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A NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS, TERMINOLOGY, AND SOURCES

All translations presented here are my own. Where possible I have strived to distinguish between informal and official registers and to convey a sense of the tone and tenor of Soviet discourse. Since the translation process always involves a number of interpretive decisions and judgement calls I have erred on the side of making the text accessible to the widest possible audience. In a small number of cases I have deployed more easily understood or informal terms rather than the more formal official versions and their variations. The title of party ‘secretary,’ which conveyed a great deal of power and prestige in the USSR, presents a particular problem due to the connotations of the term in English. The fact that Stalin was a secretary too, should leave no doubts about its high status connotations. For continuity I have used a single recognizable political term, Politburo, rather than the other names for entities which served the same or similar functions at different times. Though Sholokhov’s epic novel is known in some English translations as And Quiet Flows the Don, I have opted for Quiet Don because it is closer to the original, which refers to both a quietly flowing body of water and the poetic personification of the river, Don Ivanovich, in Cossack folklore. Publishers in England added specificity to the title in order to avoid any suggestion that the book was about the life of a taciturn fellow at Oxford, a different kind of don altogether.

In a limited number of cases I have utilized oral or visual sources that do not easily lend themselves to citation. A number of aphorisms, turns of phrase, and anecdotes about Soviet history derive from my travels in Russia over the course of two decades. Visual descriptions of places rely partly on photographs and partly on my own experiences. For descriptions of people and historical interiors I have consulted photographic evidence that is close in time to either the person or event described. Illustrations 1–4 render historical photographs that were not available for publication.  Only the first image would have been widely known to the Soviet public.

In order to reconstruct events as Sholokhov saw them, I have critically scrutinized the reminiscences of his friends, relatives, and assistants. Their accounts are often partial, protective, and chronologically imprecise. Nonetheless, they provide important insights into his mindset and key testimonies about how he narrated the story of his encounters with Stalin and other Soviet leaders. The dialogues presented here can be read both as vivid recollections of important meetings and as revealing reflections of Sholokhov’s ongoing personal dialogue with the process of de-Stalinization. His strategic recall of aspects of his relationship with the dictator frequently responded to current Soviet controversies and political trends. A systematic reading of Pravda, Izvestiia, and Literaturnaia Gazeta for the period of Sholokhov’s biography helped me to picture Sholokhov as a man of his time and avoid presentist biases of every imaginable variety.


PREFACE

This meeting was his only hope. A young man in a drab military tunic maneuvered his way through throngs of pedestrians. He was rushing to the most important encounter of his life. On that summer day in 1931 few could have guessed that this blond, baby-faced youth with a bashful, yet cunning, smile was Mikhail Sholokhov, the rising star of Russian literature. The twenty-six-year-old approached a mansion in the heart of Moscow with a mix of trepidation and forced bravado. His heart pounded as he reached the ornate gate. 

This was the home of Russia’s most famous living writer. By pleading with Maxim Gorky, Sholokhov hoped to save Quiet Don, the Soviet Union’s epic equivalent of Gone with the Wind. The unfinished novel had already won him fame, controversy, acclaim, and envy. Bureaucrats had banned the latest installment as anti-Soviet. As he stepped inside the mansion, darkness confronted him. A rapid succession of footsteps brought him into a surreal space bathed in multicolored swatches of light emitted from stained-glass panels above. More darkness brought him to two tall, exceedingly imposing doors. As the doors opened, he could see a backlit silhouette at the end of a long, rectangular table. A lamp illuminated an astonishing profile and a bushy mustache. This was decidedly not the familiar silhouette of Gorky. The mustache belonged to a face made famous by newspaper engravings and grainy black-and-white photos of May Day parades. 

That evening Joseph Stalin decided to discuss characters and scenes in Quiet Don rather than unravel conspiracies or analyze grain reports. Following introductions, Gorky receded into the background. Stalin beckoned Sholokhov to approach. In seconds it became clear that this was no social call. Stalin immediately accused Sholokhov of sympathizing with some of the revolution’s most vicious adversaries. Resorting to one of his favorite tactics, he advanced a series of damning allegations. These were calculated to knock his adversary off balance and unmask his true character. Would his target retreat? Would he submit and become subservient? Or would he push back? 

Sholokhov saw the dictator’s eyes burning like those of a tiger ready to pounce. The snap decision he made in that instant had the potential to either influence his life for decades or to end it. He stood his ground. With his career on the line, he confidently argued with Stalin and vigorously defended his audacious decision to write sympathetically about the Cossacks, the former tsarist military caste that rose in rebellion against the Soviet government. 

Stalin was impressed by Sholokhov’s tenacity. Concluding his barrage of questions, he started to reminisce about his first, albeit temporary, taste of dictatorship in 1918. In Tsaritsyn—the industrial city on the Volga River that had recently been renamed Stalingrad in his honor—Stalin had encountered several Cossacks who now reminded him of characters in Quiet Don. The dictator and the writer bonded over conversations about battles that had faded from public memory but would soon become central to the emerging Stalin cult. Elated, Sholokhov departed from the mansion with the most coveted prize in the USSR—Stalin’s personal telephone number. Though fate had smiled upon him that evening, he soon discovered that a dictator’s favor comes with daily dangers and crushing burdens. As Stalin’s prized protégé, he would have to become a new man.

That fateful meeting in a mansion forever changed the calculus of young Sholokhov’s literary gambit. The instant Stalin revealed that he too was a fan of the novel, Sholokhov understood that he was in way too deep. The novel transformed him into a Soviet Scheherazade. His very fate now hinged on satisfying a dictator’s literary cravings. He would have to become a great writer and a cunning courtier to stay alive during the Great Terror. An opportunistic, literary caper became a lifelong con . . . with no possibility of escape.
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In this, the first political biography of Mikhail Sholokhov, I tell the story of the brash young plagiarist1 who fabricated Stalin’s favorite novel and became one of the Soviet Union’s most prominent political figures. While rivals for Stalin’s attention resorted to flattery, Sholokhov chose candor and aloof availability. When I first encountered Sholokhov’s letters to Stalin shortly after their first publication in the 1990s, I was stunned by their revelations. The dictator we like to think we know is a bloodthirsty monster with absolutely no redeeming qualities. Sholokhov’s Stalin was a considerably more complex, though no less menacing, presence. How could anyone get away with speaking truth to a tyrant in such a manner? I puzzled. If the writer could pen such bold missives of protest and live to tell about it, then I didn’t truly know either of them. I needed to understand how Sholokhov earned Stalin’s respect and admiration. The combination of audacity and tenacity that Sholokhov brought to that unexpected meeting endeared him to a dictator who loved literature and craved the respect of writers. Sholokhov continued to mete out truths to Soviet leaders in deliberate, calibrated doses. An uncanny sixth sense always seemed to tell him which truths could be fatal. 

I struggled to reconcile the bold, uncompromising, and sympathetic Sholokhov who emerged in the letters with the vindictive, mean-spirited man described in so many accounts of late Soviet history. He became so reviled in the West that Salman Rushdie could summarily dismiss him as a “patsy of the regime.”2 No patsy could have penned letters condemning party officials for setting villagers on fire, starving children, and force-feeding kerosene to recalcitrant farmers. No patsy would denounce the secret police at the height of the greatest wave of political terror of the 20th century. At the same time, there was indeed something deeply disturbing about the late Sholokhov and his vicious condemnation of political dissent. I craved to discover why an intellectual who was so deeply committed to speaking truth to power in the 1930s became a sterile mouthpiece of the regime in the Brezhnev era. As I delved into newly available archival documentation and the memoirs of Sholokhov’s friends and assistants, I encountered a savvy survivor who drank his conscience into submission. He was saved by Stalin but crushed by the burden of the Kremlin’s favor. It is my hopes that this book captures that story and gives us a better understanding and appreciation for this complicated man and his contradictory epoch.

Sholokhov’s remarkable path both illuminates and clashes with our understanding of the Soviet system. His experiences provide a new and compelling perspective on the Great Terror. A single alleged utterance in a garage in the early 1930s was sufficient to set in motion a series of events that would endanger Sholokhov, derail writing of his epic novel, and ultimately change the course of Soviet history. The very notion that an individual could outwit the secret police and turn the tables on them seems impossible according to our understanding of the regime, but Sholokhov did just that. New evidence suggests that he intentionally delayed completion of the novel to save his own life and to help his friends who had been falsely condemned as enemies of the people during the purges of 1936–38. At the height of the terror, which claimed over a million lives, Sholokhov became a member of the most minuscule subset of the Soviet population, the handful of individuals whom Stalin personally intervened to save rather than mechanically dispatch towards death with the stroke of a pen. This fact alone makes him worthy of attention.

Though Sholokhov always remained committed to candor as he understood it, his life provides a stunning case study of the elusiveness of truth in the Soviet era. Even an individual who stood very close to the levers of power got lost in a labyrinth of untruths and half-truths. Privy to more of the regime’s secrets than any average citizen, he still struggled to make sense of key events. Did Maxim Gorky die of natural causes as reported in 1936? Or was he poisoned by enemies, as new reports ominously revealed during the Great Terror? When the authors of those revised reports were subsequently unmasked as subversive agents of imperialism in 1953, did this invalidate their testimony? If so, did they kill Gorky? Sholokhov’s persistent struggle to extract truth from the regime’s official deceptions, aka fake news, forms an important aspect of my narrative. 

In rankings of the most controversial recipients of the Nobel Prize in Literature, Sholokhov’s name always appears at the top. The unsealing of the Swedish Academy’s archive related to his nominations, which took place in 2015, makes it possible to tell the full story of this controversial Cold War event for the first time. An English knight, a French philosopher, and a Soviet hypnotist are among the odd cast of characters who contributed to his cause. Reflecting increasing Soviet openness to the Western world, in less than a decade the Nobel Prize went from being perceived as a “reactionary instrument of warmongering” to a coveted symbol of Soviet achievement. But Sholokhov’s award was tainted by a dubious distinction. He became the only laureate to ever be accused of plagiarism by another recipient of the Nobel Prize in Literature. I reveal that there is a Cold War logic to this as well, by uncovering an alliance between two of Sholokhov’s old foes: Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Harrison Salisbury of the New York Times.

Why tell this story now? The resurgence of Russia makes Sholokhov an important figure for our era. Under Gorbachev, alternative, unofficial aspects of Sholokhov’s biography surfaced for the first time. After the USSR collapsed, Sholokhov’s reputation took a precarious dive. It seemed as if the dissidents had triumphed and the Western, capitalist values he reviled would take hold in Russia. But in Putin’s Russia, Sholokhov is a hero once again. The statist, illiberal ideology of Russian resilience that he advocated is more pervasive now than ever. The fact that he was one of the first major intellectuals to call for a Russian revival in the late Soviet era makes him a harbinger of today’s Russian nationalism. In 2005 Vladimir Putin made a personal pilgrimage to the writer’s home to mark the one hundredth anniversary of his birth.3 In Russian official circles and academic institutions, Sholokhov the classic writer is continuously honored. The fears and flaws of the mortal man have been all but erased from official history. In order to better comprehend contemporary Russia’s contradictory perceptions of a 20th century in which triumph and terror, disturbing fears, and improbable feats of achievement are inextricably interwoven, there is no better place to start than with the life of Sholokhov.


ONE

After forty-eight hours in a holding cell, the final hour arrived. A man with a rifle came to lead young Sholokhov away. Each step brought him closer to a hastily dug pit. The young communist had dreamed of acting, writing, and making his mark on the world. Now he would leave behind only a few handwritten plays.1 His final testament, if it could be called that, was a bureaucratic report explaining why tax collection in his district was lagging. Only weeks earlier, in June 1922, he had written, “Every day dozens of people die. Even the roots of plants have all been eaten up and the only thing edible that remains is grass and tree bark.”2 One more death in a year in which hundreds of thousands of Soviet citizens had starved to death and in a decade in which war had consumed millions of Russians would certainly go unnoticed.

How did a teenager find himself awaiting execution? His father had suffered a sudden onset of mental illness and had had to give up his job in fall 1921. Young Sholokhov needed money to support his parents. This forced him into the most terrible teenage job imaginable—working as a tax collector during a famine. Several months later, in summer 1922, he was arrested for falsifying records.

He had tried to help the Cossacks of his district by being merciful. But those were unmerciful times. He had saved lives by falsifying tax lists and selectively lowering grain contributions. But he was caught and arrested. He was convicted of abusing his position of power.3 Now a revolutionary tribunal could decree that he would lose his life.4 Only a few formalities remained. An official began to read the judgement: “In the name of the People’s Commissariat for Justice I hereby declare . . .” Sholokhov tried to protest that he admitted his mistakes and could still be useful to the Soviet government. Wincing in anticipation of the barrage of bullets that would tear into his flesh, he could picture himself falling backwards, downward, to his death.5 Nothing happened. Suddenly, a voice started to speak again. Only the decisive word probation sunk in. He realized that at that moment his life began anew.

This was no revolutionary miracle. It was the result of a cunning deception.

His father had bribed a local priest to create a false baptismal record, which instantly transformed him into a minor under Soviet law.6 This legal stratagem resulted in the lesser penalty of probation, but for the rest of his life this original sin against the Soviet regime would haunt him. He would dedicate his life to paying the Soviet government back for its mercy and making it proud of his achievements.

The arrest and conviction in 1922 became a decisive turning point in Sholokhov’s biography. The blemish on his record meant that many communist careers would be closed to him. He would have to work considerably harder than others to fashion a loyal Soviet identity. There was no looking back. In fall 1922 he moved to Moscow, where he could become a new person.

The big metropolis would provide him with an opportunity for a fresh start.7 In Moscow there would be no whispering about his mother’s past indiscretions as a servant in a manor house. Local derision of him as a bastard boy born to a despised outsider and not a Cossack wouldn’t matter to anyone in the capital. Nobody in Moscow knew that he began his life as Mikhail Kuznetsov, not Sholokhov, or could recall him as a small, sometimes sickly boy who was often teased. For all they knew he actually did run away to fight for the Bolsheviks during the civil war rather than just daydream about doing so.

He arrived in Moscow with little money and a few addresses of contacts who might provide him with a place to spend the night while he was getting on his feet.8 Joining the thousands of out-of-work provincials and former Red Army soldiers who flooded into the capital in search of opportunity, he registered with the government labor bureau. This was supposed to be a first step towards getting a job. The offices, however, were crowded, understaffed, and ineffective. He discovered that his chances of joining a trade union and getting a steady job were minuscule. Skilled workers were in demand, but his range of skills was limited.

He spent months working odd jobs such as unloading train cars and laying bricks. Such menial tasks were both unsatisfying and uninspiring. He felt a compelling urge to exercise his intellect. Young men and women no better than himself were studying and starting professions. Sometimes a whole day of back-breaking labor earned him around a million rubles, but with that he could barely afford to buy more than a few potatoes. The Soviet Union was in the process of phasing out the hyper-inflated paper currency of the civil war era. One new paper ruble could be worth a million old ones.

In the evenings he started to hang around with young people from the provinces who were residing in dormitories in central Moscow.9 Several of them were enrolled in special preparatory courses for workers and peasants who desired to obtain a higher education. Others were attending crash courses on journalism, literature, and history. Their conversations were of a different sort than those at labor sites. Was Lenin correct in arguing that hieroglyphs cannot reflect objective realities? Did Trotsky’s neologism Proletkul’t, an abbreviation for proletarian cultural strivings, suit the current cultural moment? Should the USSR seek loans and diplomatic recognition from hostile, capitalist countries? In the warm, welcoming company of these ambitious students he began to imagine a different life. Some of them were moonlighting as authors and writing articles for the burgeoning socialist publishing scene. Sometimes they earned more for publishing a short article than he made in a whole week of back-breaking labor. He had been considered something of a wit back home, and now he was holding his own in the company of these students. Why shouldn’t he try his hand at writing? After all, one of his plays was so good that people in his hometown could hardly believe he wrote it. If only he could find the time, he resolved to give it a try.

His chances of success were slim. One contemporary observer estimated that there were around three thousand youngsters trying to make it as writers in Moscow.10 They were staying with friends or sleeping in stairwells. Some even resorted to renting space in water closets. The “fortunate” ones ended up finding rooms in communal apartments, where they tried to write while surrounded by angry or amorous neighbors, hissing gas heaters, crying children, and cackling gramophones in adjacent rooms that seemed to play nonstop. To continue writing at night they pilfered lightbulbs from lamps in public stairwells.

After he spent almost a year stringing together temporary jobs and beds, his circumstances changed dramatically in summer 1923. His belief in better luck and brighter possibilities suddenly paid off. An acquaintance arranged for him to begin working as a clerk in a residential building that belonged to the Moscow housing administration. The job came with two enormous perks. On many days he finished work by the early afternoon. This provided him with precious time to write and to observe the moving panorama of Moscow life. It also came with a great rarity in those years—a room all his own.

Fortune also favored him with a mentor.11 He got to know Vasilii Kudashev. Vas’ka, as Sholokhov called him, was only slightly older, but he was already slightly balding. In the ways of Moscow he was far wiser. He had arrived in the capital as a late teen from a peasant home during the civil war and had done his time as a day laborer as well. After a stint in the Communist Youth League he was admitted to a university preparatory program. Simultaneously he attended literary gatherings throughout the city. He honed his writing skills and was already a published author. He agreed to become Sholokhov’s knowing guide to the Moscow literary scene. Vas’ka took him to lectures about literature and introduced him to editors. He provided advice and encouragement at a crucial crossroads in Sholokhov’s life.

Only weeks after he left menial labor behind, Sholokhov’s first story appeared in print under the name M. Sholokh. Entitled A Test, it was about a secret mission to test the loyalty and reliability of a rural Communist Youth League secretary.12 A provocateur was assigned to share a carriage with the secretary and report back to his superiors. The provocateur dismissed a rural agricultural exhibition as idiocy, cursed young communists as hooligans and atheists, and condemned the financing of an air force. These declarations only provoked minor reactions. But when he began to assail Soviet leaders, the secretary could not contain his anger and pounced on the provocateur. The official passed the test. Sholokhov did as well. Other editors were now interested in commissioning stories from him. Sholokhov’s sense that hidden provocations abounded and that certain red lines should never be crossed when talking about the Soviet government served him well on that occasion and would become deeply ingrained in his personal ideology.

Though things were going well in Moscow, a compelling force pulled Sholokhov back to the Don region. Her name was Maria Petrovna Gromoslavskaia.13 She was no stunning beauty, but she had a pleasant, country appearance. She was full of tender, caring affection. He called her Marusia. She had worked with him when he was a local tax official. His arrest put an abrupt end to their courting. He corresponded with her from Moscow and promised to return. He came back for her in late 1923. Her father was a former Cossack leader who took one look at Sholokhov and dismissively declared, “Golytba.” This was an ancient Cossack word for a penniless, non-Cossack, migrant with no prospects. Marusia and her sisters pleaded with him for several evenings until he finally relented. There would be no financial support for the couple. They would have to make it on their own. Her family could only offer them a sack of grain and a few items to pawn in Moscow. With the occasional articles he published they could aspire to sometimes attend the theater in addition to paying for food and rent.

Only a few days after they arrived in the capital to start their new lives together the entire city was plunged into shock.14 On the morning of January 22, 1924, hawkers and criers fanned out across the city. “Extra! Extra! Death of the Supreme Leader” and “Lenin passes away,” they shouted in rhythmic repetition. A combined extra edition of the national papers reported that Lenin had lost consciousness and died from a brain hemorrhage. The most important piece of information was missing. Who would be in charge now? A day later Sholokhov began to suspect who had taken over the reins of power. The list of members of the honor guard for Lenin’s coffin was announced. Curiously, it was not presented in alphabetical order. The first name on the list was Stalin, followed by Zinoviev, Kamenev, Kalinin, Bukharin, and others. Trotsky’s name was nowhere to be found. This caused immediate speculations. Had he been killed? Was he imprisoned? Soon it became clear that he was in the Caucasus and would arrive later.

After the newspapers announced that the public would have the opportunity to say good-bye to Lenin, Sholokhov and Marusia headed to the House of Soviets.15 The four classical columns of its façade were draped in black and red banners.16 They saw a mass of people in dark overcoats, fur hats, and wool kerchiefs, who had braved extreme frosts. They joined a line that snaked for almost a mile across central Moscow. The conversations were subdued and somber. Red Army soldiers kept order and made sure the line continued moving. They entered a large hall and passed by hundreds of wreaths and banners from every corner of the USSR. An orchestra was playing funeral music, and they were surrounded by sounds of sobbing and occasional hysterics. Lenin’s body rested in a raised coffin amid a sea of greenery. Members of the government and military officers stood at attention as an honor guard. It took them only about nine seconds to pass before the casket. They were not allowed to linger and were ushered forward. As they departed from a different door, the cavalry was there to make sure that the approaching masses remained separate from the departing masses.

A few months later Sholokhov would pay homage to Lenin in a short story about a little boy who heard about Lenin from his father and who repeatedly pours out his heart to a card with Lenin’s picture on it.

In May 1924 they returned to the Don region and lived for several months with his parents. His abrupt decision to leave a steady job appears to have stemmed from a scheme to “improve” his biography.17 Upon leaving Moscow, his finances were so precarious that he fretted he would not have the money to return to the capital if his latest short story was rejected. He had hatched a plan to join the Communist Youth League. This would open doors in the publishing world and enable him to pursue a higher education. After six months the plan spectacularly failed. The reasons remain murky. His Communist Youth League application was initially accepted at the local level and then subsequently voided at the district level. His father’s merchant background, his wife’s Cossack family, and his arrest were all strikes against him. This rejection meant that party membership would remain closed to him. He resolved to get by without it rather than to fight the decision.

He returned to Moscow. The assurance that at least he could stay with Vas’ka until he got on his feet again propelled him forward. Marusia remained behind with his parents. He brought with him several stories and a fresh backstory.18 He took to wearing a Kuban’ Cossack cap and a military tunic. This new form of self-fashioning became a key to marketing his latest stories.19 The suggestion that he had a revolutionary past helped him stand out in the crowd. If editors jumped to the conclusion that his pro-Soviet tales of civil war scrapes and requisition detachments were autobiographical, he would not rush to disabuse them of such notions.

Though editors recognized his raw talent, they remarked that he was in too much of a hurry to publish.20 His stories still needed work and careful reflection. One editor advised him, “Don’t rush, it’s worth taking the time to work on a story . . . Be more patient and deliberate.” When he was introduced to the famous Cossack writer Alexander Serafimovich in spring 1925, he received similar advice. Serafimovich felt that the youngster needed to continue to learn, to polish each piece of writing and not be in a rush. Lamentably, Sholokhov didn’t have time to follow such good advice. Without a steady stream of stories, he could not make ends meet. In summer 1925 he was forced to return to the Don region for several months to attend to his dying father. He soon learned that Marusia was expecting their first child.

By early 1926 he was enjoying moderate success as an author of short stories.21 He traveled back and forth between Moscow and the Don region. Most of his new stories were finding their way into print. He was now able to send money home to both his wife and his mother. He was able to purchase a typewriter and could even contemplate moving Marusia back to Moscow. He was receiving various proposals to either submit new stories or to publish several stories together in a collection. By spring 1926 he was negotiating to publish reprints of his stories with two different publishers. Upon publication he could hope to net roughly two times the annual salary of a non-skilled worker, and he could expect to receive even more if subsequent editions materialized.

There were only two problems. He had promised the same stories to both publishers and didn’t actually have in his possession typescripts of the stories he was expected to deliver. Fueled by his desire to succeed at any cost, he brashly and boldly plunged ahead with his plans for dual publication. He boasted to Marusia, “They might prosecute me for this sort of thing, but I’m not afraid.”22 In order to meet an impending deadline, he and Vas’ka showed up at the office of the publisher that issued the stories. He stood watch as Vas’ka tore pages out of bound back issues of journals. The tables were starting to turn in their relationship. Sholokhov was becoming more successful than his former mentor.

He realized that he was courting scandal, so he decided to come clean to one of the publishers. He showed up at the office and nonchalantly reported that three of his stories would also be published in another collection. The publisher got angry and categorically refused to permit this. But Sholokhov was ready for such a reaction. He confidently announced he would dissolve his publishing agreement and go to court if necessary. The stratagem worked. His only punishment was a nasty letter from one publisher.23 Fortunately, he was still in demand at other publishing houses. Increasingly editors encouraged him to bring them something bigger. They said he needed a “larger canvas” to enhance his reputation. Without a novel to his name, he risked reaching a plateau in his career.


TWO

Between April of 1926 and September of 1927 Sholokhov performed a literary miracle.1 Never before—and never again—would a similar feat be accomplished. During those incredible months he managed to generate hundreds of typed pages of some of the most engaging prose ever to appear in Russia, a country blessed with Tolstoy, Chekhov, Dostoevsky, and numerous other gifted writers. On an epic scale he narrated events that occurred in far-flung trenches of World War I, distant centers of power, and revolutionary meetings. He described multiple historical figures he had never met, and he painted vivid verbal pictures of battles that took place when he was still a boy. Brief periods of mad, feverish writing were sandwiched between moves, multiple trips to Moscow to meet with editors, and the birth of his first child.

His literary output during those months exponentially exceeded the accomplishments of his whole career up to that point and most decades of his career afterward.2 The improvement in quality was incredible. None of his colleagues wept with rapture when they read his early, formulaic, communist short stories. Early editors sometimes had to apply a heavy, corrective hand just to get some of them into print. Suddenly seasoned editors were in awe of his prose. Even more mind-boggling is the fact that this rapid, unexpected literary metamorphosis occurred at the age of twenty-two.

How did he manage to pull off such an improbable literary feat? Some locals insisted that he acquired manuscripts that were left behind when the Cossack side was routed by the Red Army during the civil war.3 At a minimum the archive he acquired appears to have included an unfinished novel that ended around 1919 and a trove of scrapbooks consisting of stories, sketches, newspaper clippings, and articles spanning over a decade of Cossack history.4

His first encounter with the materials he would weave into the fabric of his famous novel can only be imaginatively reconstructed. At first glance such a mélange of materials must have resembled a ragman’s haul rather than a novel. Due to shortages during the civil war Russians resorted to repurposing every imaginable variety of paper. Stories were penned on pages ripped from old school notebooks or under imperial letterheads made obsolete by two revolutions. Memories were scribbled on the backs of long-forgotten proclamations. Missives in minuscule letters snaked across scraps of paper. A closer look at the materials betrayed the signs of a bygone era: the three letters of the Russian alphabet outlawed by Lenin in 1918.5

Sholokhov must have experienced both a rush of excitement and a sense of frustration in encountering this treasure trove for the first time.6 He had to separate out and arrange pages into related groups by handwriting and content. He had to restore sequences and complete scenes which abruptly ended or trailed off without resolution. There were isolated fragments and reminiscences of varying length and quality. From a large pile an irritatingly beautiful story started to emerge. Like the young Michelangelo confronting the Apollo Belvedere, a Roman sculpture of impeccable quality that lost its head and limbs due to mutilation in late antiquity, he had to look past the defects and see the whole in his mind’s eye. Applying imagination to restoration was just a first, tentative step towards intellectual appropriation.

For months he wavered about what to do.7 Several of his own stories looked juvenile in comparison. Should he just draw inspiration from these materials? Should he mine them for facts? Or could he somehow give them new life? He had read enough philosophy to savor the existential irony of works of beauty lost to the world. At the same time he was pragmatic enough to realize that in its current form nothing from this trove could be publishable in the USSR. As he searched for an answer, the Soviet government offered him solutions. The realms of policy and law unexpectedly spoke to his literary dilemma.

In summer 1925 the government unveiled a dramatic policy shift.8 The Cossacks would no longer be treated as a hostile, enemy population living under an occupation regime. The regional government determined that “indiscriminately negative” attitudes towards Cossack populations in southern Russia had impeded the growth of the Soviet economy. Many Cossacks believed that vengeance and spite were the driving forces behind Soviet policies. In order to boost the rural economy, local administrations were ordered to actively involve formerly hostile populations in local government. They were instructed to take into consideration Cossack “customs, habits, and traditions.” After this directive Cossack traditions were talked about openly and positively in the Soviet press for the first time. The head of the regional administration even proclaimed that it was wrong to persecute the Cossacks after the civil war.

This was an important signal that it could be lucrative for Sholokhov to truly engage the “big thing” as he sometimes called it. Plans of cashing in on large honoraria and thoughts of hundreds of rubles accumulating page by page appear to have enticed him in the beginning.9 After working with the “big thing” it became more than a book. It became a mission. From the moment he started to connect narrative threads and patch seams, he shifted from passive consumer to passionate cocreator. He moved, merged, and juxtaposed texts, combining them with new sections drawn from his own background.10 He added communist threads and amplified communist characters. He wrote new scenes to connect together fragments and to create a grand tapestry. He feared that if something happened to him Quiet Don would “become orphaned.”11

The result was a deeply tragic epic centered on two star-crossed lovers and a community in crisis. It offered much more than a romantic story beautifully told. The opening section provides a visceral, multi-sensory immersion into a small community where life is dominated by ancient traditions, agricultural rhythms, and old men who make the everyday decisions that govern the lives of all. Subsequent sections chronicle the twilight of a culture and a way of life swept up into a whirlwind of war and revolution. A society defined by honor, brutality, obedience, and hierarchy struggles to come to terms with individuals who go their own way. The Cossack military caste, which had served the tsars for centuries, fights to survive as its reason for existence vanishes and the revolution brings equality.

The narrative begins with the family history of the book’s hero, Grigorii Melekhov. His grandmother was a Turkish captive brought from a military campaign by a Cossack. Her violent death sets the tone for the book. She was beaten to death by the residents of the settlement, who suspected her of being a witch responsible for the widespread death of cattle. Grigorii’s father, who was born prematurely to the dying woman, rules the family with an iron fist. His explosive character, however, is starting to soften with age. A tall, swarthy teen with dark eyes and a nose reminiscent of a bird of prey, Grigorii begins to covet his neighbor’s wife, Aksiniia Astakhova. She is a strong, beautiful, full-figured woman, with big dark eyes. Though she is a few years older than Grigorii, her “shamelessly-greedy, puffy lips” entice him. She had been raped by her father when she was sixteen and married off at seventeen to a man who viciously beat her on their first day of married life. Grigorii and Aksiniia’s oft-thwarted desire to find happiness together drives the plot.

The novel follows the local Cossacks to the front lines of the First World War, where Grigorii witnesses the ugly sides of battle and others succumb to revolutionary agitation in the trenches. As a Cossack he is supposed to eagerly embrace the glory of combat, but he often he fails to see the sense of it. This sets the stage for a continuing series of vacillations about whom to serve and how to live. Taking a Tolstoyan turn, the novel depicts the coming of the revolution from different vantage points and introduces several real historical figures who fomented counterrevolution.

As Sholokhov contemplated publishing the novel, he likely discovered that a new Soviet law on intellectual property worked to his advantage.12 The 1925 law on authorial rights made it nearly impossible for anyone to successfully lodge a claim against him and expect to receive financial compensation. The law explicitly stated, “It is not considered a violation of authorial rights . . . to use another person’s work for the creation of a new work which is substantively different.” The law did not explain either “new” or “substantively different.” Since there was no case law to provide guidance, a very substantial gray area offered cover if anything went wrong. He could easily prove that the epic collage was substantially of his own making.

The vague provisions of the law created additional incentives for Sholokhov to claim sole authorship. The law provided no clear framework for recovering damages. It also established no criminal or civil penalties for infringement. By establishing a firm distinction between published and unpublished works, the law also created additional assurances that nobody could challenge him.

Assuming that the authors of texts used by Sholokhov died during the civil war on territory that was outside the control of Soviet authorities, the obstacles for anyone trying to assert intellectual property rights would be all but insurmountable. Soviet law ostensibly assigned heirs the rights to unpublished works for a period of fifteen years after the first day of January of the year after the author died. Any surviving relative would have to wade through a series of contradictory decrees on inheritance in order to assert rights. Just obtaining a death certificate could constitute a major ordeal, especially if none of the heirs had filed the proper paperwork to recognize the author as absent and presumed dead in accordance with the decree of June 17, 1918.13 In a legal battle heirs would be required to prove that they included unpublished literary works in an inventory of property, which they were supposed to submit to Soviet authorities at the moment a death was recorded. If any of the heirs had ever concealed links to a relative who had served in a counterrevolutionary government or army—which, given the political sympathies of the materials, was highly likely—they would be even more reluctant to wage a fight they had little chance of winning.

If evidence ever came to light that he had used materials created by others, he could always claim to be experimenting with cutting-edge literary techniques.14 He had attended lectures by the avant-garde literary theorist Osip Brik, who was advocating for a “literature of fact.” In this new method, a literary work could consist of a creative montage of raw materials (documents, diaries, newspaper articles, or even overheard conversations). Many believed that revolutionary readers would in time grow to appreciate works in which real source material was creatively presented without significant alteration.

What did Sholokhov feel as he prepared to present the first volume of Quiet Don to fellow writers and editors? It seems probable that he was guided by thoughts of destiny rather than any nagging doubts or pangs of conscience. If such materials were being gathered by Don Cossacks for the benefit of a future Homer who would present their epic story to the world, then he was fulfilling their wishes.15 He alone served as the arbiter between existence and oblivion: without his intellectual contributions the materials would in a best-case scenario end up under lock and key, gathering dust for decades in some museum. More likely they would perish. Stories intended for posterity would now be transmitted to posterity, regardless of who pocketed the honoraria. He must have also felt a sense of satisfaction. Deep inside him the boy who had been teased as a bastard and damned outsider, who was deprived of Cossack status from the moment his mother remarried, realized that he would no longer be an outsider looking in.16 If his mission was successful, he would finally earn the respect of the Cossacks, and he would be the one shaping their narrative in the eyes of the world.


THREE

Nineteen twenty-seven was the perfect year to unveil the epic. As the tenth anniversary of the revolution approached, intellectuals were discussing whether its story could be told on a grand scale.1 Debates raged in Moscow literary circles about whether Soviet writers should learn from the Russian classics or reject realistic, psychological portrayals altogether. One critic even spoke in early 1927 of a “fantastic belief in the coming of a ‘Red Tolstoy,’ who will unfurl the ‘canvas’ of a revolutionary epic.” Sholokhov audaciously decided to step into that role.

He brought the manuscript of the first volume of Quiet Don to Moscow in summer 1927. Though Vasilii Kudashev and other young writers were enthralled with the novel, Sholokhov’s submission was quickly rejected by a major state publishing house. The verdict was short and uncompromising: idealization of the Cossacks.2 He took it home. He spent a few more weeks polishing it and producing a typed copy so that it could be under consideration at two presses. He returned to Moscow and submitted the manuscript to other presses in the fall.

The prestigious October publishing house agreed to consider the manuscript.3 For several weeks it dragged its feet without announcing a decision. Behind the scenes a battle was raging. An aging Cossack writer, Alexander Serafimovich, was championing the book. He had joined the Communist Party before the revolution and had corresponded with Lenin, so his word carried weight. Having mentored Sholokhov on writing in 1925, he was surprised by the sudden transformation of an author who had previously written stories that in his opinion were small and “not bad.”4 Serafimovich nonetheless convinced a divided editorial board to publish the first volume of the novel in early 1928.5

The novel became an overnight success.6 Sholokhov was immediately vaulted into the spotlight of Soviet celebrity. His public readings of the novel attracted crowds. Letters poured in from excited readers. Publishing houses started sending him lucrative offers of advances. Even the state publishing house, which was the first to reject Quiet Don, now offered to double what other houses were paying for rights to the next volume. From Moscow he wrote to Marusia, “My novel is resounding, this writer is rising to a zenith.”

The reviews were overwhelmingly positive. Sholokhov was acclaimed as a rising star of Russian literature. The novel was hailed as a War and Peace of the revolutionary era. He was invited to the first Congress of “Proletarian” Writers. He was introduced to Maxim Gorky, the most famous Russian writer at the time. Serafimovich wrote a glowing endorsement in Pravda, the Soviet Union’s most important daily newspaper. After that, print runs quickly ballooned into the hundreds of thousands. The days of Sholokhov’s financial problems were over.

With fame came envy and suspicion. In Moscow, one of Sholokhov’s first editors, Feoktist Berezovskii, became highly skeptical of his rapid metamorphosis. It just seemed too good to be true. He doubted that such prose could emanate from the pen of the same author whose promising, but problematic, short story he had laboriously edited just two years earlier. To fellow writers and editors he voiced his suspicions that something was fishy with Sholokhov’s authorship claims. “How can anyone believe that a twenty-three-year-old without any education could write such a deep, psychologically true book?” he repeatedly asked.7

As the first volume reached ever larger Soviet audiences in book form in summer 1928, Sholokhov completed most of the second volume and searched for additional sources for the third volume. He planned to complete the trilogy by patterning Grigorii’s experiences in the final book on the life of a Cossack named Harlampii Yermakov.8 After leading a Cossack rebellion in 1919, Yermakov was captured by Soviet authorities in 1920.9 Given an opportunity to redeem himself through service, he rapidly rose through the ranks of the Red Cavalry as it extinguished the last counterrevolutionary armies operating in Russia. He returned home in the mid-1920s but soon became embroiled in a series of local struggles to settle old scores. He was arrested in 1927.

Harlampii, the informant whom Sholokhov planned to rely on for the final volume of the novel, was shot as an enemy of the people before the writer could obtain a complete account of the uprising. Therefore he appealed to an organization that specialized in knowledge of all things anti-Soviet.10 A secret police official agreed to help him obtain additional archival reports on the rebellion.11

By the time he secured those sources, he had already failed to submit the final installments of volume two to the publisher. Technically he was in violation of his contract. As he rushed to submit the final chapters of the second volume, he cut corners in sections devoted to Podtelkov and Krivoshlykov, two Cossack revolutionaries who were hanged in 1918 by a crowd of vigilantes. He borrowed heavily from a White Cossack journal published in 1918, a pamphlet published in the Soviet Union in 1920, and an unpublished memoir from the mid-1920s by a Cossack named Lagutin, which he discovered in a museum on a trip to the regional capital, Rostov.12

Oddly enough, this rash act would bring him to the attention of the most important man in the Soviet Union.13 A prominent Moscow party official named Sergei Syrtsov had served in the Don region during the civil war and had closely interacted with both of the revolutionaries. In a conversation with Joseph Stalin about Quiet Don, the official complained about numerous inaccuracies in the recent installments.14 The dictator, who was now starting to take an active interest in literary affairs and was beginning to imagine himself as a patron of the arts, resolved to keep his eye on the young author from the Don region.

Sholokhov soon came to the dictator’s attention again, this time due to a plagiarism controversy.15 In early 1929 rumors began to circulate in Moscow that an old woman had written to Soviet authorities claiming that her son, who disappeared during the civil war, had written a novel. She insisted that the recently published chapters of Quiet Don were identical to her son’s book. As the story spread, it became more and more elaborate. In some versions the poor old woman was going from publisher to publisher hoping to arrange a tearful reunion with her missing son. In others, she was angrily demanding justice from the authorities. When the rumors reached Stalin and other members of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, out of curiosity they queried individual members of the Association of Proletarian Writers. The proletarian writers contacted state publishing houses. They could find no evidence to substantiate the fact that any publisher had actually been contacted by an old woman.

Nonetheless, the rumors persisted. Major publications continued to receive letters from readers inquiring about the controversy. Some of the rumors were so specific that they named actual prosecutors who were said to be investigating the case. Prosecutorial offices then started to receive queries. Phone calls flooded the switchboard of Pravda inquiring if the allegations were true. Censors at state telegraph offices started to notice. For the time being they deleted references to the controversy in telegrams being sent abroad.

In March 1929 the editorial board of Pravda (the Soviet Union’s most important daily newspaper) convened an ad hoc tribunal to examine the allegations that Sholokhov had plagiarized Quiet Don. He was ordered to come to Moscow and bring manuscripts and any other evidence that could substantiate his authorship.16 Upon hearing of the tribunal, he exploded in anger. “Despicable slander!” he exclaimed. As his anger subsided, he resolved to fight. He gathered up and packed several piles of manuscripts. Others would have to be retrieved from his editors in Moscow. He made plans to travel as soon as possible. Luckily the roads were still frozen and he would not encounter the mud, sludge, and flooded crossings that made them impassable with the spring thaw. The main thing was now to find out who the judges would be.

On his journey to Moscow he realized how far the rumors had spread and how dangerous they had become. During the long train ride he became so tightly wound that he could not relax. He worked himself into a state of nervous anxiety. This was a dangerous and dastardly attack on his reputation. Would he survive it? Would anyone ever publish him again?

Upon arrival his friends quickly supplied him with a list of names of fellow writers, or as he called them “bastard souls,” who had expressed doubts. When he realized it was an organized campaign, he couldn’t sleep. He completely lost his appetite after he found out that Stalin was inquiring about the plagiarism allegations. The words extraordinary danger kept coming to mind.

The tribunal that would examine his manuscripts included several writers. One of them was clearly his ally, Alexander Serafimovich. Several of the others had ties to the city of Rostov in the Don region (Fadeev, Stavskii, Kirshon).17 One of the only published articles to insinuate doubts about his authorship of Quiet Don had emanated from there. On the one hand it seemed perfectly natural that writers familiar with his region would be asked to evaluate his manuscripts. On the other hand, Sholokhov could not completely rule out the possibility that someone there had discovered a secret about one of his sources. He had traveled to Rostov for a series of meetings and public readings in late 1928 and come away with the impression that he had conquered Rostov. Now he had to reassess that appraisal.

In Rostov he told his first public fib about the origins of Quiet Don.18 When asked by a group of students about how he started working on the novel, he hastily improvised an answer. Obviously he could not say anything about a trove of texts and sources that fell into his lap. Instead he told the story backwards. He claimed to have started with a short story about the lynching of the two Cossack revolutionaries Podtelkov and Krivoshlykov in 1918. Upon reflection he decided that his readers would not realize how important this event was without an understanding of the deep divisions between the Cossacks who had returned from the trenches and the communities they had left behind when they went off to fight in the First World War. So he claimed to have widened the focus. Then he went back further in time to start the novel on the eve of the war. In actuality, he had finished the section on the two revolutionaries only months earlier. It contained dialogues taken from a memoir that he had not yet seen at the time he claimed to have started working on the short story.19 Did its author rat him out or lodge a complaint? Did that spawn new suspicions?

His meeting with the tribunal went well. He learned that there were no specific charges against him. No one had presented any tangible evidence that any part of the epic belonged to the pen of another writer. The members of the committee generally agreed that the persistent rumors needed to be quelled. They were not willing to put credence in vague suspicions about his age or lack of battle experience. They did, however, believe it was their responsibility to carefully examine his heap of manuscripts.

He presented the tribunal with several variant versions of early chapters with extensive evidence of editing and major stylistic revisions.20 These demonstrated an evolution of both the characters and the plot. He also included a fragment of a story that appeared to predate Quiet Don, but which he later transformed for inclusion in the novel. Crucially he did not submit the chapters dealing with the two Cossack revolutionaries. Most importantly, there were hundreds of pages either written or corrected by his own hand. He also provided the names of witnesses who had seen him working on the manuscript of the novel in 1926–1927.

Several days later, Pravda published a lead article signed by five prominent writers.21 It alluded to the rumors about plagiarism by Sholokhov and proclaimed them to be “malicious slander being spread by enemies of the proletarian dictatorship.” Rumors were dismissed as an ancient and well-tested method of struggle deployed by class enemies. The writers expressed their full confidence in him: “The proletarian writers, who have worked with Sholokhov for years, know his entire creative career, his work during the course of several years on Quiet Don, the materials which he gathered and studied while working on the novel, as well as the rough drafts of his manuscripts.” The article concluded that henceforth anyone in the USSR who perpetuated such slander could face criminal charges.

Sholokhov survived the plagiarism scandal, but he became convinced that envious writers were to blame for it. Henceforth, he resolved to avoid the viper’s den of Moscow literary intrigues. He decided to put down roots in Vioshki, a market town of about three thousand residents in the northern Don region. It was more than a day’s journey from the nearest railroad station, more if a change of horses was not readily available along the way. Letters from the capital arrived with a delay of a week or more. He was the only major Soviet writer who deliberately chose not to live in or near a large city.


FOUR

Even after Sholokhov dodged the inquiry and the suspicion of his peers in the months after the initial publication of Quiet Don, a single article published in a regional newspaper in 1929 almost destroyed the reputation of the celebrated, if enigmatic, young author. The article, which accused him of aiding the enemies of communism in rural areas, precipitated two defining ideological moments of Sholokhov’s career: his first brush with political denunciation and his transformation into a loyal Stalinist. He would have to negotiate for the first time the complex nexus of political controversies and draconian policies that were at the heart of Stalinization in the late 1920s. How did our author find himself walking the high-wire of Stalinist politics?

In 1929 the districts to the north of Sholokhov’s home became one of the most important testing grounds for Stalin’s rural revolution.1 The last remnants of capitalism in agriculture were being decisively “smashed” in a vicious, experimental campaign unleashed by the Soviet government. Popular animosity and envy were deployed against an artificially created internal enemy—the kulak, literally meaning ‘fist,’ figuratively identifying hardworking and entrepreneurial peasants. A terrible tribute was extracted from the countryside. The poor were encouraged to pillage the more prosperous as a means of financing the first wave of industrialization and promoting the rapid collectivization of agriculture. In late spring 1929 the first victims of these new policies began to appear on Sholokhov’s doorstep.

Why did victims clamor to share their plight with him? They had read Quiet Don. The novel’s sympathetic portrayal of an agricultural community stirred up hopes that the author might become a voice for the dispossessed. Believing in the fairness of the Soviet system and thinking that he could rectify injustices, Sholokhov unwittingly stepped into the minefield of Stalinist politics.

Though the Communist Party succeeded in seizing control of the Russian countryside after the revolution, it failed to solve the problem of rural inequality. Lands belonging to the nobility, landlords, and tsarist officials were confiscated and redistributed to poorer peasants, but soil alone was no panacea for rural poverty. The balance of power remained in favor of households that owned draft animals. The poorest segments of the rural population—nearly one in three households in some areas—owned no horses, mules, or oxen. They remained dependent upon animals and equipment that they seasonally leased from their more prosperous neighbors (branded as kulaks). Though the old classes were gone, many rural residents resented the fact that exploitation still remained.

Unbeknown to Sholokhov, the new agricultural policies that destroyed so many households were part of a coordinated Stalinist effort to impose socialism on the peasantry. The countryside would be forced to serve Stalin’s great vision of rapid industrialization, no matter the cost. When Soviet officials encountered resistance from people who did not want to sell their grain for paltry government prices, the Soviet machine unleashed a wave of terror from below that destroyed the most able, productive, and entrepreneurial members of the agricultural community. Stalin had declared war on the kulaks.

A Cossack with a solid Soviet biography who arrived on Sholokhov’s doorstep embodied a typical victim of the senseless pillaging of this campaign.2 In a matter of hours a man who had volunteered and served in the Red Army during the civil war and who had spent six years risking life and limb to defend the revolution had lost nearly everything. By every indication he was not a wealthy peasant. His land allotment was modest, and he neither owned machinery nor employed hired labor. When he was branded a kulak by his neighbors, everything that wasn’t nailed down was confiscated from his home. Nearly all of his personal possessions were seized to pay a portion of his impossible tax burden. The socialist equalizers even ripped the blankets off the beds of his five children. His horse and team of two oxen were led to communal stock pens, where they perished from neglect and diseases due to overcrowding before they could be of profit to the “socialist sector.”

In case after case, petitioners reported to Sholokhov that local communist officials did everything in their power to keep victims from exercising their rights as Soviet citizens. Throughout the campaign to smash the kulaks, party officials refused to issue travel documents. Postal and telegraph employees were prohibited from accepting any complaints or correspondence addressed to higher party officials outside the Volga region. By traveling to Vioshki, which was in a different administrative jurisdiction where such harsh policies had not yet been implemented, many Cossacks were able to send telegrams to Moscow detailing the injustices. Inevitably they received terse responses indicating that the matter had been forwarded back to local officials for investigation. Heartbroken by stories of such monumental injustices and deeply dismayed by these breaches of Soviet legality, Sholokhov helped a number of his visitors craft letters of protest to party officials in Moscow.3 

Why was such horror visited upon the countryside in 1929? Since the rural economy was recovering to prerevolutionary grain production levels, Stalinist planners built increasing agricultural output and optimistic targets for export of grain into the calculations of their first five-year plan, which aimed to rapidly industrialize and modernize the Soviet economy and bolster the country’s defense capacity. Finally, and most importantly, since the country had entered into a new stage of socialist construction, Stalin expected an intensification of the class struggle and more vigorous resistance from former capitalist elements.

This appeared to be confirmed when extraordinary measures to procure grain in several districts met with noncompliance. When peasants refused to part with their grain, their actions “confirmed” the official view that a kulak element was inciting resistance. The situation looked very different on the ground. In the face of dramatic shifts in Soviet agricultural policy, many farmers simply adopted a position of waiting. They kept their grain and refused to sell. This in turn caused a crisis for state procurement and foreign trade officials, who were locked into contracts to sell grain abroad to purchase industrial machinery. As it became clear that procurement targets would not be met, local officials resorted to improvisation. In some areas they promised credits or organized deliveries of manufactured goods such as tools and textiles to barter for grain. In other areas they resorted to “extraordinary measures” in order to fulfill their procurement quotas. “Extraordinary” in the Soviet context ordinarily meant extreme and violent. Technically pillaging was illegal under Soviet law, but soon violent expropriation became the defining feature of Stalinist revolution in the countryside.4 Nondelivery now became an act of criminal conspiracy. Grain hiding or hoarding became markers of “kulak sabotage.”

The dozens of Cossacks who journeyed to Vioshki in spring 1929 reported to Sholokhov that the campaign to smash the kulak had devolved into an all-out attack on the middle segments of rural society.5 “Committees of the poor” were arbitrarily assigning households to the kulak category. This in turn triggered on-the-spot assignments of higher grain contributions. Those who were suddenly categorized as kulaks were ordered to surrender as much as 30 percent more grain than in previous years. When no hidden grain was surrendered, the poor then ransacked their homes and farms. In theory these confiscated items were to be publicly auctioned for payment of the extraordinary penalties. In practice many of them ended up in the hands of the poor activists.

Officially the Soviet government could maintain that it played no role in these outrages, which were ostensibly committed by the poor. But Sholokhov learned that Boris Sheboldaev and other party officials in the lower Volga region had colluded in these violations of Soviet law. In case after case, his visitors reported that party officials did everything in their power to keep victims from realizing their rights as Soviet citizens.

Deeply saddened and dismayed by these breaches of Soviet legality, Sholokhov helped a number of individuals craft letters of protest to Mikhail Kalinin, who was the Soviet Union’s unofficial ombudsperson. Weeks passed without answer or acknowledgement. The silence from Kalinin hurt the writer particularly hard. His belief in the sincerity of Soviet legality was shaken. The press continuously promoted the myth that in Moscow a genteel, bearded, bespectacled man was constantly looking out for the little guy.6 Articles insisted that Kalinin was working tirelessly to help individuals whose rights had been trampled on by callous local officials. Kalinin was depicted as a dynamo who resolved up to five hundred petitions a day and constantly chided careless and heartless local officials. According to press reports he acted quickly and decisively to correct wrongs. But Sholokhov began to realize that all of this was false. Numerous victims had sent urgent telegrams to Kalinin. Their compelling evidence of senseless pillaging and all-out lawlessness had been ignored. Not a single one of those cases resulted in restorative justice or “revolutionary legality.”

Meanwhile the countryside was descending into lawlessness. In the middle of the night on June 17, 1929, Sholokhov heard an insistent pounding on the door of his house. Springing out of bed at two in the morning he opened the door and discovered that police had gathered outside. They were not there to arrest him. They only wanted to borrow a saddle. Reports indicated that a gang of armed bandits was approaching from an adjacent district. The police had been ordered to form mobile posses that would patrol the roads in case of an incursion. Sholokhov’s thoughts continuously returned to the civil war era. Soviet newspapers were busy proclaiming that the spring grain procurement campaign had triumphed and that the pressure on kulaks had been accomplished. He was wary of such rhetoric because he had read similar proclamations from the White propagandists during the civil war. These often came on the eve of the total collapse of the White forces.

Under the impression of these traumatic events, Sholokhov wrote a letter to a friend in Moscow.7 He detailed what his visitors had reported about the savage grain requisitions and their unsuccessful efforts to seek redress. He shared his fears that the region was full of “incendiary material” and that policies had led to the appearance of armed bandits for the first time since the civil war. He ironically spoke of the oblivious patter of the newspapers and openly labeled the party’s position hypocritical. Incautiously, he shared his thoughts that those who had devised and implemented such policies “ought to end up behind thick bars, up to and including Kalinin himself.” He even suggested that he was contemplating giving up—literally tossing aside—his literary work. As he penned the letter, he didn’t know that in secret meetings of the Politburo Stalin had recently defended the very policies that he was criticizing.8 Without knowing it, Sholokhov was now on record as opposing the wisdom of the highest leadership.

Soon thereafter Sholokhov saw his name vilified in the local press in an article accusing him of abetting the kulak camp.9 Recognizing his status as an important writer, the article berated him for thinking that “politics is not his affair.” He was depicted as an individual who closed himself off from Soviet society “behind the shutters of his house” while welcoming “whole delegations” of kulaks. He was abetting the enemy: when a former Cossack leader of a nearby settlement was proclaimed a kulak and threatened with the public auction of his property for nonpayment of the tax, Sholokhov stepped in to pay it for him. Furthermore, he intervened on behalf of his sister-in-law, who had been deprived of political rights due to her social origins as the daughter of a church psalm reader. Finally, the article accused him of not denouncing scandals in the local branch of the Communist Youth League.

When Sholokhov learned of these dangerous accusations, he initiated a vigorous defense of his reputation. At the time, anti-kulak rhetoric was reaching a feverish pitch and thousands of sympathizers were being arrested: the anti-Sholokhov exposé was now potentially a matter of life and death. A second wave of grain requisitions was due to culminate in October in honor of the anniversary of the revolution. As a result, rhetoric was becoming more martial and more violent. The newspapers were full of calls for the destruction of kulak resistance and the striking of death blows against the kulak enemy.10 Anyone who expressed sympathy for the kulaks or even their innocent children risked being labeled a kulak abettor in fall 1929. Sholokhov penned a rebuttal to the article and submitted it to the editorial board of the newspaper that in his opinion had defamed him. For over two weeks he waited in vain for a reply. His only recourse was to travel to the regional capital and lobby on his own behalf to party officials.

Upon his arrival in Rostov he discovered that the mood in the regional capital was even more militant than he’d anticipated. Important national and regional leaders had converged there for a conference on agricultural affairs.11 In unison they proclaimed that a new front needed to be opened in the struggle against the kulak. All of the problems with the fall grain procurement campaign were now blamed on “kulak sabotage” and “kulak slander.” In pursuit of justice Sholokhov visited party officials to proclaim his innocence. They could only be of limited help, since he was not a member of the Communist Party.

He petitioned the North Caucasus Association of Proletarian Writers to investigate the allegations against him. He also penned a new rebuttal of all the allegations and demanded that it be published prior to the completion of the investigation. He declared, “I consider it my duty to declare that I am in full and complete agreement with party policy and the Soviet government in the peasant question. I am firmly convinced that in the period of reconstruction of agriculture, pressuring the kulak, who has withheld surplus grain, is the only correct line. For that very reason alone I cannot be a defender of kulak interests.” The declaration appeared in print on October 6, 1929.12

Though Sholokhov was permitted this brief, public proclamation of loyalty, he was not allowed to openly refute any of the specific charges. Within days of his public embrace of the party line, the North Caucasus Association of Proletarian Writers took up his request for an investigation. Journalist and literary critic Ivan Makar’ev was sent on a fact-finding visit to Vioshki.13 Having authored a brochure entitled “Why the Kulak Is Our Enemy” in 1928, well before the escalation of the current campaign, Makar’ev was the logical choice for the mission. If anyone could sniff out a kulak sympathizer, it was him.

Makar’ev interviewed Sholokhov and judged him to be politically illiterate. He concluded that the writer was without a doubt a sincere supporter of the Soviet cause, but one who was remarkably naïve about current party policies.14 Makar’ev also came to believe that Sholokhov was only partially to blame for his political mistakes because the writer had been left to his own devices in a large Cossack settlement where no constructive ideological influences were present. In his opinion the best hope for saving Sholokhov’s writing career was to convince him to become more involved with the Communist Party.

Sholokhov returned home to await the results of the investigation. If Makar’ev decided to cast a wide net, he would surely uncover the fact that Sholokhov had provided consultations to multiple individuals who had been branded as kulaks by “committees of the poor.” If the letter to Moscow had been opened and perused by the local postmaster or the secret police, Makar’ev might even discover that the writer had disseminated “kulak slander” and had vigorously criticized the Stalinist position. The anti-kulak investigator could easily turn against the writer and destroy his career.

Luckily for Sholokhov, Makar’ev began his investigation by interviewing the journalist who wrote the exposé. He discovered that the story was based entirely upon rumors. Makar’ev was able to clear Sholokhov’s name by dismissing the charges to be the “most vile slander.” The final report proclaimed that since Sholokhov had given the country one of the best works of literature in recent years, there could be no basis to any charge that he was disconnected from society.15 Due to his fame, Sholokhov often received uninvited visitors, but the overwhelming majority of them were from the poor and middle segments of the rural population. Even if there were a few cases of kulaks bringing complaints among those visitors, the important thing was how he reacted to them. He had never interceded for kulaks.

Within weeks Sholokhov returned to working on the remaining installments of Quiet Don. He also made plans to submit an application for candidacy to the Communist Party. Though he emerged unscathed from the campaign to smash the kulak, the novel was not so fortunate. In order to assert his loyalty, he incorporated an anti-kulak rant into one of the new chapters of Quiet Don.16 This was a sad, but seminal, choice for the writer and for the novel, especially given his genuine attempts to help those who were being persecuted. By initially sympathizing with the victims of Soviet oppression, Sholokhov had unwittingly risked ruining his writing career. By changing his tune, he took a decisive step towards becoming a Stalinist writer.


FIVE

Only weeks after the kulak controversy died down, critics attacked Sholokhov again. This time he was the recipient of blows intended for Maxim Gorky. Before Sholokhov could even obtain a copy of the offensive article that labeled him a counterrevolutionary, a decree from the Central Committee appeared in the press. It rebuked the journal for “hooliganism” and fired its editor. What caused the Kremlin to intervene decisively and heavy-handedly against a small clique of provincial literary critics? How did invisible bonds come to connect Sholokhov, Gorky, and Stalin?

Maxim Gorky was the most prominent Russian writer to embrace the revolution. Rising to prominence in the 1890s, he was arrested in 1905 and after release went into exile abroad for eight years.1 Though he sympathized with the Bolshevik cause in 1917, he nevertheless criticized Lenin’s commissars for dispersing peaceful demonstrations and unleashing violence against their rivals. His influence helped gain support for the revolution among intellectuals in Russia and abroad. In return, the Bolsheviks permitted him to protect cultural monuments and intercede for various intellectuals who had fallen afoul of the new regime. As he increasingly expressed pessimism about Lenin’s despotism, he faced humiliating rebuffs from state publishing bureaucrats. A mutual parting of ways took place in 1921, when Gorky was permitted to leave the USSR. Officially he was leaving to restore his health and strengthen ties between Soviet and foreign intellectuals. In actuality, he had become a thorn in the side of the regime and was pushed into exile.

Upon Lenin’s death in 1924 Gorky wrote a conciliatory obituary. This was a tentative first step towards his rapprochement with the Soviet government. Generally shunned by Russian émigrés, he feared irrelevance. He yearned to mentor young writers and to reach a Russian audience larger than a few hundred like-minded exiles. He watched with great interest the rise of a new Soviet literature that thrived in hellish and hungry conditions.

Before Stalin took control of cultural affairs in the late ’20s there was considerable criticism of Gorky in the Soviet Union. For many avant-garde figures Gorky was old, stale, and out of touch with present realities. While they were radically changing the world, he remained on the sidelines. In 1926 the famous poet Vladimir Maiakovskii mocked Gorky for trying to provide advice to people in the Soviet Union:


I feel great pity, for you comrade G

Thinking that from Capri you can see

More clearly and in ever more comprehensive ways,

While absent from the construction sites of our days?2



Capri was a conscious reference to his tsarist exile between 1906 and 1913. It pegged him as an eternal émigré.

As Stalin consolidated his power, he increasingly clamped down on intellectual experimentation and promoted conservative cultural trends. After expelling Trotsky from the party in 1927, he sent signals that he was now in charge of Soviet literature. He began courting Gorky to play a crucial role in his transformation of Soviet culture. He permitted Gorky’s works to be republished, thus ensuring that Soviet royalties would became the major source of revenue for the exiled writer. In turn Gorky was expected to celebrate Stalin’s policies. As a living link to the great prose of the 19th century and a bridge to “progressive” public opinion in the West, Gorky would also be expected to lend legitimacy to Stalin’s dictatorship.

Just weeks before Gorky embarked on his first visit to the Soviet Union since his exile, in 1928 one of his correspondents informed him about the remarkable transformation of the budding young writer named Mikhail Sholokhov.3 Gorky was intrigued that in only a year this youngster had transformed himself from a novice in need of constant editorial guidance into an accomplished writer. Upon his return to Italy he resolved to read Quiet Don. In December 1928 he wrote to a friend, “Judging by the first volume Sholokhov is talented. . . .” He made arrangements to meet Sholokhov on his next visit to Moscow. In 1929 he praised Sholokhov in public on multiple occasions.

One of those statements of praise contributed to the scandal that brought Gorky, Sholokhov, and Stalin together. The meticulously staged pageant of Gorky’s triumphant return trip to Russia in 1928 was correctly interpreted in literary circles as the harbinger of a new era in Soviet literature. Gorky, who was now portrayed as Stalin’s friend, would set the tone, his every word would be trumpeted in Pravda as marching orders for other writers. Though there was widespread disaffection, there were few outlets for expressing it. A defiant minor literary journal in Siberia rallied those who identified Gorky with “reactionary forces.” A war of words ensued and Gorky brought out the big guns.4 He labeled one editor of the journal an anarchist and dismissed another as a wrecker in the field of culture. In the same article he praised Sholokhov’s talent and lauded him as an example of how traditional approaches rather than experimental writing had earned the appreciation of the working class.

With a few words of praise in a national newspaper Gorky undermined several months of carefully orchestrated criticism of Sholokhov by a faction of proletarian writers. They claimed that he idealized and romanticized Cossacks. They complained that his sympathies were not unequivocally on the side of the proletariat. They accused him of humanism, pacifism, and, worst of all, objectivism. By portraying class enemies without expressing over-the-top hatred for them, he risked having his readers sympathize with those enemies.

In late 1929 the Siberian literary journal Nastoiashchee published a series of articles attacking Gorky. It also devoted one to his perceived protégé—Sholokhov. An inflammatory article entitled “Why Sholokhov Is Pleasing to White Guardists” compared his novel to books that had been condemned by the party. More dangerously, it revived the charge that Sholokhov was a kulak abettor. “Even having the very best subjective intentions, Sholokhov objectively carried out the mission of the kulak . . .” it proclaimed.5 Sholokhov found out about the article only after the Central Committee upbraided the journal in a resolution. Though he was not mentioned in the resolution, a prominent article in the Literary Gazette condemned the article about him in passing.6

The resolution signaled that henceforth attacks on Gorky would be “impermissible.” Soon after the resolution was published, Gorky wrote to Stalin to intercede for his former enemies: “Joseph Vissarionovich, I truly beg of you don’t punish those cursers.”7 The authors of the Siberian articles avoided arrest . . . for the time being.

In January 1930 Sholokhov completed new installments of Quiet Don. He delivered them to Alexander Fadeev, the new editor of October.8 Fadeev gained fame for writing a partly autobiographical story called “The Rout,” which focused on a small partisan detachment fighting in the Soviet Far East during the civil war. It provided a compelling psychological portrait of a small group of fighters who were constantly surrounded by danger and hardships. Under the command of a resolute, iron-willed leader, the partisans developed a quiet confidence in their revolutionary cause. They sacrificed and fought on in spite of incredible odds against them.

Fadeev believed that a writer needed to be intimately acquainted with the subject he was writing about. Sholokhov more than met this requirement. Fadeev’s own books were based on personal experiences and displayed detailed knowledge of regional settings. There was no question that Sholokhov knew his region. Fadeev was open to the blending of fact and imagination, and he greatly valued the realism and psychological depth of Leo Tolstoy’s stories. Such tastes should have united the two writers. But Fadeev preferred a narrative arc in which revolutionary leadership turned the weak-willed and the wavering into stronger, more dedicated, and more committed supporters of the communist cause. The chapters Sholokhov handed over to him were highly deficient in this regard. Grigorii Melekhov was drifting further and further away from communism.

Acting on his revolutionary intuition and understanding of the “laws” of creative fiction, Fadeev demanded major changes to the novel.9 To the wider Soviet public it appeared as if Quiet Don suddenly fell out of favor overnight. The novel had been serialized each month in October until it abruptly disappeared. A month went by and publication did not resume. Half a year came and went, but there was still no word on the continuation of the novel. Publication had ceased without any explanation whatsoever.

Soviet readers wondered why the book was banned at the very moment when the main protagonists were in motion. Aksiniia returned to her husband, who came back from captivity. Grigorii abandoned the Bolshevik detachment he’d briefly joined and fought for a local Cossack unit defending the district from incursions by Red forces. After becoming pessimistic and indifferent to the larger struggle, he decided to go home to his neglected wife, who had tried to commit suicide. Literary bureaucrats had accidently created a dramatic cliff-hanger by ceasing publication. Would the ill-fated pair rekindle their affair? Would Grigorii return to the side of the revolution?

Those in the literary world knew that Sholokhov was arguing with Fadeev. Sholokhov took offense at Fadeev’s categorical tone. Fadeev was not so much offering collegial guidance as dictating major changes. Sholokhov refused to bow to such pressure and would not contemplate any changes to his vision of how the novel should continue. He complained to a friend, “I cannot turn Grigorii into a committed Bolshevik in the end . . . I would prefer not to publish at all, rather than publish in a way that goes against my wishes, to the detriment of the novel and myself.”10

Sholokhov decided to forge ahead. “To hell with them!” he exclaimed. His attempt to circumvent Fadeev’s mentoring by publishing chapters in Rostov only resulted in more criticism. Even Makar’ev became less vigorous in his support.11 He still defended Sholokhov against charges that his prose was counterrevolutionary, but he believed that the third volume’s point of view was all wrong. It portrayed the Whites and their struggle against the Red Army rather than adopt the politically appropriate Red perspective. His appraisal of the third volume was blunt: the plot appeared to be falling apart, and certain sections were written in a “nervous” manner.

The stalemate between Fadeev and Sholokhov lasted for almost a year. At that point an elder statesman decided to intervene. Gorky wrote to Stalin in early November 1930. He asked the dictator to grant Sholokhov permission to visit him in Italy.12 Among other things Gorky wanted to involve Sholokhov in his project to produce a popular history of the civil war. Given his interest in Quiet Don, he must have also planned to find out why the novel was still in limbo.

Sholokhov was delighted to receive Gorky’s invitation. He was summoned to Moscow to discuss his travel arrangements. At a meeting in the Kremlin he requested permission to take his friend Vasilii Kudashev along. His request was granted. They were instructed to immediately travel by train to Berlin.13 There they would apply for Italian visas. Since the first two volumes of Quiet Don had just been published in Germany, interviews with the socialist press were being arranged for Sholokhov. On the eve of their departure, they learned that a third writer, Artem Veselyi, would be joining them. Sholokhov had savored his short stories, especially one about civil war veterans facing bureaucratic indifference in the early 1920s. As representatives of Soviet culture, they were issued new overcoats and hats for their journey to the capitalist world. After nearly two days in transit they arrived in Berlin.

A few days in Germany unexpectedly turned into a prolonged stay. Their visas were delayed by the Italian embassy. After several days it was unwilling to provide them a clear sense of when, or even if, their visa applications would be approved. They spent the first days walking, visiting museums, and attending meetings with left-leaning German intellectuals. As days dragged on they looked for new ways to pass the time and traveled to other parts of Germany. At the Hamburg port Sholokhov tasted a banana and observed exotic sailors from distant locales.

In Berlin he also came face-to-face with militant fascism. All of Berlin was talking about the premiere of the film adaptation of Erich Maria Remarque’s novel All Quiet on the Western Front. In spite of the book’s pacifist message, the film was being acclaimed as the best war movie ever made. The war scenes involved hundreds of extras, and many of them were veterans of the First World War. This ensured that the battle scenes were highly realistic.

On the day that Sholokhov went to see the film, National Socialist zealots shouted slogans, set off stink bombs, and released mice in the theater that was showing it.14 Outside they staged massive street marches and demonstrations against the film, believing it to be part of a radical, Jewish-sponsored plot to diminish the honor, masculinity, and fighting spirit of the German nation. The police were overwhelmed and struggled to contain the disorder in central Berlin. Tens of thousands of angry demonstrators took to the streets on subsequent evenings. The German government quickly capitulated and banned the film. Sholokhov had witnessed one of the ugliest incidents in the early rise of fascist power.
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