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In the 1890s, Izabella Grinevskaia (1864-1944) wrote about,
and for, increasingly independent actress-directors. As a dramatic
commentator, creator, and chronicler of drama, Grinevskaia observed,
“Russian audiences . . . still [viewed] actresses solely as commodi-
ties” (Schuler 3). While superstar actresses promoted feminist themes
and a radical examination of the body’s role in society, actresses still
traded sex for money in order to subsidize their careers. Grinevskaia’s
Ogon'ki [First Storm)], a one-act performance of the body in century-
old contexts both on and off stage, may be understood through con-
temporary feminist and performance art theory. Grinevskaia light-
heartedly subverted the traditional constructs that constrained the fe-
male body in male stage design and costuming. Through her
“everywoman” protagonist Grinevskaia reasserted the mythic female
prerogative to create, confronting Russian theater audiences with a
new, expressive female body.

Russian cultural historians traditionally consider the period
1898-1917 the Silver Age in theater, during which Western-trained
playwrights and directors replaced the Slavic principle of “God-given
talent” with Western methods and training of actors. Grinevskaia des-
ignates the years 1880-98 as the “Golden Age of the Russian Actress.”
During these two decades a “personality cult” (Schuler) arose around
several skilled women who ruled the stage, enabling a limited matriar-
chy to choose plays, direct rehearsals, or perform in improvisational
situations that allowed female talent to control the stage. In some
cases, these drama queens (#sarifsy featra) owned their own companies
or founded their own theater groups. Reflecting the feudal nature of
Russian society, they were uniquely individual matriarchs of the stage,
dictating a repertoire that expressed their opposition to or endorse-
ment of the tsarist realm in which their audiences moved in everyday
life (Schuler). Nevertheless, in retrospect (1909),

Grinevskaia suggested that actress-managers, many

of whom saw their theaters as an escape route to

freedom, were dangerously self-deluded. Although
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several female entrepreneurs enjoyed a measure of

economic, artistic, and personal autonomy, even the

most ambitious and powerful among them were not

free agents, forever liberated from the male hegem-

ony in the theater. (Schuler 136)

On April 2, 1895, Grinevskaia’s “First Storm” was first performed at
the Aleksandrinskii Imperial Theater in St. Petersburg, during the
reign of aging stage queen Mariia Gavrilovna Savina.! Although thea-
ter women remained fettered by masculine editorial powers, the brief
ascendance of dramatic matriarchs such as Savina? introduced femi-
nist themes to the theater-going public through many short-lived,
brief pieces written by women of Grinevskaia’s caliber.

The Golden Age of the Actress also led to the publication of
a growing number of plays written by women. With the abolition of
the Imperial Theatetr’s monopoly in 1882, authors such as Grinevskaia
not only influenced audiences through specific performances, but also
left for posterity a dramatic commentary on the role of woman in so-
ciety and in the theater. Grinevskaia’s single-act “First Storm” relates a
woman’s (She’s) use of her body to her perceived and actual value
with the help of a supporting actor and foil, She’s husband. Familiarity
with the theater culture could have heightened Grinevskaia’s aware-
ness of the prostitute-like position of a wife/actress, which “First
Storm” dramatizes. Grinevskaia’s focus on the woman’s (She’s) body
paralleled the manner in which audiences of the time concentrated on
an actress’s physical form rather than her dramatic skills.

According to Catherine Schuler, “Grinevskaia complained
that the tendency . . . to pander to the low and often capricious taste
of provincial spectators . . .was a principal cause of the costume cri-
sis” (32). This “crisis” refers to the position in which actresses found
themselves when they could not afford the wardrobe required of
them. These wardrobes were costly, for performances necessitated
several gratuitous costume changes.3 “And because entrepreneurs and
directors demanded such wardrobes, actresses from all categories were
compelled to engage on some level in commercial sex” (Schuler 33).

Actresses were pressured into prostitution because those fi-
nancing the play would not cut into their profits to pay for glitzy sets
and props. Instead, as one critic noted at the time, the capital-owners
chose to “decorate their own often wretched productions at the ex-
pense of women’s honort, soul, and body” (Schuler 32). The costume
crisis of Russian actresses harnessed the female body to the plow of
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sensationalism and male gratification. As Susan Bordo notes, “To feel
autonomous and free while harnessing body and soul to an obsessive
body-practice is to serve, not transform, a social order that limits fe-
male possibilities” (Bordo 179). The costume crisis illustrates patriar-
chal attempts to keep actresses in conservative social positions just
when they were beginning to deviate from the route mapped out for
them by male culture.

The Silver Age penchant to dissolve women’s essential self,
“their honor, soul, and body,” is comparable to the Western phe-
nomenon of establishing restrictive norms for the desirable ideal of
femininity. The norms of both cultures require women to sacrifice
sustenance in order to attract the male gaze. In both cases, a patriar-
chal society prescribes a physical image for women that results in a
hollowed-out female body consumed by male constructs. While Rus-
sian actresses were called upon to forego essentials, including food, in
order to purchase glamorous costumes for public consumption that
compensated for a performance’s lack of literary substance, Freud was
writing about the self-starvation of his anorexic star patient.* In de-
scribing the withering disease of anorexia nervosa, which attacks femi-
nine autonomy and calls on woman to suffer in order to attract and
entertain male viewers, Bordo writes, “I take the psychopathologies
that develop within a culture, far from being anomalies or aberrations,
to be characteristic expressions of that culture; to be, indeed, the crys-
tallization of much that is wrong with it” (141). The costume crisis, a
norm in the minds of male patrons and managers, fed on women’s
physical bodies in order to fill the void created by empty plays. This
normalized amorality illustrated what was wrong with Russian theater.
The psychopathology of the Russian theater’s Silver Age resembled
anorexia nervosa in the West; both demanded the destruction or deg-
radation of a (female) body for the gratification of the male viewer/
consumer.

This psychopathology mandated that actresses’ talent and
self-expression disappear, along with the body, under heaps of volup-
tuous velvet, fluffs of shimmering chiffon, and bright silk pulled over
restrictive corsets. As men directed women across the stage according
to a design that accentuated their airy step, bustle, and the always-
popular bosom, the vocation of the professional actress atrophied,
providing a male-authored script for the female audience member to
reenact in her real life. The costume crisis distracted the audience’s
focus from the dramatic élan vital of the actress’ creativity onto the
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fantasy of physical passion within woman’s breast. Grinevskaia’s
“First Storm” suggests that, in reality, what burned in the actress’s
breast was not the prurient lust imagined by men, but the desire for
professional fulfillment. However, just as the actress sold her body in
order to buy costumes, so too might the provincial girl of
Grinevskaia’s day have prostituted her body and dreams of a satisfying
vocation for the uncommon opportunity to view the lavish costumes.
Like Western anorexia, the Russian costume crisis devoured the physi-
cal and spiritual integrity of woman’s body as women consumed the
“feminine” images shaped by a patriarchal mold.

The performances that bid women to sacrifice dignity and
perhaps food to buy costumes were largely written by metropolitan
men for the provincial stage, probably with male audiences in mind.
Such stagings offered male viewers the infrequent opportunity to
openly ogle a live female body on stage while enjoying the darkness
with a provincial girl who would be too distracted by the bright cos-
tumes changed with every scene to notice how her male companion
might physically erode the autonomy of her own objectified body.
The finely-feathered female on stage defamiliarized the everyday fe-
male body, transforming it into a spectacle for sale and potentially of-
fering the male viewer a “life script.” Having bought the right to con-
sume the spectacle, he likewise had purchased the right to impose
himself on the body of the dazzled damsel at his side, who, indebted
to him for the price of the show, might imitate the actress’ lead and
sell herself according to the sexual/economic terms of the male-
authored scenario. Thus, the on-stage drama spilled over into the ac-
tual life of the impressionable provincial audience.

Grinevskaia’s “First Storm,” however, deviates from the nor-
mal ending of a play during the costume crisis. Many male playwrights
of the era presented actresses as self-destructive protagonists defined
by patriarchal views of female sexuality. Chekhov, for instance, shriv-
els the budding young actress, Nina, into a provincial actress-turned-
vagrant, circumscribed by male creators, cutting her from the climactic
finale of Chaika [The Seagull, 1896]. In “First Storm” the audience
sees a forward-thinking alternative to the Chekhovian version of real-
ity.” Grinevskaia does not write the talent and integrity of her heroine
into anorexic oblivion. To the contrary, Grinevskaia’s character, She,
models a method for gaining political weight.

Through a quickly executed transfer of power from He to
She, Grinevskaia’s role reversal encapsulates a Shakespearean formula:
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everyday characters, to whom the audience may relate, are chosen to
turn the tables on authority and expose the traditionally unassailable
myths of marriage. “First Storm” spotlights a couple that—the audi-
ence immediately learns—has been married a while. As the audience
“overhears” a conversation casually performed between She and He
on stage, it quickly associates the characters with people known from
everyday life. The universalizing element of the play, signaled by the
absence of names and the paradigmatic nature of the couple’s conver-
sation, eliminates the Chekhovian need for an ante-scene that would
have developed the characters. This technique frees Grinevskaia to
focus on the action, which consists of a transfer of power from the
male body, He, to the female body of She, enacted during their
lengthy téte-a-téte.

The list of dramatis
personae labels the players as
the young couple, Nina Pav-
lovna and the artist Vladimir,
and the script implies that
they typify a non-aristocratic
but comparatively well-read
and financially secure social
class. Since Grinevskaia
throughout the play calls
them “He” and “She,” the
latter could be any woman®
who “lazily turns the pages of
a journal”’ (Grinevskaia
173)—which is, indeed, what
She does at the beginning of
the play. Although tentative
and clinging at the outset, She
scripts her own power play,
finally eschewing the external
affirmation of objectified value she initially seeks, and refusing to be
coddled, costumed, arranged, directed, or produced by He.

She’s body enacts her dissatisfaction with her marriage and
lack of vocation, while her speech enunciates her growing independ-
ence. She begins by complaining that He does not value her, and She
sidles up to her life’s work, He, begging for affirmation of her self-
esteem: “Tell me as before, just as before, that you love me. Tell mel!

Figure 1. Leon Bakst. Drawing of Vat-
slav Nijinsky in Scheberagade. 1910s.
Bakst. Slide 91.
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I’m bored, 'm so bored, Voldemar!”® (Grinevskaia 174). Through
vivid images and pregnant ellipses, Grinevskaia has She imply that her
husband fails to satisfy her need for affection and sexuality. In re-
sponse to her pleas and challenges, He only showers She with words,
devoid of the physical reinforcement She’s body seems to demand.

She notes that He leaves her alone to go out into the world
and implies that She would like to make her own mark on society. She
initially mourns, “How sad that all has passed without a trace and
nothing comes this way again” (174).° As the audience enters the cou-
ple’s world, it becomes clear that She will use her body to make her
mark. That body lacks the traditional outlets of love and family, as her
husband has not satisfied her enumerated expectations harbored as a
“modestly natve maiden” (179)."° Left with no means of sexual satis-
faction or self-expression and with no vocational training, She makes
full use of her body to communicate with the world outside her do-
mestic sphere, thus negating her husband’s claim to her as his private
“treasure.”

He explains the traditional relationship between a man and a
woman in the following terms: a man’s “feeling for her is comparable
with that of a rich man to his treasures. While they are preserved un-
der reliable locks, he goes about his business in peace, almost forget-
ting about them. But as soon as he questions the durability of the
locks—he barely steps away from them and guards and dotes on the
treasures” (185)." The conflict between He’s desire to keep She safely
under lock and key and She’s desire to move about freely leads to the
climax, when She’s corporeal action declares that her body is not a
treasure to be locked away, but is a living, breathing text that will en-
gage the world in its own right, under female direction. Of course, this
results in the transfer of power as the safely guarded “treasure” that
clung to an inattentive husband disappears, and the clingy husband
appears in the shadow of a woman with a vocation of her own. Al-
though Grinevskaia perfunctorily examines the economic relationship
between the woman and the man who keeps her, “like a treasure,”
hidden from others who might try to pick the woman’s lock, she
chooses to foreground the relationship between the woman’s body
and society’s expectations in a manner comparable to that of the
dramatist Antin,"”* a modern feminist who capitalizes on the body in
performance art.

According to one viewer, during a performance Antin
“showed herself making up with the camera as a mirror,” thus
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“changing her body to present a different ‘self to the
world” (Carlson 152). In “First Storm,” after a speech delivered with
“growing strength”*® about her lost faith in pastoral idylls and flow-
ery words (179), She crosses over to her dressing table and looks into
the mirror. Like Antin, Grinevskaia’s She prepares to present a dif-
ferent self to the world by creating a new body image. In the context
of turn-of-the-century Russia, hers is a radical act of independence.
Grinevskaia presents She’s body to her husband and the public, rely-
ing on her body movement through space to express her own inher-
ent value to the world. She tells He, “I was content to fade into the
background before you, to be hidden in your shadow”™* while “you
thought that T was a colorless simple woman . . .” (179)" and re-
minds He that She had devoted her life to “developing only [his| tal-
ents” (179),'° repressing her own creativity so that He might play the
hero, though he did not value She’s sacrifices. She says, “While you
were my hero, in your presence I was all that timidity which binds
the tongue and movement” (179)." The crisis of self-expression in
“First Storm” recalls the costume crisis of the Silver Age and necessi-
tates She’s emancipation through body movement that defies male
construction of the female form.

When He finally hugs She, “She quietly but decisively frees
herself from his embrace and walks to the dressing table, [and] sits in
front of the mirror,” where She applies make-up and dons her cos-
tume, preparing herself for public view (180).® Antin’s camera be-
comes Grinevskaia’s audience-mirror, which she invites to glimpse
She’s inner self. If one’s eyes are the windows to the soul, then She’s
reflection flickering in the audience’s eyes is the projection of the en-
visioned soul that She wishes to create for herself. At this juncture,
She’s bedfellow, He, plays the role of public spectator dumbstruck by
her talent.

Grinevskaia engages the public from the play’s very start,
which consists of an everyday scene, no doubt played in drab every-
day garb, centered on She’s complaints about He’s lack of tender-
ness, and his matter-of-fact responses. Their argument, so familiar
among couples, instantly polarizes the audience along gender lines
that urge sympathy or identification with one or the other. In gain-
saying society’s power to limit She’s opportunities for affection and
fulfillment because of her age, gender, or political situation,
Grinevskaia invites analogous female spectators to throw the weight
of their body around instead of passively playing the part scripted by



THE RUSSIAN BODY 91

man, as She does at the play’s beginning.

As Antin contends, “The usual aids to self-definition—sex,
age, talent, time, and space—atre merely tyrannical limitations upon
my freedom of choice” (Catlson 153). Grinevskaia’s She could have
echoed these sentiments as, in preparation for her role in tableaux vi-
vants, she defies her age, fading looks, the gender expectations of
those in her social circles, her sparse feminine heritage, and her limited
opportunities for growth. Grinevskaia’s everywoman transforms so-
cial expectations, performing She as a self-emancipated woman
through her body presentation. Through She’s example Grinevskaia
summons female audience members likewise to express themselves—
via dress, speech, overall self-projection, and especially the traversal of
their own public stage: the drawing room or garden party. Grinevskaia
announces that a woman need not have an education, a well-
connected husband or father, or Tolstoyan domestic bliss to attain
self-assured, independent status. The forty-one-year-old “lowbrow”
Savina would have played She with skill, for “she [Savina] was never
effective or comfortable in romantic heroic roles; her heroines were
for everyday use (povsednevnost)” (Schuler 42).

Grinevskaia suggests that everywoman may dictate her own
scenario, one that does not allow sex, age, time, or space to limit her
freedom, and that spatially signals her infinite potential.

HE: That’s great. The husband’s supposed to pay

his wife compliments.

SHE: Why not? Is it better that she be told nice

things by a stranger?

HE: What stranger? 1 won’t allow anyone to say

coarse things to you.

SHE: Why coarse? Really, are your compliments

coarse? Anyone else can pay me the same ones.

HE: (settling down into the couch) But there’s no

one to pay them. We hardly go visiting. No one

comes to visit us and we don’t go anywhere. To-

gether we’re the image of the old pastoral idyll. It

cannot happen that someone could begin to admire

you. (Grinevskaia 178)19
The reference in this exchange to trite flirtations further helps the au-
dience to appreciate She’s provinciality and her lack of mobility under
her husband’s management. At this point she begins to resist both tra-
dition and his control of her movements—a change that sets the stage
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for She’s rapid evolution into a self-possessed woman with agency in
the final portion of the play.

She’s first significant dissociation from her husband’s will and
desire occurs when she determines to present herself before the Prin-
cess and innumerable undetermined admiring strangers, and, more-
over, in a manner that controls their gaze. Having prepared some po-
etic verses and an interpretive text depicting Antigone honoring a
man’s ashes, She devises the white “Greek” toga that constitutes her
simple, inexpensive costume. Not just another pretty face in a skimpy
costume designed to excite the male imagination, She will perform
under female direction.

When She’s husband expresses his shock that she “too” will
burst onto the stage in the spectacle, the participation of which He
had boasted, She asks, “Why are you so surprised? Am I some kind of
freak?” (Grinevskaia 180),% indicating deviation from norms. Upon
He’s reply that she doesn’t have what it takes to perform, She declares
her independence, noting that She will compose her own text under
the guise of a socially acceptable pursuit—the Princess’ tableaux vi-
vants.” This assertion of autonomy finds artistic realization in She’s
skill in body movement and her creation of a companion text for her
body’s “picture.”?

Bordo maintains, “The body is not only a text of culture,” but
also “a direct locus of social control” (165). As She returns to her
dressing table, she directs her husband, “Please stand still and don’t
look at me” (Grinevskaia 181).® Instead of having an affair and letting
someone else “liberate” her from the male gaze, She achieves her own
freedom from society’s control of her body. By inviting strangers to
admire her body art from a distance while denying her husband the
right to a proprietary gaze, She exercises control over access to her
body.

Although Grinevskaia did not direct actors to be nude, she
certainly presented a woman stripped of traditional social control and
inhibitions. Before She puts on the mask of costume and cosmetics
that commonly protect women from society,* She is unmasked physi-
cally to some degree, but also emotionally. She reveals her intentions
and desires to her husband, He, in a manner that “symbolically re-
claims women([‘s] subjectivity through the body” (Dolan 62). As She
creates her own “dramatis persona” or “acting face,”? she enters the
public world, relegating He to the inert role of listening and watching
the body She authors.



THE RUSSIAN BODY 93

She’s body art performance enables the viewer to see women
as subjects. Through the offices of the Princess, the female member
of the establishment who solicits She’s active/acting participation in
the show, She can elude patriarchal constraints. The course of events
is navigated here by the two women, who, moreover, have advance
knowledge of He’s intended performance while keeping him in igno-
rance of She’s plans. This fact makes it easy to imagine the Princess
collaborating with She in a matriarchal bond comparable to that of
actresses Fedotova and Ermolova, “one of shared power” (Schuler
65)% in deciding public presentations of the body.

This establishment of female subjectivity and authorial power
allows Grinevskaia to show both marriage and theater from the view-
point of a woman—specifically, a woman whose body is masked and
costumed by She, then arranged in tableaux and consumed by the
Princess and those dependent on the Princess’ patronage. If one imag-
ines the self-made woman Savina playing the part of She, the power of
female creativity is magnified.

From the perspective of the female
subject, the traditions surrounding marriage
and theater are founded on a philosophy of
falsehood. Purportedly arguing for the male
establishment in general, He asserts that sup-
porting his wife and children necessitates time
spent away from home; that he is too tired to
satisfy her needs because he is working and
worrying about their “daily bread” (174).%” She
refutes these claims by reminding him that
they bave no children or pressing financial
need. When She finally agrees with He’s expla-
nation that they “can’t go [their] whole lives
caressing and cooing” (186),® and declares her ~ Figure 2. Savina.
own independence, however, He mocks her
reasoning. “You philosophize very well, but . . . like all women—and
especially pretty ones—you lack logic . . . Now, Schopenhauer, you
see . . .” (186-87).% However, She countermands his paternalistic at-
tempt to educate her, retorting, “Wait a minute . . . allow me to fin-
ish” (187),% thus announcing that She is the author and philosophizer
who better understands women. At the culmination of a fast-paced
transformation in “First Storm,” She relocates the seat of domestic
power within her body, which she begins to self-direct. The shift is




94 STUDIES IN SLAVIC CULTURES

emphasized through a straightforward reversal: whereas earlier He had
admonished her not to interrupt (175)% as she scurried around the
stage, She now issues that order to him as He flits about desperately
trying to attract She’s attention.

In a telling exchange, She notes that the clothes he pays for
are unimportant to her, as are the standard trappings of patriarchal
domestic respectability. She maintains, “I could calmly go about in
tatters—it wouldn’t be that remarkable... Il burn all my dresses
down to the very last one. I'll burn them, give them away, and throw
them out, and I'll wear black dresses and linen aprons... There!
(quickly moving about the stage” (Grinevskaia 177).32 Grinevskaia has
She declare her independence from the man who would provide her
with costumes in exchange for sexual service and subordination. She’s
threat to burn the dresses may be understood in this context as an ac-
tress/wife/ prostitute freeing her body to perform for “strangers” in
whatever manner and costume She chooses. For her performance in
the tableau, her choice is a symbolic free-flowing, simple white dress.

Once “in character,” She mocks her husband, now clinging
and dependent as she had been in the beginning of the play, “(Aside)
‘My sweet thing’ (distancing herself from him, loudly). Leave me
alone! You will mess up my costume!” (181).% Indeed, the word for
“costume” or “outfit,” still used today and applicable to both sexes, is
“kostium.” Considering Grinevskaia’s background in theater, it seems
likely that the author is making a veiled reference to the tyranny of the
“costume crisis” (Schuler) by using this word here instead of
“dresses” or “clothes.” She’s “costume” is a simple white ream of
pleated fabric “a little bit open” (181),34 disingenuously revealing She’s
body, repossessed from He. Though “gracefully pleated,” the costume
lacks a restrictive corset, the Russian word for which was associated
with grace.35 The free-flowing costume signals She’s freedom of body
and spirit and allows freedom of movement across the stage instead of
exacting the exorbitant price of access to She’s body.

That freedom is emphasized by the simple gold hoop, resem-
bling a wedding band, which She places on her head (181),36 in a dis-
placement that conveys her autonomy from traditional marriage pat-
terns. She furnishes her own costume, authors her own script, and de-
cides the terms of her relationship to the wotld she inhabits by sym-
bolically marrying her own body. Instead of letting herself be
‘produced’ by male authority for public consumption—as did the
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Golden Age Actress enduring the costume crisis—She produces her-
self under female authority.

The Russian connotations of She’s Greek classical costume
are complex. In addition to major Greek contributions to Russian re-
ligion and letters, the Greek description of the “Amazons” (thought
to be a corruption of the older Slavic word Omuzhony—masculine
women) has become legendary in Russian letters (Atkinson 3). Refer-
ences to the Amazons abound in Russian culture, for “ancient ac-
counts link Amazons to the Scythians,” whose descendants “were ab-
sorbed by the Slavs who came to be known as Russians” (Atkinson 3).
Moreover, some scholars maintain that archaeological evidence and
“various early accounts describe Slavic women as warriors and hunt-
ers” (Atkinson 4). Russian women, including decadent writer Mirra
Lokhvitskaia,® alluded to their Amazonian heritage, thus making it
likely that Grinevskaia’s audience had some familiarity with the notion
of women’s ancient matriarchal heritage.

Grinevskaia’s She indulges in the “social fantasy” (Atkinson
4) of mythical man-killing Amazons who raze patriarchy when She
rehearses “Antigone” in front of her husband. Clothed in her toga,
holding a “Greek” vase that supposedly contains a man’s ashes, She
strikes a bold pose as she delivers her monologue: it describes the
dawn when Antigone takes courageous steps to put her brother to rest
with the appropriate ceremony. Grinevskaia’s She pours her own
words out of her mouth as she holds a vessel representing a dead
man, and thus successfully redefines masculist images through body
art. Instead of acting as the vessel, She Jo/ds the vessel, which allegedly
contains the carbonized residue of a man. Like a traditional patriarch,
She holds the container in her hands, controlling its presentation and
inventing a fictional account of what is inside the vessel, just as male-
scripted dialogues create a fiction about what resides within actresses
cast as vessels.

She’s body text, contained in her half-naked form, may be
better understood if read through the theory of modern dramatists
such as Adolphe Appia, Jerzy Grotowski, and Jacques Copeau. All
three propose that “the body must be divested of its social masks in
order to access universal, archetypal, or subconscious images, which
are seen as more authentic than the social” (Auslander 105). She’s al-
lusion to her matrilineal warrior-ancestors, who reside in her subcon-
scious along with childhood fairy tales, in addition to She’s overt invo-
cation of the spirit of the non-Russian universal figure, Antigone, are
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the sort of “universal, archetypal, or subconscious images” to which
Auslander refers in describing performance art theory of the represen-
tational body. This universal image of the auto-authorial woman su-
persedes the socialization of Europeanized nineteenth-century Russia.
Within the female community and backed by the Princess’s patronage,
She draws on her native female heritage to author her own social
face/identity.

In their bedroom after the performance her husband at-
tempts to rewrite She’s lines. In response, she returns to the dressing
room.

SHE: . . . The tableau does not require a commen-

tary [he sees her in her gypsy outfit].

HE: (He looks at her for a while in amazement).

SHE: Well, what do you think?

HE: Why, you’re delightful, I never suspected that

you could be that way.

SHE: What way?

HE: Well, how can I tell you, my little one, I never

suspected you had so much . . .

SHE: So much what?

HE: I can’t explain it, no, but you’re so wonderful

that I definitely won’t allow you to . . .

SHE: You won’t allow? But I won’t be asking for

your permission. No, enough. I’'m bored! I don’t

want us to gaze into each other’s eyes anymore! I'm

sick of old pastoral idylls! (Grinevskaia 182-83)%

Though She seems to have impressed He with her “Antigone” per-
formance, her husband does not like her gypsy costume and does not
want his “treasure” unlocked and displayed in front of their social cit-
cle. She derives power, not from the words of male philosophers but
from her own feminine heritage as she tells her husband, “And I will
not be asking for your permission.” Decorated with a coin headdress
and holding a tambourine high when she strikes a “folkdance” pose,
She overtly accentuates her primordial sexual power and financial in-
dependence, building on the spiritual potential of her body art from
the preceding Antigone tableau.

She’s repetition of the words “I’'m bored” (173, 183, 185)39
indicates that she wants more than what traditional Russian patriarchy
can give her. And She dramatizes her needs through her body. She’s
body art performance of unfulfilled dreams is a “site of resistance”
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because it “recognize[s| that the body is a
battleground whose self-determination has
to be fought for” (Bordo 263). Dressing,
posing, and making herself up, She authors
her own personal presentation, locating the
battle on the body and giving to the Rus-
sian Amazon in everywoman the weapons
of war: cosmetics and costume.

He’s query, “You are going to re-

et i cite? You can recite?” (183),% indicates that
TEATF G

MHHIAMIOP™ he is intimidated by what He calls the em-

vty powered She’s sphinx-like genius (182).
sasast | She becomes director, playwright, pro-
Figure 3. Unknown artist. ducer and #saritsa teatra, ordering He to play
No date. Poster. Russian the seated spectator as she stands before
Graphic Design. Slide15. him presenting her textual body. As a site
of resistance to the patriarchal constructs
materialized in the costume crisis,
Grinevskaia’s She offers the female viewer hope for the future, as,
most likely, did Savina, “who brought the Russian ‘new woman’ with
her ‘new content’ and ‘assertive will’ to the stage” (Schuler 44-45).
Grinevskaia overlays the completed feminine coup with com-
edy in the final exchange between husband and wife. He offers to kill
himself to convince She that He deserves her love and will give his life
for her, thereby reversing She’s eatlier reference to her life-sacrificing
dedication to He.
HE: Do you want me to jump out the window?
SHE: (laughing) What? From the second floor? And
aren’t you afraid that you’ll spoil your outfit/
costume?™
HE: You want me to?
SHE: Throw yourself out . . . it'll be interesting to see. . .
HE: And you laugh! You don’t believe I'll do it! (he impetu-
ously throws himself at the window and tries to open it)
SHE: (hurries after him) Oh, my God! Don’t open it . . .
you’ll catch cold!
HE: (lifting her in his arms and seating her on the couch).
You see how silly you are? You say . . . “Do it” and at the
same time worty that I’ll catch cold . . .
SHE: (hanging her head) Well, yes, because you were cough-
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ing just yesterday.

HE: And what if I'd jumped out the window and broken my

bones, what then?

SHE:(covering his mouth with her hand) Oh, don’t say it! ...

I would just die.

HE: That means you still love me, my little one, dear? . . .

SHE: Yes . . .and you?

HE: I love you, I love you . . . (he kisses her hands and em-

braces her). (Grinevskaia 189-90)*

Here, Grinevskaia reasserts patriarchal order tongue-in-cheek. With a
bit of defensive comedy and ambiguity,”® Grinevskaia leaves the
viewer to decide who finally is in control. In the closing reversal, it is
the male who experiences a costume crisis and must limit his move-
ments, giving up his autonomy and dignity so as to keep his costume
pretty. Through her gaze and words, She directs the manner in which
He presents himself (in this case, in a clean costume). Like the provin-
cial actress, He has a life worth less than his stage outfit. This chaotic
scene defuses the drama of the larger situation, and She’s sudden re-
prisal of the stercotypical female role of nurturer elicits incredulity
and, possibly, laughter on the viewer’s part as “all’s well that ends
well.”

In the nineteenth century, Russian society attributed to
women “the traits of sensitivity, love, and modesty” (Atkinson 34).
The body of Grinevskaia’s generic “She” does not conform to soci-
ety’s expectation of modesty, as shown by She’s intent to participate
in the tableaux without He’s knowledge or consent; neither will She
force herself to live an unsatisfying life with only love (and, in this
case, unrequited love) as an occupation. When She becomes an actress
prepared to incinerate her costumes to develop body art that fulfills
her own needs, her body defies expectations of feminine timidity, sen-
sitivity to her husband, and romantic preoccupation. She’s enactment
of female autonomy offers a model for both women in the audience
and actresses on the stage. The actress who likely portrayed She’s part,
Savina, likewise encouraged women to script their own lives through
her “proud history of resisting attempts by directors to mold her per-
formances” (Schuler 62).

Although tableaux vivants were popular in Grinevskaia’s
time, “First Storm” was unique in that the body was prepared and the
dress rehearsal was performed in the bedroom for the educational
benefit of an everyman, He, and perhaps for the audience that might
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recognize She’s unhappi-
ness and the public value
of her body art. This fast-
moving one-act play be-
longs to the theatrical
category of body art be-
cause of its brevity and its
use of the body in com-
municating feminist
themes and political argu-
ment—precisely what to-
day’s viewer expects from
contemporary  perform-
ance art.

Grinevskaia may
have approached femi-
nism as she posited a new
free “She,” but history
reminds us that every-
woman’s commitment to

Figure 4. Aleksandra Ekster. Tret'ia hen- autonomy does not neces-
skaia maska. 1921. Aleksandra Ekster 108. sarily end in fulfillment.
With every step forward
taken by Russian women onto the proscenium of the modern era, the
patriarchal pendulum knocked them two steps back. As urgent politi-
cal questions eclipsed women’s issues, male directors dressed and
draped women across the furniture in the backdrop of dramatic ac-
tion. Russian political leaders linked liberal artistic trends and specifi-
cally feminism with foreignness and urged women to dissolve their
individual autonomy in the waves of intense patriotism associated
with WWI and, finally, with the ideology of a patriarchal revolution.
Instead of vouchsafing personal fulfillment through free artistic ex-
pression, Russian women’s bodies became co-opted by male priorities
touting the “common good.” Thus, Grinevskaia’s vision of female
creativity dispersed, like the morning mist as the sun rose on the So-
viet era.

Notes
1. Maria Gavrilovna Savina was founder of the Russian Theater Society and
the first woman named “Actor Emeritus.” St. Petersburg-based Savina
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10
11.

12

13.

14.

15.
16.

. ““. . .poOKas, HAUBHASA ACBOYKA . . .

“successfully exploited both Western trends and Slavophile tradi-
tions.” (Schuler 41). Lowborn, ambitious, and pragmatic, she prompted
one admirer to speculate that if “Savina had been born male, she would
probably have reached the pinnacle of authority and power, and who
knows, she might have secured a place in the pages of world his-
tory” (Shuler 41).

M.G. Svetaeva called Savina “the first authentic actress-social activist
(aktrisa-obshchestvennitsa) in Russia” (Shuler 54).

“By Silver Age standards [Savina] spent enormous sums on elegant, con-
temporary fashions suited to the genres in which she specialized. Her pur-
chases were apparently motivated less by personal vanity than by an al-
most perfect understanding of her audience” (Shuler 52).

Though Freud never met his star patient, he projected his views onto
Bertha Pappenheim, later a noted social worker in Germany, using her as
a vehicle for his own thoughts on women. This mirrors the manner in
which the male perspective is projected onto Russian actresses, whose
portrayals of women were presented to audiences as representative of real
women.

Savina refused to play Nina in Chekhov’s The Seagull.

Again, this argues that She is a character to whom Savina would have
been drawn. “Savina can be seen as a prototype for the realistic actress
that followed; the barriers between Mariia Gavrilovna and her audience
broke down precisely because women in the audience began to see char-
acters and situations with which they could identify” (Schuler 52).
“AEHHBO nepe6npaeT CTPAHUIIBI KYPHAALY

“(moAxoAnT K HeMy u caanTcs Bo3Ae) CKaKHM MHE ITOIPEKHEMY, COBCEM
ITOIPEKHEMY, 9TO ThI MeHA AroOmib. Ckaxu! Mue ckyaso. Mue rtax
cxkyvHO, Boabaemap!”

“Kaxk rpyctHO, dYTO BCE IIPOXOAUT TaK 0ECCAEAHO ¥ HHUYTO HE
noBTopsercs.”

>

<

‘... €ro 4yBCTBO K HEH MOXHO CPABHHUTH C OTHOIICHHEM OOrada K CBOMM
cokpoBuIaM. [loka OHH XPaHSTCA IIOA HAACKHBIMU 3alIOPAMH, OH
CIOKOMHO YXOAHT, 3aHHMACTCS CBOMMHU ACAAMH, IIOYTH 3a0BIBACT O
HUX . . . Ho 4yrp OH yCOMHHACH B IPOYHOCTH 3aMKOB—OH YKe HE
OTXOAHUT OT HHX, CTOPOIKAT, HE HAABIIIINTCA HMI.”

. A contemporary American artist and filmmaker, Eleanor Antin is a pro-

fessor of visual arts at the University of California, San Diego and the
author of Antinova and Eleanora Antinova Plays.

“(c BO3pacTaroIre CHAOIL)”

“Mue IpHATHO OBIAO CTYIIEBBIBATHCA IIEPEA TOOOIO, CKPEIBATHCA B TBOCIH
Tenn.”

“T'sI AyMaA, 1 Oe3LBeTHAA, IPOCTCHbKAA MKEHIHHA.”

“SI xoreaa cospate AAf TEOA THXYIO, MHPHYIO JKH3HB, IIPH KOTOPOH
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17.

18.

19.

20.
21.

22.
23.
24.

25.
26.

27.
28.
29.

30.

31

MOTAM OBI Pa3BHBATBCA TOABKO TBOH TaAanTel. Ho 1Bl 3TOro mHe
oLeHHA . ..

“IToxa TBI Ka3aACA MHE TEPOEM, y MEHA ObIAA ITepeA TOOOH Ta pobOCTb,
KOTOpAA CBA3BIBACT A3BIK M ABIKCHIA.”

“Ona THXO, HO PEIIUTEABHO OCBOOOKA2€TCA H3 €ro OObATUH U
ITOAXOAHT K 3€PKAABHOMY CTOAHKY, CAAHTCA TIEPEA 3EPKAAOM . ..~

“OH: Ogenp 910 XOPOIIO: MY’ FOBOPUT KEHE KOMIIAUMEHTBI!

OHA: A wro? Passe Ayumre, 9ro0 eH TOBOPHA AFODE3HOCTH
ITOCTOPOHHUIA?

OH: Kax mocropomnmii? Sl HumKkOoMy He ITO3BOAIO TOBOPHTH TebOe
ITOIIAOCTH.

OHA: ITouemy morraocTn? Pase TBOM KOMITAIMEHTBI OBIAM ITOIITAOCTH?
Bot Takue To MOxKeT MHE TOBOPUTD BCAKHI APYTO.

OH: (ycrokowmBIIuCh, CaAmTCA Ha KyIeTke) Aa HEKOMy u roBOpuTE. Mb
HIKOIO IIOYTH HE BHAMM. Y HAC HHKTO HE OBIBAECT, X MBI HHTAC HE
ObiBacM. MbI ¢ TOOOXO H300paKAEM HMAMAAHMIO H3 CTAPHIX ITACTOPAACH.
TaKkoro cAyJad HE MOMKET ObITh, YTOD KTO-HHOYAb HadaA 3a TOOOI
YXaiKUBATD.”

“ITouemy TBI TaK yAUBAfAeITbCA? Passe, 1 ypoa?”

Society tableaux often raised funds for a soldier’s hospital or some equally
traditional charity.

Kusas kaprtuna is tableau vivant; She’s body will be a living picture.

... I3BOABTE OCTABATHCA HA MECTE M HE CMOTPETD.”

A modern-day Grinevskaia might have enacted this today with She creat-
ing and dismantling her presentational image in front of the mirror
(which is the audience) instead of providing the discreet direction to dress
and undress offstage.

“AeficTByIOIIICE AHIIO”

Fedotova is the older actress, who to some degree facilitated Ermolova’s
rise. Fedotova was passed over for parts given to the younger Ermolova,
but there were no open hostilities and they got along uncommonly well at
the Malyi Theater in Moscow from about 1880-1905 (Schuler).

“3200THI O HacyITHOM xAehe”

“HeAb31 7xe BCIO KU3Hb BOPKOBATB.”

“Tsl  pHUAOCODCTBYEIIb OYECHb XOPOLIO, HO . . . y TeOA, Kak y
JKCHIIMUHBI . . . U €I XOPOIIEHbKOM KEHIIUHBI . . . HET HACTOAIIEH
AOTHKH . . . A Mor Ol Tebe orBerutp [. . .| Bor Bumamms
[lomenrayep . . .”

“TToAOXKAH . . . Aaif MHE KOHINTE.”

. “He nepeOusaii mens . . .”

32.

“[. . .] & Moraa OBI IPECIOKOHHO HAAETH PyOHIIe—OTO HE OyACT
3aMEYCHO . . . Sl COMKIY BCe MO IIAATBA, BCE AO OAHOIO; COXKIY, PA3AAPIO,
Opority 1 GyAy HOCHTb YEpPHBIA IAATBS 1 XOAOCTHHKOBBIC IIEPEAHHK . . .
Bor . .. (GeicTpO x0AUT ITO crieHe).”
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33.

34.
35.
36.
37.

38.

39.
40.
41.
42.

43.

“(B cropony). «Mos kpormeuka» (oTcpausa ero, rpomko). Ocrasp! Thr
COMHEIIIb MO KOCTIOM!”

“Hexoropoe oTkpsrrue”

“rparua’

“Ha roAOBy HaABIBaET 30A0TOI 00Opyd.”

Mirra Aleksandrovna Lokhvitskaia (1869-1905) was a poet and dramatist
who wrote of female sensuality.

“OHA: Kapruma He TpeOyroIas KOMMEHTAPHHIIL.

OH: (cMOTpHT HEKOTOPOE BpeMs B U3YMACHIM).

OHA: Yro xe BB cKaxeTe?

OH: Ho 181 Bocxurureabnal I me IIOAO3PEBAA, YTO TBI MOKEIIDb OBITH
Taxoro!

OHA: Kaxoro?

OH: Aa xax Tebe ckasaTh, MO KPOIIIEUKa, A HE ITOAO3PEBAA UTO Y TeOA
CTOABKO . . .

OHA: Croasko gero?

OH: He mory tebe 0OBACHNTH, HET, HO THI TAKAfl IIPEAECTb, YTO A
PenIuTEeARHO TEOA HE IyIy . . .

OHA: He nymy! A 1 wu copammsare He crany. Her, noBoapHo! Mue
cxyuno! fI Goable He KeAaro, ITOOBI MBI CMOTPEAH APYI APYIY B raasal
Meue HaAOEA 9T2 HAHAANSA U3 CTAPBIX IacTopaAciil”

“Mmue cxynO.”

“T'sI OyACIIIb YUTATH? TBI MOMKEIID YUTATH?

“kocTrom”

“OH: Xowderp f BRIIPBITHY U3 OKHA?

OHA: (cmescs) Kak? 3 Broporo sraxa? I Ter He GOHMIIBCA UCIIOPTHTH
TBOH KOCTIOM?

OH: Xowuerrs?

OHA: Bpocaiics . . . aTepecHo GyAeT IHIOCMOTPETD KAk . . .

OH: A, o1 cmeerbes! He Bepurms! (cTpemMuTeApHO OpOcCaeTcs K OKHY U
CTapaeTCcs €ro OTKPBITE)

OHA: (Opocaerca 3a mum). Ax, boxe moi!l He orxpemair . . . Tb
IPOCTYAHUIIBCA! . . .

OH: (moAHmMaeT ¢€ Ha PYKU H YCUKHBACT HA AHBAH). BHAUIIG, Kakas ThI
rayaenpkas! l'oBopuims . . . «Opocafica», a cama OOHIIIbCA, ITOOBI A HE
ITPOCTYAHACH . . .

OHA: (omycrtus roaoBy). Hy aa, moToMy 910 BEAb THI Buepa KAIIASAA . . .
OH: A uro, ecAub 5 BBIIPBITHYA U3 OKHA . . . H Pa3sOHACH, a?

OHA: (zaxpeBaet emy pyxoro port). O, me roopul . . S 661 ymepaa . . .
OH: Tax, 3sHa4uuT, TEL MEHA €II€ AFOOUIIb, MOSA KPOIIIEYKA, AOPOTad? . .
OHA: Aa...aTw?

OH: Arobaro, Ar0bAtO . . . (LeAyer est pyku u obHuMaer).”

Many women, Savina among them, addressed women’s issues with humor
in order to get past the censors. “Savina’s ‘new woman’ had a quick wit
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and a sharp tongue, but she rarely transgressed the bounds of bourgeois
propriety, preserved many conventional, non-threatening qualities of tra-
ditional ‘zhenstvennost,” and was, therefore, acceptable to conservative
spectators and critics” (Schuler 53).
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