THE CAVALRY MAIDEN

Journals of a Russian Officer in the Napoleonic Wars

Nadezhda Andreevna Durova

OVERVIEW

The Cavalry Maiden is the English title of Zapisk: kav-
alerist-devitsya, a memoir originally published in Rus-
sian in 1836. Its author, Nadezhda Andreevna Durova
(1783-18606), disguised hersclf as a voung man and
scrved in the Russian cavalry from 1806 until 1816.
During that time she fought in a number of battles
and was awarded the St. George Cross for valor. The
Russian ruler, Tsar Alexander I, became aware of her
truec gender but was so impressed with her devotion to
military life that he let her continue the masquerade
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Twenty vears after she retired (at a rank equiva-
lent to captain), Durova decided to become a writer.
Utilizing personal journals she had kept during her
military service, she created a lively account of her
adventures on and oft the battlcheld. The Cavalry
Maiden quickly became a success, and over the next
tew vears, Durova published several works of popular
hetion as well as additional autobiographical mate-
rial. Then she stopped writing as abruptly as she had
begun. Her last quarter-century was spent quietly in a
small town, where she was regarded as a good-natured

cccentric.

Durova’s fascination with the military began in
childhood. Her father was a cavalry ofhcer, and she
spent her carly vears in the company of soldicrs, learn-
ing about horses, weapons, and camp lite. When her
tather lett the military, the yvoung Durova found her-
sclt restricted to a “temale” lite that scemed emprty
of adventure or meaning. Although she resented her
mother’s artitudes and cxpectations, Durova dutifﬁ]l}f
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Nothing is known of Durovas hve-vear marriage.
Her autobiographical introduction to 7The Cavalry
Maidern omits this p:rim:l cntirc]_\’, c]aiming that she
ran away from home to join the army at sixteen. The
rest of the story proceeds roughly according to facr,
however. Durova adopted a male persona and went
on to scrve in three regiments of the Russian “light
c;walry,” a wpe of unit that spcciﬂlizcd in communi-
cations, reconnaissance, raiding, and swift skirmishes.
Light cavalry operations required greart skill on horse-
back as well as proficiency with personal weapons such
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Durova saw combat action against the French in
East Prussia in 1807, during the French invasion of
Russia in 1812, and in Russia's Eumpcan campalgn
of 1813-14. Her accounts of thesc expericnces depict
the chaos and confusion of the battlehield, as well as
the role that fortune plavs in war, and her narrative
provides an unusual perspective on combat, combin-
ing masculine and feminine points of view. In both
her writing and her lite, Durova blurred gender dis-
tinctions, ﬂlthough she maintained a male persona for
the most part. In The Cavalry Maiden, a great deal
of narrative attention is devoted to her obscrvations
ot fellow soldiers, her travel adventures, and her love

D{'- narure.

HISTORICAL AND LITERARY CONTEXT

Durova’s military service took place during the Napo-
leonic Wars, a serics of conHicts beoween France and
various coalitions tormed by other European powers.
During the revolutionary wars in France, which began
in 1792 and ended around 1802, Napoleon Bonaparte
recapturcd some parts of revolutionary France (lou-
lon in 1793 and Paris in 1795) and annexed territory
in several other countries. Although his attempts to
invade Britain tailed at the Battle of Iratalgar in 1805,
MNapolcon was more successtul on the continent, win-
ning major battles in 1805 and 1806 against a coa-
lition tormed by Russia, Austria, and Prussia. He
completed his victory over the coalition in 1807 art
the Barttle of Friedland, and the Ireaty of lilsit estab-
lished an alliance berween France and Russia. For her
heroism at the Barttle of Friedland—her hrst major
combat engagement—UDlurova carned the dt. George
Cross and a promotion to the equivalent of sccond

licutenant.

Napolcon’s successes continued tor a time, but
by 1812 his tortunes had begun to decline, and rela-
tions between France and Russia had deteriorated.
'lhe bPrench army invaded Russia in Junc of that vear
with about 500,000 men and reached the ourtskirts
of Moscow by September. The Russian army put up
a valiant defense at the Barttle of Borodino, where
Durova was wounded in the leg by a cannonball.
Borodino was the bloodiest engagement of the Napo-
leonic Wars, resulting in more than seventy thousand

casualtics.
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La Pucelfe! (1907) by

Frank Craig portrays Joan
of Arc leading her army to
important victories during
the Hundred Years' War.
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Although the French forces succeeded in taking
Moscow, the retreating Russians had set hire to the city,
and the tsar refused to surrender. In October, Napoleon
began a disastrous retreat, during which his army was
decimated by freczing weather, lack of supplies, and
frequent guerrilla attacks. Although the Napoleonic
Wars continued until 1815, when France was defeated
at the Battle of Waterloo, the failed invasion of Russia
marked a crucial turning point. The epic scope of the
Napolconic Wars was captured by Leo Tolstov in the
great Russian novel War and Peace (1869).

Hundreds of militar:'i' memolrs were written |:rj.r
ofhcers in Napoleon's army, and the genre became very
popular in carlv nincteenth-century France. As print-
ing became cheaper and literacy rose, even common
soldiers began to publish their memoirs, and accord-
ing to Yuval Noah Harari’s “Military Memoirs: A His-
torical Overview of the Genre from the Middles Ages
to the Late Modern Era,” many memoirists of lower
rank aimed “to dispel the myths and ofhcial narratives
of war, and retell the story of war as the story of the
soldiers’ experiences rather than as the story of opera-
tional mancuvers, strategy, and politics.” The vogue for
n‘nilimr}r reminiscences also took hold in Russia, and
according to Russia through Women’s Eyes: Autobiogra-
Pﬂ:i.ﬂr ﬁ'ﬂm Tiarist Russia, edited ]:-j.r TD]::}* W, Cl}’m:m
and Judith Vowles, “the military memoir—a personal
account of military engagements and campaigns,
mainly of the Napoleonic Wars and 1812, was one of
the first tvpes of autobiographical writing to appear in

print [in Russia].” By connecting historical events with
personal expericnces, military memoirs promoted the
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THEMES AND STYLE

The milimr}' memoir was, of course, considered a mas-
culine domain—so it was rather ironic that by utiliz-
ing the genre, Durova became the hrst Russian woman
whose autobiographv was published in her own life-
time. Cl}-'nmn and Vowles polnt out that, in The Cauw-
alry Maiden, Durova “extended the boundaries of
the militarv memoir by her pronounced emphasis on
herselt, adding pages on her childhood and tfocusing
on the regiments daily life and her impressions of the
places and people she encountered during her travels
with her regiment.” As Durova explains in her narra-
tive, what seemed "ﬂrdin&r}'“ and unremarkable to the
other soldicrs seemed to her “quite extraordinary” and
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Unlike male memoirists of the Nﬂ.pﬂlmnic Wars,
Durova was more interested in sharing her observa-
tions than in recounting her exploits. Although she
was apparcntl}' intrcpid in bartle, putting herselt at
risk to defend or rescue comrades, as an author she
makes her own boldness a matter of interest rather
than a point of pride. In Revealing Lives: Autobiography,
Biagmiﬂﬁu}-; and Gender, Susan Bell and Maril;*n Yalom
characterize Durova as “a difhdent and amused narra-
tor who describes her masculine persona as heroic by
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Although most ot The Cavalry Maiden takes place
in a military serting, and Durovas narrative persona
is that ot a soldier, the central theme ot the work is
concerncd not with war but with personal treedom.
She writes that only other voung women—"vou who
have to account tor every step, who arc cternally shel-
tered and cternallv guarded, God knows trom whom
or what, trom the cradle to the grave™—can under-
stand “the jovous emotions that overwhelm me when
| scc deep torests, vast helds, mountains, vallevs, and
streams and realize that | can roam them all with no
onc to answer to and with no fear ot anvonc’s prohibi-
tion.” lo retain this liberty she is more than willing
to risk her lite in battle and suffer the difhculties that
come with living in disguisc. Although her impersona-
tion isolates her trom close relationships and traps her
in a kind ot perpetual adolescence, it also trees her to

live an adventurous lite.

Durova does not romanticize militarv lite and
often records mistakes, mistortunes, and even corrup-
tion. She is never polemical, however, and generally
exhibits gﬂr::d humor, writing in a brisk, direct, and
personable stvle. “As a woman and an outsider,” trans-
lator Mary Zirin points out in her introduction to 7he
C.::;M:;fr_}-' Maidern, Durova can “laugh at the manifesta-
tions of masculine ambition and the gamecock wayvs of
Russian ofhcers.” Her plavtulness extends to the gram-
matical level of her writing, which, in Russian, alter-
nates the use of masculine forms (when she ralks o
others) and feminine forms (when she refers to herselt
in narration). Because English is not a gendered lan-

guage, however, this clever eftect is lost in translation.

CRITICAL DISCUSSION
In “Gender Trial and Gorthic Thrills: Nadezhda Duro-

vas Subversive Sclt-Exploration,” Andreas Schonle
offers both a survey of critical commentary on Durova
and a close reading of The Cavalry Maiden that explores
Durova's approach to gender not only through her use
of language but also through themes such as tearless-
ness and self-esteem. Schonle challenges the view—
which he sces as prevailing in critical literature—that
Durova wanted to become a man, noting that “even
a cursory look at [her] behaviour suggests that she
hardly attempts to conform [to] male standards.” He
offers instead a nuanced argument that Durova sought
to “dcvclﬂp a distinct gcndcr idcntit}f” and in so dﬂing,

to offer a “redehinition of female 'ldcnt'lt:l.’.u

Although gender issues are a trequent topic in
contemporary discussions ot Durova and her work,
in her own time Durovas cross-dressing scems to
have been regarded largely as cither an enterraining
cccentricity or an expression ot ardent patriotism. The
Cavalry Maiden was well received, and Durova was
bricHy a literary celebritv, but the work soon taded

into relative obscuritv. Several romanticized accounts

THE CAVALRY MAIDEN

THE MAID OF ORLEAN'S
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It seermns certain that Joan ot Arc is not only the most famous woman
warrior in history but also the most famous cross-dresser. Yet for many
admirers, Joan is known more for her religious visions than for her role
in one of Europe's most important conflicts.

Although the Hundred Years' War took place from 1337 to 1453,
it was interrupted by a period of peace that lasted from 1389 until
1415. Then England’s Henry V invaded France, and hostilities began
again. Following a decade ot military success in France, the English
army laid siege to the city of Orléans in 1428, and the French found
themselves on the brink ot a decisive defeat.

Joan was an illiterate peasant, then only seventeen years old, who
felt inspired by God to drive the English from France. Atter making her
way to Orleans, she swiftly litted the siege. She went on to achieve
further political and military victories, but her great popularity—par-
ticularly the adoration she received from the common people—raised
concern among the nobility and the leaders of France's powertul
Catholic Church. In 1431, Joan was tried tor heresy and burned at
the stake, but her conviction was later reversed by the church and she
was made a saint.

In response to the politically motivated charges against her, Joan
raised a religious defense, always maintaining that she was tollowing
God's will. Her passion inspired the French people and led to the even-
tual deteat ot England. Joan was often reterred to during her lite as /la
Pucelle, “the Maiden,” and later as the Maid of Orléans. Among the
documents that provide insight into Joan's lite and death is the con-
temporaneous Chronigue de la Pucelle (also known as the Chronigue
de Cousinot), which records a variety of events that took place during
the second quarter ot the fifteenth century.

ot Durova’s life appeared in the carly twenticth cen-
tury, as revolutionary spirit developed in Russia, and a
scrious biographv was published in 1912 by A. Saks, a
colonel serving in one of Durova’s old regiments.

In 1960 a Sovict version ot The Cavalry Maiden
appeared, omitting more than halt ot the original
without explanation. lhe introductery material about
Durova’s childhood was retained, along with her first
vear in the cavalrv, then just the months trom Sep-
tember 1806 to December 1807. "Lhis abridgment was
rcprintcd scveral times, and it was not until 1983, the
bicentennial of Durova’s birth, thar the Drigimﬂ [ext

again became available in Russia.

Marv Zirin's English translation ot The Cavalry
Maiden, puhlishcd in 1988, bmught tresh artention
to Durova and her work. In a review for Caradian
Slavonic Papers, Linda Edmondson notes that while
the memoir would once have been disregarded as a
curiosity, now Durova can be read in the context of
a growing literature about women in various cpochs
and in widely differing cultures who felt their ascribed

role In soclety o be so canstricting thart it impcllcd
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This 1913 Franz Roubaud
painting depids the
bloodiest single-day battle
of the Napoleonic Wars,
the Battle of Borodino,

in which Nadezhda
Andreevna Durova was
wounded inthe leg by

a cannonball. © BATTLE
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of Books, |ulic Wheelwright contends that Durova
should not be regarded as an anomaly but rather as
part of “a vibrant tradition ot temale cross-dressing.”
Wheelwright suggests that the tales ot the ‘'woman
warrior’ often preserved in oral culrures "have laid the FURITHER READING
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COMMANDO

A Boer Journal of the Boer War
Deneys Reitz

OVERVIEW

The first and best-known volume in South African
politician Deneys Reitzs autobiographical trilogy,
Commando tells the storv of Reitzs experiences “on
commando as a Boer in the Second Boer War. The
son of the Transvaal's state sccretary, Reitz was only
scventeen when the South African Boer republics
(including the Transvaal and the Orange Free Statc)
declared war on Great Britain in 1899, He was ofh-
ciallv too voung to enlist, but Transvaal president
Paul Kruger waived the age requirement for him. He
joined the Pretoria Commando several davs before war
was declared and remained in the field until the end.
Because he changed commandos several times, Reitz
saw more scrvice than most Boer soldicers, including
the first action of the Nartal campaign, the siege of
Lad}’smi[h, and the barttle of 5[:-'1:::11 ch. A “bitter-
cnder, he fought in the later guerrilla war in the West
Transvaal under Koos De La Rev and accompanied
General Jan Smuts’s raid into Cape Colony in 1901.

At war’s end Reitz, his tather, and his tour broth-

[ [ 5 .
crs were among the “irreconcilables” who retused to
sign the oath Ufall:gi:tm:c r:quircd ]::-:r cach Boer sol-
dier as part of the peace terms. Thr:j? went into seclf-
imp-:usccl cxile in Madagascar. Reitz returned to Souch
Africa in 1906 at the request of Jan Smuts and his wite.

Although Reitz wrote Commands during the
three vears he spent in Madagascar, it was not pub-
lished until 1929. Reitz continued his autobiography
in Trekking On (1933) and No Outspar (1943). The
three volumes of the trilogy were published as a single
volume, Arfnﬁ an the Open Veldt: The Arzgfa—B&e?r War
aﬁﬁfnﬂﬁerﬂmﬂ, 18991943, in 1999 in conjunction
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HISTORICAL AND LITERARY CONTEXT
The discavcr}' ot g:::l::l in the Boer rcpublic ot the

Transvaal in 1886 exacerbated long-standing ten-
sions between the Boer republics and Great Britain's
South African colonies. By Scptember 1899 relation-
ships had disintegrated to the point that Britain began
organizing to send an overscas cxpeditionary force to
South Africa.

(Convinced that Britain was prcparcd o dcstm}f

the Boer republics, the presidents of Iransvaal and the

Orange Free State decided to scize the military initia-
tive. Both the Transvaal and the Orange Free State had
citizen militia svstems in place. Every male between
the ages of sixtcen and sixty was part of a ward com-
manded by a veldcornet. Wards were subdivisions of a
district, which was led by a commandant. Each dis-
trict was responsible for helding a unit of mounted
rilemen, known as a commando. The Transvaal could
raisc sixtv thousand men and counted on another sixty
thousand from the Orange Free State. They hoped
that the torty thousand at Cape Dutch would rise and

jﬂin them if war was declared.

On October 9, 1899, the Transvaal issued an ulci-
matum calling for British troops to withdraw from the
Transvaal's border by October 11. The British left their
troops in place and the Transvaal declared war the next
dav. Boer commandos invaded the British colonies
of Cape Colonv and Natal and besicged British gar-

risons at the border towns ﬂf:Mﬂﬂ:king, Kimbcr]y, and

Lad}’s mith.
The British torces under the lcadcrahip of Gen-

cral Redvers Buller cutnumbered the Boer armies
bv roughly seven to one. Thev expected to steamroll
over the unpaid army of Boer farmers. Buller's pro-
tesstonal solders, however, were unable to relieve the
besicged garrisons and suffered humiliating deteats at
the Stromberg on December 10, at Magerstontein the

E:nllﬂwing daj.f, and at Colenso on December 15.

Three days atter the end of what became known
as "Black Weck,” war hero Lord Frederick Roberts
was appointed to replace Buller. He landed in Cape
Town on January 10, 1900. Reinforcements arrived
from Australia, Canada, and Ireland. The first of
the besicged garrisons was relieved in mid-Februarv.
Roberts soon turned the tables and invaded the Boer
republics. The British annexed the Orange Free State

in Ma:.-' and the Transvaal in _]unc.

The bitter-enders tought on even atter the repub-
lics were in the hands of the British. Boer leaders
switched to guerrilla tactics that made the best use
of their strcngths: mabilirj', selt-sufhicient units, and
knowledge of the terrain. For two vears Boer comman-
dos made quick, destructive raids into Capc {:ﬂlun}'
with the aim of inciting the Cape Afrikaners to revolt.
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