.”28 This is, of course, amplified by the 

fact that the same blokadniki were being bombarded, starved, and frozen to death. These 

narratives were just as evident in the “sites” of the Siege as they are in the literature. Museums, 

public parks and cemeteries, monuments, etc., often depict the feminine image of Russia – often 

in the form of enormous statues of women, named in relation to the “Motherland,” meant to 

portray the aforementioned dedication and strength. In its attempt to honor the sacrifices of the 

blokadniki, the Soviet narrative “never attempted to show the price that an individual blokadnik 

had to pay for Leningrad’s tragic triumph.”29 

The arrival of glasnost, however, allowed for new voices to be heard, and thus the study 

of the “Siege Memory” began. In fact, memory studies began in the late twentieth century as a 

way to understand the various representations of the tumultuous events of the past. In particular, 

memory studies seeks to explain or understand the collective representations of an event, and 

how the various memories are shared amongst the people of a particular society. Given the 

increasingly efficient abilities of mass media in the twentieth century, such collective 

representations can not only spread wider amongst people, but faster as well. In fact, we can 

observe that even for those with no ties to a particular event, it is possible to acquire memories 

through cultural associations in society. Memory scholars have developed many of their 

methodologies through studying the Holocaust, making use of its thorough eyewitness 

documentation. Through looking at what memory scholar Pierre Nora coined as lieux de 

memoire, or sites of memory, memory studies explores intersections between “memory and 

history.”30 According to Nora, “memory is life,” remaining in “permanent evolution, and open to 

28 Barskova, Written in the Dark, 10. 
29 Barskova, Written in the Dark, 10. 
30 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux De Mémoire,” Representations, no. 26 (1989), 

7-24.  
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the dialectic of remembering and forgetting.” On the other hand, history is manmade and 

“reconstructed,” and thus susceptible to being “incomplete” and inherently flawed. Thus, 

applying this paradigm to the Siege of Leningrad, there is a glaring connection between the two 

– Soviet authorities sought to rewrite history, so as to affect the collective memory of the event. 

As the field of memory studies grew with respect to the Holocaust from 1980s onward, so grew 

the same analysis of memory culture for the Siege of Leningrad. 

Even scholars such as Polina Barskova, who are studying the Siege memory today, face 

backlash for their challenge towards the decades-long accepted narrative. Her works include an 

anthology of previously unpublished Siege poems, which serve to present the Siege in a 

previously taboo light. Additionally, she published Besieged Leningrad: Aesthetic Responses to 

Urban Disaster, which highlights the failures of the previous paradigm and narratives, along 

with the blatant aestheticization of the Leningraders’ trauma. Today, her works serve as a 

challenge and revision of sorts into the Soviet narrative of the Siege – Barskova has even said 

herself that the official version of events was “endlessly boring, both emotionally and 

intellectually.”31 Rather than acquiesce as the Siege experience is reduced to mythology and 

urban legend, Barskova’s works unpack deeper, darker memories that only recently made it to 

print. Given her prominence in the academic field surrounding this topic, along with the trauma 

still present in the city today, there are still those who criticize her work in the field as a 

‘reopening’ of Leningrad’s memorial wounds.  

The responses to Barskova’s research are unsurprising. In fact, the very Siege of 

Leningrad remains controversial even today in post-Soviet Russia. Several years ago, an 

independent Russian news channel, Dozhd TV, posed the question: “Should Leningrad have 

31 Wellesley College Russian Department. “Leningrad at War: A City Speaks.” YouTube video, 1:33:23. 
November 9, 2018. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8q6v_xwCH5Q, accessed on 3 March, 2020. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8q6v_xwCH5Q
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surrendered to save the lives of thousands of people?” The timing for this question was indeed 

very poor; the 70th anniversary of the lifting of the Siege of Leningrad had just passed. In 

response, government organs immediately condemned the news channel, including the Saint 

Petersburg prosecutor’s office, who said they were “carrying out an inquiry concerning possible 

violations,” per the Washington Post. 32 Though the controversy is well-founded, pursuing a 

criminal charge would be in violation of the Russian Constitution, which guarantees the freedom 

of speech and the freedom of press.33 This was by no means merely a case of state censorship: it 

is important to remember that the trauma of the Siege is still present today, even 75 years after 

the lifting of the Siege. In fact, many blokadniki are still alive and residents of Saint Petersburg, 

and although their voices may no longer be the most present in the discussion of the Siege 

memory, their narratives exist nonetheless. 

 The dichotomy between the commonly accepted narrative of Soviet origin that many in 

Russia grew up with, and the previously censored “dark” history of the Siege has caused today’s 

memory to also manifest differently. One of the grimmest subjects of the Siege history, cases of 

cannibalism, finds its way into the subject matter of Gennady Gor’s poems, translated by Polina 

Barskova. The practice even has an important distinction in the Russian language, where 

trupoedstvo, the eating of corpses, is separate from lyudoyedstvo, or the eating of people – 

involving the act of murder. Though powerful in evoking emotions and reactions of disgust, the 

actual history regarding these instances differ from the art. There were only around 2015 

“cannibals” arrested in total by December 1942 – a discrepancy from its prevalence in the 

32 Will Englund, “Russian TV Channel Takes Flak Just for Asking: ‘Should Leningrad Have 
Surrendered?’” Washington Post, January 30, 2014. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russian-tv-channel-takes-flak-just-for-asking-should-leningrad-h
ave-surrendered/2014/01/30/c1455812-89c0-11e3-833c-33098f9e5267_story.html.  

33 Constitution of the Russian Federation, December 25, 1993, Article 29: 
http://www.constitution.ru/en/10003000-03.htm. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russian-tv-channel-takes-flak-just-for-asking-should-leningrad-have-surrendered/2014/01/30/c1455812-89c0-11e3-833c-33098f9e5267_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russian-tv-channel-takes-flak-just-for-asking-should-leningrad-have-surrendered/2014/01/30/c1455812-89c0-11e3-833c-33098f9e5267_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russian-tv-channel-takes-flak-just-for-asking-should-leningrad-have-surrendered/2014/01/30/c1455812-89c0-11e3-833c-33098f9e5267_story.html
http://www.constitution.ru/en/10003000-03.htm
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retelling of besieged Leningrad’s horror stories.34 Perhaps the urban legend of a cannibal served 

to demonize the selfish and ‘parasitic’ in society, which also happens to be a glaring 

characterization of an ‘anti-Soviet’ person. The mythological presentation of the Siege is just one 

memory, one recount of events – however, like all memories, they are imperfect and recreated. If 

the modern-day Saint Petersburg citizens are to remember and honor the sacrifices of their 

predecessors, it can only be done through constant and empirical reassessment of their history. 

Leningrad’s historical identity as the “cultural capital” meant that naturally, art was going 

to be its inhabitants’ chosen medium of documenting the Siege experience. After all, this was a 

city that, although completely surrounded and subject to daily bombardment, kept its theatres 

open for performances and its conservatories open for full symphonies – this was its display of 

resistance against circumstance. In particular, for over three hundred centuries, literature has 

been the Russian method of exploring philosophical and intellectual questions of their history 

and existence. Thus, in order to understand why literature plays such a large role in the memory 

culture of the Siege, it is vital to understand how much the written tradition is ingrained in 

Russian culture. Schoolchildren in the Soviet era were almost certainly made to memorize 

ideologically driven poems, just as schoolchildren today in Russia memorize Alexander 

Pushkin’s poems. Entire verses of such poems have been etched into the collective memory of a 

country. The blokadniki saw this no differently; the besieged Leningraders often chose literature 

as their outlet for expressing the Siege experience. This experience, often described in Russian as 

the blockade byt – best translated as a “way of life,” is central to understanding both the Siege 

memory and the blokadniki’s thought processes. When the lines between commonly accepted 

distinctions of gender, age, animacy, etc., are blurred, a new, previously unthought ‘language’ is 

34 Anna Reid, Leningrad: The Epic Siege of World War II, 1941-44. (New York, NY, Walker & Company, 
2011), 288. 
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necessary to compress the experience into prose. According to Barskova’s interpretation of an 

anonymous Siege author, “the quintessential problem of Siege representation” is that “in spite of 

the overwhelming desire of witnesses to register their experience, it was just too much for words: 

too painful, too unfathomable, too urgent.”35 In other words, a new form of expression was 

required of the Leningrad writers; the previous literary methods were either not enough to 

convey their trauma, or were too painful to use. It also calls attention to an important fact: the 

Siege memory is constantly evolving. What may have been “too urgent” to write during 

Khrushchev’s era, might have been more accepted after glasnost, as Adamovich and Granin 

learned in writing A Book of the Blockade. Clearly, in spite of all these barriers to expression, the 

Leningraders have succeeded in creating their own subgenre of “Siege literature” – far more 

effective than any grandiose monument or museum could be in commemorating the Siege 

experience.  

We see that one writer in particular, Lydia Ginzburg, took the challenge of creating a new 

“Siege language” head on with her creation of A Story of Pity and Cruelty. Through a close 

analysis of the narration and translation, we can explore this concept.  

35 Barskova, Besieged Leningrad, 11. 
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Figure 3: Artistic resistance - the Leningrad city theatre kept shows running during 1942, one of the worst years of the Siege. 
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Figure 4: Bread rations at its lowest point of 125 grams 

 

Figure 5: The archival display buildings at Piskaryovskoye Cemetery 

 

Literature as a Means of Memory 
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Otter was still relatively young, his vocation was to write [something significant]; and he had the 

will to fulfill this vocation, a will that nothing yet had broken. 

Оттер был сравнительно еще молод, у него было призвание написать; у него была воля 

осуществить это призвание, пока еще ничем не сломенная.36 

Excerpt from Ginzburg’s “A Story of Pity and Cruelty” 

Ginzburg’s work inspires the question – What is Siege literature, exactly? Aside from the 

reading of diaries and journal entries, historical documentation, and other sources based on 

tangible facts and occurrences, by what means can we ascertain the “Siege experience?” Polina 

Barskova uses the imagery of a “Siege room,” and our entering of it as a retroactive attempt to 

understand the experience, to justify the study of Siege literature. She claims “the symbolic room 

of the Siege can be entered, and that the spatiality of the Siege can actually be comprehended by 

studying its representations.”37 That is, by studying portrayals of the Siege experience in fictional 

works, the previously inaccessible corners of the “Siege room” can be entered. The metaphor of 

a Siege room does, however, pose another question – Why was the metaphorical Siege room 

inaccessible in the first place? The Siege, along with the others of both World Wars, happened 

on such a large scale that it is puzzling why the experience is so difficult to share. After all, if 

there are millions who suffered through a certain traumatic event, why is it so hard to share the 

experience with others? Yet it is precisely the scale of the sufferer’s trauma that complicates the 

sharing of it – the diversity of their experiences comes into conflict with the sheer number of 

experiences, as well as the idea of a “cohesive” national narrative. For example, is it possible for 

the story of a single Holocaust survivor to evoke the same memories or painful emotions, if there 

are hundreds of other similar – or conflicting – stories? The answer, of course, is yes – but like 

36 Lydia Ginzburg, Notes from the Blockade, 148. Russian: «Оттер был сравнительно еще молод, у него 
было призвание написать; у него была воля осуществить это призвание, пока еще ничем не сломленная.» 

37 Polina Barskova, Besieged Leningrad, 5. 
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victims of many other aestheticized major traumatic events, the blokadniki had to develop a ‘new 

language’ to describe their painful experiences. This necessity stems from the inadequacy of the 

previous methods of conveying their pain, especially given that at the time of the Siege, no 

modern country had suffered on the scale of the Soviet Union during World War II. It was not 

enough to describe ruined cities, slaughtered families, starving conditions, etc., if towns 

throughout Eastern Europe were all similarly ravaged. As a result, to the writers of the Siege, the 

task was made clear: the Siege of Leningrad was to be described and commemorated in a way 

that sets the experience apart from the other scenes of violence and suffering in Europe at the 

time. In accomplishing this task, we see that changes in the blokadniki’s perceptions and lives 

were subsequently reflected in the language they used to describe their experiences. Even the 

way they described previously menial tasks, such as walking throughout the city or getting bread, 

had taken on a more grim, morbid, emotional representation. This method of accurately 

portraying the Siege experience, that is, as it was in the eyes of the blokadniki, is evident in 

nearly every form of writing possible. 

It is important to note that the genre of Siege literature is very loosely defined; unlike 

other genres, the contents and motifs of its texts do not have any strict outline. Just as the 

intentions of their writers vary from one blokadnik to another, how one reader chooses to 

interpret the texts will also differ from another’s interpretation. Within the literary canon of 

Siege literature, there are several sub-genres – including individual diaries, psychological and 

philosophical fiction, poetry, and even Socialist realism. Each of these subgenres play a different 

role in commemorating the Siege, yet have common characteristics amongst them that separate 

Siege literature from its counterparts of the time. In addition, the manner in which the literature 

was used to push for certain agendas reflects the cultural history of the subgenre as well. Poetry, 



Lu 23 
 

with its tradition in Russia of being read aloud and memorized, was more commonly used to 

share the collective experience, especially at the monuments and memorial sites. Its ability to be 

memorized and recited by people makes poetry more timeless, or a more efficient conveyer of 

memory. On the other hand, the individual diaries documented a single blokadnik’s (or 

commonly, that of their family) tragedy, and as more personal exhibitions, they were often 

placed at museums and archives. Unlike poems, their inherently individuality renders the 

contained memories more personal, and as a result, more difficult for readers to relate to. In spite 

of this, both forms of writing are regarded as almost memory relics of the Siege, and instantly 

come to mind when Siege literature is mentioned. Famous examples of poetry include 

Akhmatova’s “Poem without a Hero” or the poem from which Berggolts’ epigraph is engraved 

on granite in Piskaryovskoye Memorial Cemetery, which reads: 

No one is forgotten, nothing is forgotten. 

However, in the Soviet Union, being a poet was a career, a profession with its own unions and 

guilds. On the contrary, diaries could have been written by common people, and as mentioned 

above, kept by even common people in Besieged Leningrad, though fewer diaries are as 

well-known as the poems. Nonetheless, there are exceptions, diaries that are as recognizable as 

Anne Frank’s from the Holocaust. Tanya Savicheva, for example, who was only eleven years old 

when the Siege began, wrote a simple diary in which she dates each one of her family members’ 

deaths. The pages have had monuments created out of them, along with being displayed at nearly 

every museum and archive of the Siege.38 Like Anne Frank’s diary, the pages serve to remind 

future generations that suffering was not the adults’ exclusively – the innocence of childhood 

38“Pamyatniki Dorogi Zhizni: Tsvetok Zhizni.” Zamechatel’ny Peterburg, 22 June 2015, 
http://petersburglike.ru/2015-06-22/pamyatniki-dorogi-zhizni-cvetok-zhizni/. 



Lu 24 
 

suffered just as much in the Siege. Additionally, Vera Inber’s Almost Three Years: A Leningrad 

Diary has also become one of the most commonly read day-to-day accounts of the Siege.  

In general, it is uncommon for diaries to be studied as literature amongst poetry and 

novels – World War II, or the “Great Patriotic War,” as it is known in the former Soviet Union, 

is often taught and learned by today’s generation through historical texts. But in the field of 

Siege literature, the diaries’ unique role is history – they retell the Siege, albeit from a different 

perspective, in a fluid genre which allows it to offer new perspectives. Scholars such as Alexis 

Peri, who study the Siege via its personal documentation, argues that “their journals can be read 

as alternative news sources, albeit highly subjective ones concerned with war on an experiential 

level.”39 In a way, the documentation and witness that the diaries provide proves invaluable to 

the archive of Leningrad’s long cultural history. Also keeping in mind that newspapers and 

radios provided filtered information, if at all, the “ring” of the Blockade distorted the 

blokadniki’s perceptions. News regarding the invading Germans might as well have been from a 

foreign land, as the immediate danger from the cold and hunger loomed far higher than the risk 

from Nazi infantrymen. Thus, this “experiential level” Peri refers to is a testament to these 

diaries’ ability to “zoom in” on the effects of the Siege of Leningrad. In her book, The War 

Within: Diaries from the Siege of Leningrad, she identifies important themes in the diaries and 

the various ways in which they have evolved into other forms of literature. We will see that 

many of the themes Peri describes – choice of the narrator’s point of view, family dynamics, 

social status – all are necessary to understand the Siege as the blokadniki did. Without reading 

these smaller-scale narratives, it would have been impossible to discuss how the many changes 

to a Siege body affect how blokadniki are portrayed in aestheticized propaganda.  

39Alexis Peri, The War Within, 35-36. 
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Through understanding the various nuances of these Blockade journals, we can see that 

even fictional novellas, short stories, poems, and narratives of the Siege carry many similar 

elements. Rather than idolize or mythicize a blokadnik’s strength and will to endure, they allow 

for readers to see their vulnerability. If we are to read for a deeper understanding of the Siege 

experience, we could get a much more “honest” reflection from these works of fiction. 

Moreover, it can be argued that after the Siege, artists sought to recreate it, so as to seek a 

“reconnection with that pain, now long gone and distorted.”40 For Polina Barskova, interpreting 

this art of the Siege is difficult; there are a wide variety of reasons and motivations for each text, 

even for each writer. In fact, her methodology involves dividing these texts, tracing the common 

elements to the Siege memory, in order to formulate a greater understanding. For example, 

Barskova notes that the destruction of the “Siege Body” is often juxtaposed with the physical 

destruction of the city.41 This thought of Barskova’s, though motivated by analysis of a 

propaganda poster, is applicable to various texts as well. Depending on the narrative, this is a 

powerful comparison; the sight of a fellow Leningrader in a “battered not beaten” state 

juxtaposed with a similarly affected building would certainly ignite a sense of pride in one’s own 

city. Evidently, the scope of Barskova’s work expands beyond any individual Siege writer or any 

one particular piece of prose. However, her expertise in the field is proof that in spite of how 

much variation there is in the memory of the Siege, a “bigger picture” can be constructed 

through different angles of the Siege aesthetic.  

However, with the exception of diaries, these works are often labeled as “fiction,” which 

masks the fact that all Blockade literature traces its roots in individual experiences. Russian 

literature has a history of being deeply philosophical and psychological – this is especially true 

40 Barskova, Besieged Leningrad, 191. 
41 Barskova, Besieged Leningrad, 59. 
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for Leningrad, residence of perhaps the most prolific psychological writer, Fyodor Dostoyevsky. 

When such literature is combined with personal (and collective) trauma, Siege literature 

documents the lives of the blokadniki in a way history cannot. Given the scope of Barskova’s 

literary studies, it is difficult to contextualize her claims in the generalized world of Siege 

literature. However, it can be argued that all of Barskova’s claims of Siege literature being a 

microcosm, through which the reader can understand the Siege experience, must also be 

applicable to Lydia Ginzburg, as well as a writer of the Blockade. Her voice is amongst the most 

important in today’s Siege memory studies, making use of the complicated emotions and 

psychology of the experience to portray the Siege as she saw it. Ginzburg’s legacy stems from 

her personal writings both during the Siege and after it, many of which made it into her magnum 

opus of the Siege, Notes from the Blockade. The book is unique in its structure – it reads like a 

diary of the Blockade, yet there is only one protagonist. That is because Ginzburg has chosen to 

portray the collective memory, what she calls a “fictional composite,” meant to depict not her 

own experience, but Leningrad’s.42 The title of the book refers to a “Blockade person,” and the 

generality of his (the protagonist is male) experience allows for readers to fill in their identity.  

Complicated Siege texts such as these have led to equally complicated scholarly analyses. 

Through the study of literature, scholars have analyzed the Siege experience from many different 

angles. For example, Cynthia Simmons and Nina Perlina have explored the role of femininity 

during the Siege through the reading of “women’s diaries and documentary prose,” while Polina 

Barskova has done the same through the reading of avant-garde, unpublished poetry. Their 

findings, while seemingly in different fields, often fit together to form a bigger picture, one that 

seeks to highlight and explain the various developments in the art of besieged Leningrad. Others, 

such as Emily Van Buskirk, have chosen to focus on specific texts or authors, either from their 

42 Lydia Ginzburg, Notes from the Blockade, (New York, Vintage Publishing, 2016), 2. 
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reputation or prominence amongst the writers of the Soviet Union. Recurring amongst all of 

these different fields, however, is one central author: Lydia Ginzburg. The nuance in her writings 

lies in their ability to bridge past and present, combining the centuries-old questions of Russian 

literature with her horrifying firsthand account of the Blockade. Through reading her writings in 

particular, not only can one gain deep insight into the Siege experience, but also an 

understanding of its role in the history of modern-day Saint Petersburg. 
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