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The line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either—but right through every human heart—and through all human hearts. This line shifts. Inside us, it oscillates with the years. And even within hearts overwhelmed by evil, one small bridgehead of good is retained. And even in the best of all hearts, there remains… an unuprooted small corner of evil.


Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago


from chapter 1, “The Ascent,” of Part IV, “The Soul and Barbed Wire”













Introduction


Rarely does a writer of serious literature become a newsmaker recognized around the globe. This Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn did, and at a single stroke. In 1962 his taboo-shattering One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich was published in Moscow. This short work of fiction by a previously unknown provincial schoolteacher described life in a Soviet concentration camp, which the author knew from bitter experience. Citizens could glimpse for themselves a secretive and dehumanizing world the existence of which had been officially denied for decades. And, wonder of wonders, the text was allowed into print by no less a figure than the number-one man in the Soviet government, Nikita Khrushchev himself.


The effect was electrifying. The renowned Russian critic and writer Kornei Chukovsky proclaimed One Day “a literary miracle.” Millions of Soviet readers shared this reaction; for them, the publication signaled a release from a stifling, officially imposed silence. In the West the author was hailed as a truth-telling freedom fighter courageously challenging a repressive system. A man who had lived and labored in utter obscurity for all of forty-three years, more than half a normal life span, became an instant celebrity.


Perceptive critics immediately recognized the outstanding aesthetic qualities of One Day, but they did not set the terms for the general public’s early reaction. Subsequent events tended to pull popular interest yet further away from the author’s literary output and toward his personal story. The escalating conflict between the Soviet state and the defiantly self-directed writer returned Solzhenitsyn’s name to the headlines of Western newspapers many times over. His visage graced the covers of Life and Time magazines. In 1974, after the momentous appearance of The Gulag Archipelago, The Times of London pronounced him “the most famous person in the western world.”1 Even by the standards of the tumultuous twentieth century, the drama of Solzhenitsyn’s improbable life and unprecedented literary career made a sensational story. A literary man, of all people, was shaking up a superpower. By the compelling power of his works, he was discrediting communism. In a face-off with state tyranny, he was triumphantly confirming the old adage that the pen is mightier than the sword.


But the repeated—and repeatedly sensational—presence of Solzhenitsyn in the international news had a downside. For all too many commentators, the writer’s name became identified with the purely political issues of the day. This perception was reinforced by the controversies generated by a number of Solzhenitsyn’s non-literary pronouncements after his arrival in the West. Of course, the news is not, by its nature, an appropriate instrument for commenting meaningfully on issues of literary quality, although it was precisely the vivid potency of Solzhenitsyn’s writing that had led to his prominence in the first place. The unfortunate net result of these factors has been a fading of Solzhenitsyn’s name as the Cold War and its associated passions have receded in popular memory. News stories get filed away in a drawer labeled “The Past.” Authentic literature does not belong there.


And yet there is a potential benefit in the forgetfulness of an age known for its short attention span. With the eclipse of the polemics of the 1970s and ’80s, Solzhenitsyn’s total oeuvre can be considered afresh. Seasoned readers of Solzhenitsyn will, we hope, benefit from this book’s effort to bring into focus material that has not received critical attention before. They will also, we trust, find in these pages a repository of accurate information on subjects to which many stray bits of misinformation have attached themselves like barnacles. Novice readers are a subset of special interest to us two professors. Today’s young could not know the Solzhenitsyn of the headlines. A growing majority of them have not read any Solzhenitsyn nor apparently heard of either his name or The Gulag Archipelago, though it was translated into thirty-five languages and sold more than 30 million copies. Some may know the word gulag but not how it reached them. With this potential readership in mind, we think of this book as our effort at cultural transmission from one generation to the next. Especially for these readers, the current work functions both as an overview of the huge cultural impact made by Solzhenitsyn and as a nontechnical introduction to the full range of his works.


We begin with an extensive biographical sketch—an appropriate beginning, since so much of Solzhenitsyn’s writing is autobiographically based. His personal drama is inextricably intertwined with the main story line not just of the Soviet Union but of the twentieth century, an epoch which Martin Amis has called “our worst century yet,” and which Solzhenitsyn has labeled “the cave man’s century” and “one of the most shameful centuries of human history.”2 It was of this period that Solzhenitsyn became a—if not the—chronicler and analyst, as well as a notable actor in its drama. For it can be argued in retrospect that One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich inflicted the first crack in the Berlin Wall and that The Gulag Archipelago struck a decisive sledgehammer blow against the foundations of the Soviet edifice.


Telling the story of this writer’s life necessarily and properly includes conveying considerable information about his writings. Nevertheless, the narrative mode does not lend itself to such an exposition. To accommodate the expository function, after the “Life” chapter comes a section on “Works.” Although Solzhenitsyn’s most prominent nonliterary proclamations are given their due, the unquestionably literary, or belletristic, works receive greater attention. And while the major emphasis is on works available in English translation, a full awareness of Solzhenitsyn’s corpus also requires that attention be paid to important works not yet available in English. Readers will be able to use our focused essays as a reference guide to individual works, each of which has been situated in the context of the author’s life and of his writings as a whole. Our approach emphasizes information, and whenever we touch upon issues of interpretation, we attempt to avoid unnecessarily intricate or idiosyncratic readings.


Following the substantial chapters on “Life” and “Works,” we have placed a couple of shorter chapters focusing on significant issues. The first of these addresses Solzhenitsyn’s basic beliefs. Curiously, until now there has been no single place where readers could find a reasonably comprehensive distillation of the essential convictions that animate his writings. Solzhenitsyn is committed to a vision that is fundamentally moral, and even his political comments, which have drawn disproportionate critical attention, are governed by that commitment. Moreover, this moral vision takes it bearings from a religious view of life and the world. One can certainly see, for example, that his implacable hostility toward Marxism-Leninism is grounded not in some alternative political philosophy but in his Christian perspective. Although his Christian worldview deepened with the years, it never took an idiosyncratic turn, and he is in no sense a speculative theologian.


Ordinarily, an introductory volume on a writer would not devote a separate chapter to his reception, but with Solzhenitsyn we must make an exception. The very fact that he became a highly public figure made him grist for the mills of journalism, and it is journalists in particular who have all too often misunderstood and not infrequently caricatured and maligned him—and then, reverting to a familiar pattern, have relied on these prior journalistic accounts for their basic information. When asked recently how he would like to be remembered to posterity, Solzhenitsyn replied, “I would hope that all that has been said about me, slandered about me, in the course of decades, would, like mud, dry up and fall off.”3 This response, though heated, is not unjust, and the chapter on reception is a modest effort to chip away some of the mud.


The final section consists of a relatively brief selected bibliography. In addition to the journalists featured in the chapter on reception, scholars and critics have written a substantial number of books and articles on Solzhenitsyn. We have attempted to present a list of works that will be helpful to those who wish to pursue more detailed study of the author’s life and writings, adding brief remarks on a work’s particular focus if it is not clear from its title.





Our book is designed to allow each chapter to stand alone and be read independently. That structure entails some, but only minimal, repetition from one chapter to another.


Our title is drawn from The Gulag Archipelago. Although it refers most obviously to Solzhenitsyn’s epic writings about prison camps, it also applies, if somewhat obliquely, to his chef d’oeuvre, The Red Wheel, which limns the episodes leading Russia toward the revolutionary abyss. Solzhenitsyn uses “The Soul and Barbed Wire” as the title for the pivotal middle, or fourth, of Gulag’s seven parts, at which point he shifts from the downward movement of lamentation to the upward movement of hope. After an almost unbearable catalogue of the physical torments and cruel limitations to which the unfortunates confined behind barbed-wire enclosures were subjected, the author fixes his gaze upon souls. And readers are invited to see how pitifully unavailing are the devices of detention derived from a materialistic philosophy. As the body is confined, the soul can be refined. Conscience can take root. Faith can take wing. And the prisoner can exult, as Solzhenitsyn does in his own voice, “Bless you prison, for having been in my life!”4 What does barbed wire have to do with the soul? Irina Ratushinskaya, a poet of the generation after Solzhenitsyn’s, had learned from the master how to cope with the gulag when she, too, experienced it: “Yes, we are behind barbed wire, they have stripped us of everything they could, they have torn us away from our friends and families, but unless we acknowledge this as their right, we remain free.”5


For years, we have immersed ourselves in the details of the events and texts that constitute the story of Solzhenitsyn. Nevertheless, when we step back and survey the record as a whole, we are reminded anew of what we had sensed beforehand: that, in the memorable words of David Remnick, “there is no greater story of human dignity in [the twentieth] century than that of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn,” for with him we have “the rare appearance of the superior and necessary man.”6


Note on Russian words: All bibliographical citations involving Russian-language titles are given in Library of Congress transliteration. In the body of the text, however, Russian names appear in more relaxed format, typically reflecting the form used in the principal English translations to which we refer.










Life


When Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was a mere ten years of age, he launched the literary career that he was to pursue for the rest of his life. It was at this time that the precocious lad established a handwritten journal extravagantly titled The Twentieth Century, with the equally vaulting phrase “On the Meaning of the Twentieth Century” as the subtitle. The earliest actual products of his juvenile pen, however—illustrations and jokes intermingled with verse, science fiction, and a serialized story about pirates—fell well short of fulfilling the grand design suggested by these titles. More than four decades later, the author himself summed up the beginnings of his career thus: “From childhood on I experienced an entirely unprompted inclination toward writing and produced a great deal of the usual adolescent nonsense.”1 But it was not very long before his choice of subject matter started to catch up with the high ambition that framed his boyish exercises. As his eighteenth birthday approached, Solzhenitsyn, by then an ardent convert to Marxism, set himself the goal of describing afresh the Russian Revolution and its glorious meaning for the world. His innate creative drive had become focused and channeled into a sense of mission. Before another decade had passed, however, Solzhenitsyn came to reject utterly the utopian dreams that had so captivated him in his youth, since the Soviet experiment had by then revealed itself as a murderous sham that was evil in its very design. Yet despite this radical turnaround in his views, he continued to look upon the Russian Revolution as the key turning point in modern history, one that cried out for the intense study conceived in his adolescence. So immense did this project prove to be that it absorbed a large proportion of the writer’s time even after he had reached the pinnacle of worldwide fame. When he was finished, in 1991, this epic cycle bore the title The Red Wheel and ran to more than six thousand pages.


It was life itself that had led to the sea change in Solzhenitsyn’s outlook. His experience of arrest, prison, and labor camp had exposed the harsh truth behind the façade of Soviet life and had driven the aspiring author to turn his new knowledge into literary form. Addressing these contemporary realities distracted him from executing his chef d’oeuvre, but he followed the dictates of what he understood to be his duty to his fellow prisoners. The works of fiction that emerged as a result became the most compelling depictions of this information that readers the world over had ever been granted. Nadezhda Mandelstam has written that no work she has read compares to One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich in its ability to convey the brutal reality of the camps.2


Of all the fascinating life stories produced by the turbulent twentieth century, Solzhenitsyn’s was surely one of the most sensational. In Soviet terms, such a life should never have happened. By sheer independence of mind, Solzhenitsyn had wandered off the officially sanctioned trail and gone his own way, thinking his own thoughts. What is more, he had turned into a sworn foe of the Soviet state and engaged it in direct conflict in a series of confrontations, each of which has a highly dramatic plot. Indeed, there is a sense in which Solzhenitsyn’s life resembles a work of art. Because autobiographical elements provide the foundation of many of his literary products, however, it is better to think of his life and his art as forming a seamless web; neither his life nor his art can be properly understood without reference to the other.


Solzhenitsyn has revealed that in 1985–86 he set down an autobiographical narrative encompassing his life up to the moment of exile;3 this text remains unpublished, but even without it there is no paucity of autobiographical information. The biographical narrative related in the present chapter comprises three parts: Solzhenitsyn’s life in the USSR, his life in exile (both in Switzerland and in the USA), and his life back in post-Soviet Russia. The first part draws as much as possible upon those works which are assumed to be largely autobiographical in character. The overall picture that emerges is one which, in significant ways, happens to parallel the life of the Russian nation. David Remnick has come to the same conclusion, calling Solzhenitsyn “a Russian whose destiny is singular and, at the same time, nearly identical to Russia’s.”4


Russia entered the twentieth century with a thousand-year history rich with religious tradition; it endured a seventy-four-year subordination to an ideologically driven totalitarian regime; and it emerged from that parenthesis of radical dislocation trying to renew its ancient heritage and reinvigorate its society. As a child, Solzhenitsyn was reared in the ways of Russian Orthodoxy; he became a self-professed Communist in his teenage years, but eventually moved on to reclaim his birthright and to search for a better future for himself and for his nation. It is rare for a writer to identify with his nation as closely and as fully as Solzhenitsyn has done. His people’s story is what he mainly writes about; it is also his story. His enormous literary corpus could be fairly summarized as an exposition and analysis of the Soviet experiment upon the Russian people. Furthermore, to the extent that totalitarianism, which first waxed and then waned in the twentieth century, gives that century its distinctive character and coloration, the story of Russia during Solzhenitsyn’s lifetime is paradigmatic for an entire epoch.


Life in the Soviet Union


Aleksandr Isaevich Solzhenitsyn was born on December 11, 1918, in Kislovodsk, a resort town in the northern foothills of the Caucasus mountain range. This region of southern Russia was ravaged by the civil war that broke out in the wake of the revolution, and Solzhenitsyn’s earliest memory dates from when he was probably three years old and still in Kislovodsk. He remembers being in the church of St. Pantaleimon and seeing the service disrupted by Red Army soldiers who entered the sanctuary in order to seize items of commercial value. (The new regime was aggressively pursuing an anti-religious campaign which then included an ostentatiously brutal confiscation of church property.)5 The growing boy stored up this and many other vivid impressions of Bolshevik power, but only many years later could he appreciate their significance.


Both parents of the future writer were of peasant stock but had received university educations. Isaakii Semyonovich Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandr’s father, enlisted in the army in 1914 during Russia’s preparations for war. He served as an artillery officer during World War I and was decorated for heroism. Demobilized and newly married, he died as a result of a hunting mishap, mortally wounded by an accidental discharge of his own shotgun. Aleksandr, his only child, was born six months after Isaakii’s death. The mother, née Taissia Zakharovna Shcherbak, was the daughter of a Ukrainian farmer who, though uneducated, became prosperous by dint of his shrewdness and industriousness. This self-made man, much admired by his young grandson, saw his hard-won, extensive holdings expropriated by the new regime. Taissia, barely married and already a widow with a baby on the way, was embarking on a life for which a girlhood in a family of means had not prepared her. She initially took refuge in the home of her older sister, Maria, and Aleksandr spent his first six years living with this aunt in Kislovodsk. The routines of these years were those of a traditional Russian household, including prayers before an icon and attendance of church services, though the boy’s mother was not particularly religious. When Taissia went to Rostov-on-Don to look for work as a stenographer, she left her young son in the care of members of her extended family. Her parents took on primary responsibility for little Aleksandr, aided by Taissia’s sister Maria and her sister-in-law Irina Shcherbak, wife of Taissia’s elder brother, Roman. Aleksandr’s summers were spent with his grandparents in 1925 and 1926 and with Aunt Irina in 1927 and 1928. Irina was a spirited young woman with substantial literary interests and deep religious convictions. She made a strong impression on the boy, planting in him the seeds of a love for the Russian classics as well as a sympathetic appreciation for Russian Orthodoxy; in retrospect she appears to have been the strongest childhood influence on the future author.


At the time Aleksandr joined his lonely mother in Rostov, a policy of discrimination against relatives of former officers and landowners was keeping her from finding steady employment. She bounced from one temporary job to another, eking out paltry earnings sufficient only for subsistence living. Virtually destitute, mother and son lived for the next ten years in a ramshackle structure, within which their living space measured twelve by nine feet and lacked plumbing. Solzhenitsyn later summarized his abiding impression of his childhood in one word: “hardships.” Until he was forty, he said, he “knew nothing but a kind of dignified destitution.”6 Without a house to call home, he knew only hovels that could not keep out the cold, inadequate fuel to keep warm, and a shortfall of food, despite living in the commercial hub of an agricultural area rich in natural resources. A pair of shoes or an article of clothing had to last for years. Once he sat on a chair with wet ink on it; being unable to wash out the stain, for the next two years he had to wear trousers with an ink spot on their seat.


Solzhenitsyn was an excellent student from the start; among his school subjects were German and English, though more for reading than for speaking. From his Aunt Irina’s well-stocked personal library the avid young reader consumed Russian literary classics, as well as works by foreign authors such as Shakespeare, Dickens, and Russians’ perennial favorite, Jack London. Irina also presented him with his own copy of Vladimir Dahl’s collection of Russian proverbs, a book that he came to treasure greatly.


Solzhenitsyn’s youth was passed living among people who were viewed by the Bolsheviks as potential enemies, and whose attitude toward the regime was a mixture of fear and alienation. Solzhenitsyn knew this attitude firsthand. Beyond the deprivations that he and his mother endured together and the dispossession of his maternal grandfather, every day on his way home from school the Rostov boy saw a line of women standing outside the headquarters of the GPU,7 each one hoping for permission to deliver a parcel to her imprisoned loved one. He also witnessed prisoners being marched through the city’s streets by guards who threatened to open fire for a single step out of line. Yet despite such evidence of Bolshevik iniquity he was being ineluctably drawn into Soviet patterns of thinking. At age twelve he joined the Young Pioneers, the Communist Party’s organization for children. He had actually hesitated over the decision to enroll because, when he was ten, some Young Pioneers had ripped off the cross he habitually wore around his neck; yet join he did, peer pressure to conform winning out over his precocious sense of independence. (Five years later he took the next step, successfully applying for membership in the Komsomol.) The youth’s budding new loyalties troubled his family, especially his maternal grandfather. Subsequent events, however, stoked some misgivings. For example, when, upon the death of her mother, Taissia arranged for memorial services to be sung at Rostov Cathedral and asked Aleksandr to accompany her to church, the boy was unsettled by the public reprimand from his school’s headmaster for attending the services.


By Solzhenitsyn’s own account, during this time his Christian rearing was severely challenged by the Soviet education he was experiencing every day, with Communist ideological indoctrination emerging as the winner. As he put it, “This force field of Marxism, as developed in the Soviet Union, has such an impact that it gets into the brain of the young man and little by little takes over.” By age seventeen or eighteen, he reports, “I did change internally, and from that time, I became a Marxist, a Leninist, and believed in all these things.”8 Conforming to the ideological verities promoted by the regime inevitably entailed rejecting or repressing the religious and patriotic values of his early rearing. The Communists’ proclaimed goal of social justice appealed to him, and he also happened to be at an age that was a special target of Soviet propaganda, since the regime was particularly eager to recruit the so-called “October children”—those born during or just after the revolution and who thus were the first wholly Soviet generation. These youths were expected to become the “new Soviet men,” to whom would fall the glorious generational mission to move beyond the revolution itself and begin actualizing the radiant future promised by Marxism. As Solzhenitsyn later described this turning point, “The Party had become our father, and we—the children—obeyed. So, when I was leaving school and embarking on my time at university, I made a choice: I banished all my memories, all my childhood misgivings. I was a Communist. The world would be what we made of it.”9 Solzhenitsyn differed from many others among his age cohort in that he did seem to harbor early suspicions about Stalin. And he held back, as if by some inner prompting, when pressure was put on his generation’s best and brightest to pursue careers in the security agencies, a surefire ticket to good pay, high status, and accompanying privileges. Yet in all other respects, he became a young Soviet man of his time, a self-labeled Communist.


In 1934, Taissia, who had never remarried, and her son finally found better housing: they moved into a converted stable divided into two rooms, a lodging drier and warmer than their previous quarters. Taissia’s work situation also improved somewhat; her excellence as a stenographer earned her evening jobs taking notes at official conferences. At the same time, however, her health took a turn for the worse. She contracted tuberculosis in the early 1930s, her condition deteriorated as the straitened circumstances of years took their toll, and she would die prematurely in 1944. Meanwhile, it fell to her dutiful son to care for his ailing mother, even as he was trying to get out from under her sheltering wing.


Though studious, Aleksandr was far from standoffish, and he formed enduring friendships with other bright young people. His closest friend, from age nine on, was Nikolai Vitkevich, also literarily inclined. With Nikolai and some other good friends, he undertook lengthy bicycle trips during summer vacations, on one occasion going to the republic of Georgia. He kept a journal during these expeditions, writing up his impressions, including nature descriptions.


The Road, an autobiographical poem of some seven thousand lines composed in 1947–52 but not published—except for one chapter—until 1999, contains much information about Solzhenitsyn’s early years. In it he recounts a number of memorable episodes from the chaotic postrevolutionary time of civil unrest. Some of these hit close to home, as when the narrator witnesses the authorities harass his mother and visiting grandfather and, later, arrest a friend’s father. Yet the omnipresent Soviet propaganda blinds the young observer to the implications of such acts of brutal caprice. The same incomprehension grips the autobiographical protagonist and a similarly indoctrinated friend—based on Nikolai Vitkevich—as they enjoy a leisurely boat ride down the Volga River. They come upon throngs of cowed prisoners. They hear of the terrible human costs of collectivization. But despite abundant evidence of a similarly troubling nature, the Sovietized idealism of the pair keeps them from drawing the appropriate conclusions.


With his heart set on being a writer, Solzhenitsyn wished to pursue literary studies at a Moscow-based university. But because he needed to stay close to his ailing mother, he matriculated in 1936 in a standard five-year curriculum at Rostov University, an institution that then lacked a literary program. He majored, instead, in mathematics and physics. This course of study, though Solzhenitsyn’s second choice at the time, would later seem to him providential. For when he was imprisoned, it was his diploma in science that allowed him to transfer out of a labor camp and into a less harsh prison institution devoted to technical work. Solzhenitsyn was a superior university student; his excellent academic record was matched by his energetic involvement in such extracurricular activities as editing the student newspaper. And he found a way to nurture his literary interests while proceeding with his studies of math and science by registering in 1939 for a correspondence course in literature offered by the prestigious Moscow Institute of Philosophy, Literature, and History (MIFLI). Also while at the university, he met and courted Natalia Reshetovskaya, a chemistry major with strong musical interests. They were married in 1940.


Solzhenitsyn graduated with distinction from Rostov University in 1941 and planned to pursue advanced study at MIFLI, but this plan was abruptly cut short by the Nazi onslaught on the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941—the very day that Solzhenitsyn arrived in Moscow to take up his literary studies. He attempted to enlist in the army but was initially rejected on medical grounds. Four months later, however, he was drafted and was assigned to a large horse-drawn transport unit far from the front lines. He describes his experiences at this time in the ironically titled Love the Revolution, an unfinished prose work originally intended as a lightly fictionalized account of his wartime career. (Written mostly in 1948, it was published in its unfinished form in 1999.) This was a period of overwhelming frustration for Solzhenitsyn, as he struggled to deal with the entirely unfamiliar ways of horses, and as he tried—fruitlessly at first—to be transferred to a more meaningful army post. Finally, luck smiled on him, and he was accepted in a course for artillery officers.


Solzhenitsyn’s university-level training in mathematics led to an assignment to a sound-ranging unit, also known as “instrumental reconnaissance,” where dispersed microphones were used to pinpoint the location of enemy artillery. By 1943 he was in charge of a battery on the front lines. Excelling in the army as he had excelled in school, he was decorated for heroism and promoted to captain; his unit also won honors. Wartime did not destroy his Marxist convictions, but it did shake them. He discovered that some Russian military units had joined forces with the Germans against the Soviet army, and he could not help wondering why. By chance, he encountered a Soviet unit composed of political prisoners who had been deliberately assigned to an operation that was likely to get them killed. These and other unsettling experiences he records in The Road. One chapter of that long poem, later published separately as Prussian Nights, details the Soviet rampage in 1945 through German territory abandoned by the fleeing enemy army; it pays special attention to the profound remorse felt by the protagonist for having joined in the rape and pillage. Another chapter of The Road set in 1945 evolved into a play in verse titled Victory Celebrations. The play depicts the helplessness of army officers before the unlimited power of a sinister counterintelligence (“SMERSH”) operative. It also reveals the playwright’s bitter disenchantment with the whole Soviet system. Further insight into Solzhenitsyn’s wartime experiences is provided in the texts he composed in the 1990s, the so-called “binary tales.”


Solzhenitsyn’s military career came to a sudden and disastrous end. He and his old Rostov friend Nikolai Vitkevich, who was also in the army but on another sector of the front, had been exchanging letters that contained some imprudently candid speculations about reforming the Soviet state (they had naïvely assumed that the military censors were on the lookout only for leaks of military secrets). The letters also included poorly camouflaged critical comments about Stalin—for example, the correspondents stated their preference for “Baldie” (Lenin) over “Mustachio” (Stalin).10 Worse, they contained drafts of a program for a reformist, “purely Leninist” political party. Military censors perused all wartime letters, and the arrest of these letter-writers was only a matter of time. In The Road and in volume 1 of The Gulag Archipelago, Solzhenitsyn has described the sequence: arrest in February 1945 by SMERSH operatives, transport under guard to Moscow, perfunctory investigation, preordained guilty verdict for “malicious slander” and for founding a “hostile organization.” The sentence (considered mild) called for eight years in a forced-labor camp, to be followed by “perpetual exile” in some distant part of the Soviet Union. Thus did Solzhenitsyn enter the world of the GULag, the strange-sounding acronym which stands for the state administration of prison camps and which, by virtue of the title of Solzhenitsyn’s famous book, was destined to become familiar to the whole world in the form of the common noun gulag.


Solzhenitsyn was initially assigned to a labor camp just outside Moscow, then one inside the city. The Gulag Archipelago contains an unsparing account of his psychological confusion and of the humiliating moral compromises to which he acquiesced during this time. Prison life also exacted a serious toll on his health, and the combination of these painfully difficult circumstances could not help affecting his view of himself. If wartime experiences had shaken his faith in Marxist dogma, prison experiences now demolished it by providing the kind of insight into Soviet reality that he hitherto could not have imagined. He observed firsthand the systematic brutalization of innocents and, perhaps even more important, saw inspiring models of nobility of spirit among persons officially categorized as “enemies of the people.” The views of these individuals clashed with the ideological commitments of his youth, calling them sharply into question. Among many examples, Arnold Susi, a lawyer from Estonia, was steadfast and persuasive in championing democratic values, while Boris Gammerov, a young intellectual from Moscow, radiated conviction in his Christian faith. Solzhenitsyn’s intellectual and spiritual turmoil during the first phase of his incarceration provides the context for his early play, Prisoners. Written in 1953 and set in a Soviet prison in mid-1945, this play is not as closely autobiographical as The Road, but the discordant jumble of clashing opinions expressed by an incredibly diverse cast of characters reflects the maelstrom of perspectives that Solzhenitsyn was trying to sort through at this crucial juncture in his life. Another play, The Republic of Labor, written in 1954, conveys yet more of the author’s own experiences of bewilderment and humiliation during his early consignment to a hard-labor camp of the “mixed” kind, containing both political prisoners and common criminals.


The tumult of war and initial imprisonment had brought Solzhenitsyn many unsettling experiences to ponder and digest, and it was his next place of confinement that provided him with the opportunity to sort out these impressions. Just as his training in mathematics had made possible his assignment to the artillery corps during the war, so now it became his ticket out of labor camp and into Soviet sharashkas, as prison research institutes were unofficially called, where he was destined to stay from 1946 to 1950. After five months at the Rybinsk sharashka on the Upper Volga and some months more in Zagorsk, he was consigned for three years to the sharashka at Marfino, an outlying district of Moscow, and eventually attached to a group charged with developing a telephone encryption device.


To foster the intellectually demanding scientific projects assigned to the Marfino zeks (prisoners), the prison officials provided amenities unheard of in the hard-labor camps. Food was decent and generally adequate in quantity, tobacco was available, and working hours were humane. There was a library, and radios were allowed (some of them often tuned to the BBC). This sharashka, originally a seminary complex, had sufficient grounds to accommodate long walks, which the prisoners were free to take several times a day. Most importantly for the writer, Marfino brought together well-educated prisoners with a variety of viewpoints, which they found ways of airing without much difficulty. Solzhenitsyn took advantage of the leisure available there to draft much of the narrative poem The Road and the unfinished novel Love the Revolution, as well as a number of poems.


The Marfino years provided material for The First Circle, a long novel that Solzhenitsyn composed between 1955 and 1968. Many of the novel’s characters are literary doubles of fellow zeks at Marfino. Two of the most important characters, Lev Rubin and Dmitri Sologdin, are based on Solzhenitsyn’s closest companions in the sharashka, Lev Kopelev and Dimitri Panin, respectively. Both of these friends have written memoirs of their own that describe life at Marfino, and both vouch for the basic fidelity of Solzhenitsyn’s novel. For his part, Solzhenitsyn has noted the accuracy of the way Kopelev has depicted his views at the time.11 Gleb Nerzhin, the main protagonist in The First Circle, is based on the author himself, and Panin considers this fictional character to be “an extraordinarily truthful and accurate picture” of Solzhenitsyn.12 Kopelev reports many interesting tidbits about Solzhenitsyn. For instance, he was always reading Dahl’s famous old dictionary and making notes from it. He taught himself stenography from a home-study book. He read books on history and philosophy, War and Peace and stories by Tolstoy, Lao-Tzu and Confucius from a library volume on the ancient East. Finding in Kopelev a friend who was seriously interested in literature and history, Solzhenitsyn sought to expand his understanding of Russia’s revolutionary period by drawing out this knowledgeable peer.13


Both Panin and Kopelev have expressed great admiration for the Solzhenitsyn of the sharashka days. Panin once suggested that a monument should be erected to the writer while he was still alive, even proposing what it should feature.14 Kopelev praised his friend’s “strong, questioning mind,” expressed delight in his “unwavering concentration of will, as taut as a violin string,” and noted how “unfeignedly sincere and charming” he was in moments of relaxation.15 The three friends engaged in discussions that typically deepened into heated arguments that turned on the simple fact of incompatible premises: As Kopelev writes, he was then a committed Marxist, Panin was a fervent Christian, and Solzhenitsyn was a skeptic, his main role in their arguments being to challenge the positions of the other two. Kopelev fair-mindedly specifies why he and Solzhenitsyn crossed verbal swords: “He [Solzhenitsyn] said that he used to believe in the basic tenets of Marxism, but then began having more and more doubts. Because he could not believe in the historical analyses of those whose prognoses turned out to be wrong.”16 In sum, the conditions of life in the sharashka afforded Solzhenitsyn the relative luxury of time to reassess his ideological convictions and begin constructing an alternative perspective to account for what he had seen and experienced. It is a reorientation that is played out in the mind of the character Gleb Nerzhin. In this time of profound self-examination, Solzhenitsyn moved toward, but not quite to, a reaffirmation of the Christian outlook in which he had been reared. But by the time he departed from Marfino, he had definitively left behind his youthful Marxism.


The relatively mild life of the sharashka ended abruptly in May 1950. A conflict with the authorities resulted in Solzhenitsyn’s expulsion from Marfino and reimmersion into the world of labor camps. He was shipped off to Ekibastuz, a huge new prison camp in central Kazakhstan. This camp was designed for political prisoners only, in accordance with a decree by Stalin two years earlier that “politicals” be segregated in harsh-regime “Special Camps,” because in his view they were far more dangerous than common criminals. Here Solzhenitsyn was involved in physical labor such as laying bricks, working in the foundry, and mining. And here he stayed for the rest of his term of imprisonment, with the years at Ekibastuz providing the raw material for One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. Solzhenitsyn also gives an account of his time at Ekibastuz in The Gulag Archipelago, starting with his journey there from Marfino. Most importantly, he describes the escalating defiance of the Special Camp prisoners that soon resulted in the systematic assassination of camp informers and culminated in a general strike in early 1952. Solzhenitsyn participated in this strike and later wrote a screenplay, Tanks Know the Truth, based in part on this event, as well as upon the much more serious uprising in mid-1954 at the nearby Kengir camp, also recounted in Gulag. The authorities at first granted the strikers some concessions but soon crushed the rebellion.


Solzhenitsyn went unpunished for his role in the strike, but only because at the very time the authorities took action he was undergoing an emergency operation for what apparently was abdominal cancer. During his postoperative haze in the recovery room, one of the hospital’s doctors, Boris Kornfeld, sat on his bed and recounted enthusiastically his own recent conversion to Christianity. Later that very night, Kornfeld was murdered by persons unknown, probably on suspicion that he had been an informer. His fervent words, perhaps the last of his life, lay upon Solzhenitsyn “as an inheritance.”17 This extraordinary episode, told in one of the most important and moving chapters of The Gulag Archipelago, “The Ascent,” marks another great turning point in Solzhenitsyn’s life. It culminates the process of reevaluation that had begun with his arrest and had proceeded apace throughout his years of imprisonment. His rededication to the religious faith of his early years is commemorated in a poem composed in 1952. The abandonment of Marxism was complete. In a 1989 interview Solzhenitsyn recounted the steps in this process: “In prison, I encountered a broad variety of people. I saw that my convictions did not have a solid basis, could not stand up in dispute, and I had to renounce them. Then the question arose of going back to what I head learned as a child. It took more than a year or so. Other believers influenced me, but basically it was a return to what I had thought before.”18


Although Solzhenitsyn’s term of incarceration officially ended on February 9, 1953, eight years to the day subsequent to his arrest, he was let out of camp on March 5, 1953, the day Stalin’s death was announced. But the gulag system was by no means done with the released prisoner. Remaining under control of that system’s administration, he was sent into internal exile, which was supposed to be “perpetual.” He was assigned to Kok-Terek, a small village in southern Kazakhstan, where he was completely cut off from his earlier human contacts. His wife had earlier filed for divorce to evade the discrimination that befell any citizen who was married to an imprisoned “enemy of the people.” (Solzhenitsyn had acquiesced in that decision.) And in 1952 the lonely woman started living with another man.


In Kok-Terek Solzhenitsyn made his living by teaching mathematics and physics at a nearby secondary school. In every spare moment he wrote. The first task was to put down on paper the prodigious output that he had composed in his head while in prison and camp. Having given priority to writing poetry, he now feverishly recorded on paper the long narrative poem The Road, the two plays Victory Celebrations and Prisoners, and a number of lyric poems. Without any hope that his works would see print during his lifetime, he was, as the saying has it, “writing for the drawer.”


In the fall of 1953 Solzhenitsyn experienced a serious recurrence of the abdominal swelling that had led to his previous emergency surgery. By the end of the year his cancer was diagnosed as terminal. He was given only a few weeks to live. As he recalls, his condition worsened to the point that he was unable to eat or sleep; he seemed “very near death”19 and was granted permission to take the 300-mile trip to a hospital in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, for treatment. Before departing, he stuffed his manuscripts into a bottle and buried it in his yard. The massive doses of radiation that he received at Tashkent shrank his tumor, and Solzhenitsyn reports that on the day of his release—after the second period of treatment in 1955, when he was declared cured—he decided to turn the raw material of his Tashkent experience into a work of fiction. The resulting text, produced in the early to middle 1960s, is a novel-length “tale” (povest’) titled Cancer Ward. Its leading character, Oleg Kostoglotov, has, like his creator, known war, prison, and cancer, though in most other regards he is not an authorial alter ego. From Tashkent, Solzhenitsyn returned to Kok-Terek (and his buried bottle) and resumed his routine of teaching and writing.


As if his life had not already been eventful enough, several events of 1956 and 1957 make those years particularly significant for the story of Solzhenitsyn. The first noteworthy event was a speech in February 1956 by Nikita Khrushchev to the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), in which the premier denounced his predecessor, Joseph Stalin, for deviating from Lenin’s precepts and, most pointedly, for establishing a “personality cult” that had brought about “a whole series of exceedingly serious and grave perversions of Party principles, of party democracy, of revolutionary legality.”20 This speech, initially secret, was largely intended to strengthen Khrushchev’s position in the behind-the-scenes power struggle that had engulfed top Soviet leaders after the death of Stalin. High on the list of charges against the dead dictator was his role in ordering the torture and death of myriads of loyal Communists. In addition, the negative consequences of Stalin’s policies were plainly visible to the rulers and the ruled alike; and some of these consequences, such as the gross economic inefficiency of the camp system, had to be undone in order to save the Soviet order itself. Most of the Party members present at the speech presumably knew too much about Stalin to be shocked by any revelations of inhumane actions on his part, but the violence of Khrushchev’s attack shattered a hitherto-inviolate taboo and threw them into confusion by the obvious question it raised about the legitimacy of almost four decades of Soviet power. And when the contents of the speech were leaked to the public, the impact was sensational. Communist parties abroad were shaken to their foundations, with many of their members questioning whether their loyalty to the Soviet Union had been misplaced; in fact, numerous Western Communists and fellow travelers date their ideological defection from this occasion. Nations within the Soviet bloc reeled with unrest, and in October of that year Hungary exploded with an ill-fated revolt against Soviet domination.


Soviet citizens, too, felt the aftershocks of the dramatic events in the Kremlin. In cultural matters Khrushchev’s speech set in motion the tenuous liberalization known as the “Thaw.” This partial relaxation of ideological controls did not last long, and citizens never were sure how far they could go in speaking their minds; but all recognized the break from the strict regimentation of thought that Stalin had imposed. In April 1956 the government canceled all sentences of “perpetual exile,” and when his school year ended, Solzhenitsyn returned to Central Russia, moving to a village about a hundred miles east of Moscow named Miltsevo. There he continued to earn his livelihood by teaching school and, as before, devoted every free moment to his writing, just as he would do for the rest of his life. Miltsevo provided the setting for “Matryona’s Home,” his best-known and arguably greatest short story. Its hero, known only by his patronymic, Ignatich, seeks but fails to find personal peace by burrowing nostalgically into the Russian heartland; this character is thoroughly autobiographical in inspiration. While at Miltsevo, Solzhenitsyn also completed the first draft of The First Circle. His situation in life was further improved when in early 1957 he was officially “rehabilitated,” with the 1945 charges against him formally erased from his record. Shortly thereafter, he remarried Natalia Reshetovskaya, taking up residence with his wife in Ryazan, a provincial city south of Moscow, where Solzhenitsyn once again found work as a schoolteacher while continuing his clandestine—and prolific—writing.


In 1958–60 Solzhenitsyn penned seventeen miniature stories (“Krokhotki,” literally “tinies”), which were essentially prose poems. These brief texts, running from a mere dozen lines to a page and a half, display the sure touch of a poet capable of deft delicacy. They also reveal a pensive, gentle spirit not readily associated with an author of long books. Solzhenitsyn would return to the “miniature” genre in later years.


A new injection of high drama into the story of Solzhenitsyn came in the early 1960s, after Khrushchev gave another speech that was destined to affect the course of the writer’s life. Addressing the Twenty-Second Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in October 1961, Khrushchev pressed the case for liberalizing reform with a vigor that was surprising in light of the shock waves still reverberating from his “de-Stalinization” speech of 1956. This congress proved to be the high-water mark in Khrushchev’s campaign to discredit Stalin, and its most visible symbolic result was the removal of Stalin’s embalmed corpse from the Lenin mausoleum on Red Square. Another important speaker at the congress was Aleksandr Tvardovsky, the editor in chief of the USSR’s most prestigious literary monthly, Novy Mir, who energetically supported the premier’s reformist position and implied that his journal would be open to pieces reflecting the new line. The on-again-off-again “Thaw” was, it seemed, on again. Given this climate, Solzhenitsyn made the fateful decision to try to get something of his into print. He set his sights on Novy Mir as the outlet most likely to take a risk on a provocative work of literature. The author’s choice of manuscript for this venture was titled Shch-854 (for the prison identification number of its protagonist), a work known later as One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich; it had been written in 1959. He handed the manuscript to Lev Kopelev, his old friend from Marfino days, who passed it along to a secretary at Novy Mir; she, in turn, managed to present it directly to Tvardovsky. In a well-documented episode, Tvardovsky took the manuscript home in the evening, changed into his lounging robe, propped himself up with pillows while sitting on his bed, and started to read. After having read just two or three pages, he got up, put on his office clothes, and resumed his reading. He was, he knew, in the presence of a literary masterpiece, and only dignified attire was fitting for the occasion. Tvardovsky stayed up through the night to read the text twice. In the meantime, Solzhenitsyn was having second thoughts about having revealed himself, even wishing that he could retrieve his manuscript and return to his underground ways.21 But it was too late: He had set in motion a decade of struggle with the authorities that would lead through hazardous adventure to international fame.


Getting the work published was now Tvardovsky’s challenge. The course of action chosen by the highly placed literary man with peasant roots was to hand over the manuscript to the most highly placed political man, also with peasant roots: Nikita Khrushchev himself. Tvardovsky suggested to Khrushchev—a personal acquaintance—that he might find this piece of fiction about prison camp life useful for confirming Stalin’s excesses. The book is indeed anti-Stalinist, but almost entirely in the general sense of being opposed to state-sponsored dehumanization in any form. According to Khrushchev’s son Sergei, his father listened as the premier’s aide, Vladimir Lebedev, read the text aloud.22 Deciding to have the work published, Khrushchev sought the cover of collective approval by the regime’s leadership. He had copies distributed to the members of the Party Presidium, with printed instructions forbidding the duplicating, lending, or keeping of any copy. At the Presidium’s next meeting, each member had to speak for or against publishing the book, in this way allowing Khrushchev to determine who was with him in his de-Stalinization drive and who was not.23 It can be said, therefore, that the very first public use of a Solzhenitsyn work was a politicized misuse.


Soon after Khrushchev gave the green light (almost precisely on the eve of the Cuban missile crisis), the work was published by Novy Mir, in November 1962, under the title One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, Tvardovsky’s substitution for Shch-854. Novy Mir printed many more copies than usual. Within months the mass-circulation magazine Roman-gazeta reprinted the work, and it also appeared in book form. The very fact that a depiction of life in a Soviet forced-labor camp was appearing in public guaranteed that the work would create a major sensation. Readers passed along from hand to hand copies numbering in the millions. Translated versions appeared quickly and were similarly numerous. Almost overnight, a hitherto unknown schoolteacher became a household name known around the world. Solzhenitsyn’s life had changed course radically and irreversibly. From now on, the writer was to be a highly visible public figure. Khrushchev had let the genie out of the bottle, and there was no stuffing it back in.


Establishment publications dutifully followed the Soviet leader both in embracing One Day and in mimicking his instrumental approach of treating this work of literature as a political tool. Early Western responses to the work were profuse and overwhelmingly glowing, though they, too, devoted considerable attention to the work’s political significance. The exuberant response to One Day at home and abroad went well beyond what Khrushchev and company had expected or desired. It is clear that the Kremlin had hoped for nothing more than servile gratitude that Stalin’s terror was over. Instead, the emphasis fell on how much more needed to be told. Other writers, trying to capitalize on Solzhenitsyn’s success, bombarded Soviet publishing houses with literary manuscripts challenging Stalinism. And Western commentators welcomed Solzhenitsyn as an anti-totalitarian freedom fighter who had dared to tackle a dangerous subject. Even more significantly, readers in the Soviet Union, the great majority of whom had had friends or family members in the gulag, saw the appearance of Ivan Denisovich’s story as an explosive revelation of an officially ignored world, and in this sense as a breathtaking liberation from the chokehold of enforced falsehoods. For many citizens, the publication of One Day was an almost mythic moment. The previously unnamable had been named; the link between experience and verbal expression had been reasserted.


The appearance of this story was also a promise of many more stories to be revealed. Readers by the hundreds unloaded upon Solzhenitsyn an avalanche of letters describing their own ordeals or the suffering of others they had witnessed. Solzhenitsyn had once considered writing a history of the whole gulag system, but he had set aside the idea as too vast, given the limited sources available. But now the correspondence precipitated by One Day was bringing him exactly the sort of detailed material needed for the gargantuan project he had in mind. The plan was revived, and in 1963–64 the writer met with and interviewed hundreds of the letter-writers. Drawing upon these eyewitness accounts, as well as other sources, he soon set to work in earnest to compose The Gulag Archipelago.


At the same time, Solzhenitsyn tried to parlay his success with One Day into the publication of other works, but with limited success. Two months after One Day appeared, Novy Mir carried “Matryona’s Home” and another excellent short story, “Incident at Krechetovka Station.”24 Later in 1963 the same journal ran a rather long—and less successful—story titled “For the Good of the Cause.” An essay on language (1965) and the story “Zakhar the Pouch” (1966) were the only other works by Solzhenitsyn published in the official Soviet press while he was living in the USSR. In 1963 the literary overlords denied permission to stage his play The Love-Girl and the Innocent even in its politically softened version, and in 1965 they effectively closed the door to the publication of any of his longer works (The First Circle, then Cancer Ward). The author’s career as an acceptable Soviet writer was finished, and he would not be published at home again until the Soviet Union was in its death throes.


Meanwhile, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich continued to make waves. When Khrushchev was ousted from power in October 1964, one of the points in the Party’s indictment against him was his decision to allow the publication of Solzhenitsyn’s work.25 This was preceded, several months before Khrushchev’s downfall, by an episode in which Solzhenitsyn was nominated for the Lenin Prize in literature, after which hard-line Party hacks felt sufficiently threatened to launch a shameless last-minute allegation that the writer had collaborated with the Nazis during the war, thus sabotaging his chances. (In retrospect, Solzhenitsyn has suggested that this rebuff was in fact fortunate, sparing him the inevitable extra pressure to conform to the dictates of the state.) The removal of Khrushchev from power left Tvardovsky and Novy Mir—and, ineluctably, Solzhenitsyn as well—stripped of their principal protection. The author’s position grew increasingly precarious. The short-lived official attitude of favor toward him was now replaced by open hostility, which was soon to deepen into vituperation. The failure of his efforts to get a “lightened” version of his full-length novel, The First Circle, into print in the Soviet Union led him to have a copy smuggled West for safekeeping, though not yet for publication. By 1964, however, other works of his had found their own ways westward, and some of them had begun to appear in print—without his permission and against his wishes. The first of these were the miniatures, which turned up in Grani, a Russian émigré journal published in Germany.


The KGB was by now tracking Solzhenitsyn’s moves, and its more or less discreet surveillance began turning into direct harassment. In 1965 the security agency raided the apartments of two of Solzhenitsyn’s friends and made off with a large cache of his notes and unpublished manuscripts. Among the many items snatched was the manuscript of the early play Victory Celebrations, which contained passages that were bitterly hostile toward the Soviet regime and thus lent themselves readily to the kind of selective citation soon used to blacken the author’s reputation in Soviet eyes. Solzhenitsyn escalated the conflict by circulating statements revealing the KGB’s machinations. These increasingly confrontational statements established his reputation as a prominent and eloquent opponent of the regime, and they were typically published in the West and then broadcast back to the USSR over Radio Liberty. Whereas previously Solzhenitsyn had made an effort to stay out of the public eye, by 1965 circumstances had forced him into open defiance. Besides publicizing his fiery denunciations of KGB harassment, he gave public readings from his works and even granted interviews to foreign journalists. His reputation as a shrewd strategist and formidable infighter in his battle with the authorities dates from this time.


The principal means employed by Solzhenitsyn in reaction to the official campaign against him was to circulate his statements, his responses to attacks, and his literary works via the samizdat network, a system of distributing privately printed but officially unacceptable works among other dissenters. In practice this entailed the clandestine reproduction of texts in chain-letter fashion, typically by means of typing while making several carbon copies (access to photocopy machines was heavily controlled). The first work that he allowed to be disseminated via samizdat was Cancer Ward, composed during the turbulent, noose-tightening years of 1963–66. He had made every effort to get Cancer Ward published in a Soviet-sanctioned outlet, submitting the work to Novy Mir and awaiting the censors’ clearance after the editorial board gave its approval. A 1966 meeting at which Solzhenitsyn discussed the manuscript with the prose section of the Moscow writers’ organization augured well: The fellow writers lavished praise on the work, and in return Solzhenitsyn expressed his thanks and his willingness to consider making recommended revisions. But the manuscript remained hopelessly stalled, and his frustration finally boiled over. In May 1967 this took the form of a blistering open letter to the delegates of the Fourth Congress of the Union of Soviet Writers,26 even though this statement addresses the specific issue of Solzhenitsyn’s languishing manuscript only briefly. For the most part, the letter excoriates the system of censorship that made such problems possible in the first place, and berates the officially approved writers for their shameful docility in the face of a system that routinely disfigures and stunts their own works, as well as for their refusal to protest the active persecution of hundreds of fellow writers. This open letter was Solzhenitsyn’s first major act of public defiance, with the text widely distributed in samizdat and receiving considerable publicity in the West. The Fourth Congress, however, refused to take up his proposed agenda items, despite the pleas of a number of delegates. After this occasion Solzhenitsyn began keeping a record of his conflict with the authorities in case they should take action against him. These notes were the genesis of the autobiographical sketches that appeared in 1975 under the title The Oak and the Calf.


While all this drama was unfolding on the public stage, Solzhenitsyn was carrying on a second life out of public view. This was his “underground” life as a writer dealing with taboo materials. He was secretly writing what would become The Gulag Archipelago, his massive indictment of the Soviet penal system, which he knew could never get past the censors. The riveting story of how he worked under circumstances of nearly unimaginable constraints reached the reading public only in 1991, with the publication of Invisible Allies, which he had intended to be part of The Oak and the Calf. (Because Invisible Allies mentioned the names of the numerous co-conspirators who typed Solzhenitsyn’s works and hid copies of them and who would be endangered if their identities were known, he withheld these accounts until after the Soviet Union had collapsed.) The writer labored furtively and feverishly on Gulag for some ten years, 1958–68. Much of his work on the book took place in Estonia, where he was provided with shelter by friends of his former zek acquaintances. He repaired to what he called his “Hiding Place” four times, with the two most productive periods of creativity taking place in the winters of 1965–66 and 1966–67—a total of 146 days, as he specifies with typical exactness. During this time, Solzhenitsyn recalls, he worked as he never had in his whole life. “It even seemed as if it were no longer I who was writing; rather, I was swept along, my hand being moved by an outside force.… Those weeks represent the highest point in my feelings of victory and of isolation from the world.”27 He also reports the astonishing fact that because of security concerns he never once throughout the whole composing process risked having all parts of the work together on his desk at the same time.


With The Gulag Archipelago completed in 1968, Solzhenitsyn successfully arranged the nerve-racking operation of getting a microfilm copy to the West for safekeeping. In the same year, both The First Circle and Cancer Ward were published outside the Soviet Union, both in Russian and in translation. Western reviewers generally welcomed these two long works of fiction with the same warmth they had bestowed earlier on One Day; differences among the reviewers focused mainly on which of these new works was the greater. Solzhenitsyn was riding high in world opinion, and his successes in public relations instilled in him a relative sense of immunity despite the sharp hostility of the regime.


In 1969 Solzhenitsyn took up in earnest the vast project that he had set his mind on in his youth—the literary rendering of the historical events that had issued in the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. He envisaged this as a multivolume cycle of works to be collectively titled The Red Wheel. The early version of the first installment (“Knot I”), August 1914, was prepared for publication by 1971, appearing in Paris after all attempts to achieve publication in the Soviet Union failed; a highly flawed English translation came out in 1972. The final, considerably expanded, version was published in 1983, though not until 1989 in English (this time in an excellent translation). Despite all the distracting turmoil of his life during the 1960s and early 1970s, Solzhenitsyn’s commitment to what he considered his magnum opus never flagged.


The violent displeasure of the regime notwithstanding, Solzhenitsyn formally retained the status of an officially recognized Soviet writer throughout the late 1960s. But from the Soviet point of view this clearly was an unnatural arrangement, and action to terminate it came in late 1969, when the Ryazan chapter of the Writers’ Union did the national organization’s dirty work by expelling him from the organization for “antisocial behavior.” Under Soviet law, a formally unemployed writer could be charged with the crime of “social parasitism,” as had happened to Joseph Brodsky in 1964. Solzhenitsyn was probably spared such a fate only because Western writers raised a din of protest on his behalf. On this and other occasions, such outpouring of support in the West unquestionably functioned as a brake on the persecution of the beleaguered writer. This is of course apart from the courageous support Solzhenitsyn received from numerous prominent Russians such as Mstislav Rostropovich and Kornei Chukovsky.


A tremendous boost to Solzhenitsyn’s reputation came in 1970, when he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in recognition—as the citation put it—of “the ethical force with which he has pursued the indispensable traditions of Russian literature.”28 As with prior Western expressions of support for his work, the surge of sympathy on this occasion strengthened his position. Even more than before, the world press accorded him celebrity treatment. The Soviet press, by contrast, overflowed with predictable cries of indignation at this prestigious recognition. Solzhenitsyn did not travel to Stockholm to receive the award, fearing that the Soviet government would strip him of his citizenship while he was abroad and then block his return home. He suggested a ceremony at the Swedish embassy in Moscow instead, but the Swedes, cowed by Soviet threats, chose to forgo that option. Two years later, in 1972, the Nobel Foundation released the text of his lecture, which is normally delivered at some point close to the award ceremony. (And it was not until 1974, when the author was already living abroad, that he received the Nobel insignia in person.)


The intensity of conflict between author and authorities reached its zenith during the years 1970–72. Solzhenitsyn was at that time perceived as one of the two most prominent Soviet dissenters, the other being Andrei Sakharov, a leading physicist known as the father of the Soviet hydrogen bomb who had become sharply critical of the Soviet role in world affairs. Writer and scientist were somewhat uneasy allies because of significant differences between their overall perspectives: Sakharov’s secular commitment to Enlightenment principles and Solzhenitsyn’s religious convictions were inherently at odds. Nevertheless, the prevailing tone of their relationship was mutual respect, as would soon be demonstrated by Solzhenitsyn’s act of nominating Sakharov in 1973 for the Nobel Peace Prize, and then by Sakharov’s public protests in defense of Solzhenitsyn both before and after the writer was arrested in 1974. During the tense early 1970s, the crucial cover of Western support extended to both men equally—support for which Solzhenitsyn publicly thanked the press, on behalf of both of them, as soon as he was deported to the West.29 But both of them also experienced direct physical endangerment. Sakharov was threatened by men posing as Arab terrorists.30 In Solzhenitsyn’s case, KGB agents ransacked his summer cottage and severely beat a friend of his who happened to be there, sent threatening letters to the writer and his wife, and in 1971 even tried to kill him. The attempt on his life was made by poking him with a sharp instrument tipped with poison (ricin, apparently) as he was standing in line at a store in Novocherkassk. Solzhenitsyn was stricken with blisters over much of his body and was bedridden for nearly three months, but at the time did not suspect foul play. This was yet another close call for the survivor of prison camps and cancer.31 At about the same time, libraries throughout the Soviet Union received orders to destroy their copies of One Day, along with issues of Novy Mir containing this and other works by Solzhenitsyn.


In 1972 Solzhenitsyn circulated an open letter to Patriarch Pimen criticizing the leadership of the Russian Orthodox Church for its supine inactivity in the face of vigorously promoted atheistic propaganda. It must have been clear to Solzhenitsyn by this time that he could never regain state-approved publication of his works, and it may well be that this realization freed him to reveal sympathies he had not publicized before. In any case, the open letter made clear his allegiance to the church. At about the same time, a prose-poem prayer of his, penned probably in 1962, was printed in Time and other Western magazines; it begins, “How easy for me to live with you, Lord! / How easy to believe in you!”32 (This prayer reached the West at the initiative of Elizaveta Voronyanskaya, one of Solzhenitsyn’s “invisible allies.” Solzhenitsyn chastised her sternly for this impetuosity, but later he came to view her action as providential, since it was instrumental in leading to his receipt of the Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion in 1983.) Taken together, these two statements brought to the fore the issue of his religious convictions, which previously had drawn little critical attention. Father Alexander Schmemann had written an important essay in 1970 on Christian themes in Solzhenitsyn’s writings,33 but Schmemann’s shrewd insights went almost unnoticed.


The publication of August 1914—in Russian in 1971 and in English in 1972—changed the landscape of Solzhenitsyn criticism. Some religiously inclined critics observed delightedly that in this work Solzhenitsyn seemed similarly inclined. Moreover, a number of secular critics saw the same signs. The work does not contain explicit assertions of the author’s Christian faith. Rather, in this, his most emphatically patriotic literary work to date, the Russia that the author affirms is the historical, religious Russia. The realization thus began to set in across the board that religious convictions lay deep in Solzhenitsyn’s outlook. This generated confusion and apprehension among many of Solzhenitsyn’s secular admirers in both Russia and the West in the early 1970s and contributed directly to the first significant decline of Solzhenitsyn’s standing. In the West, the reviews of August 1914 were decidedly mixed. While a few were sturdily favorable, most were guarded or ambivalent, and a widespread mood of disappointment was unmistakable. In the words of biographer Michael Scammell, the appearance of this work “disrupted the unanimity of opinion that had enveloped his earlier works.”34 Solzhenitsyn records the same kind of reaction among many of his confederates in Russia, with the book’s appearance occasioning a “schism among my readers” and “the steady loss of supporters.”35 The bluntest explanation for the defections came from Mary McCarthy: Solzhenitsyn was “rude and unfair” toward “the ‘liberals’ and ‘advanced circles’ of 1914.” Assuming a consensual like-mindedness among her readers, she continued, “He has it in for those people, just as he would have it in for you and me, if he could overhear us talking.”36


Meanwhile, Solzhenitsyn’s marriage to Natalia Reshetovskaya was in deep trouble. The strains in their complicated relationship became unbearable. Solzhenitsyn had begun a relationship with Natalia Svetlova, a Moscow mathematician who was one of the “invisible” helpers in his work. Reshetovskaya made a failed attempt at suicide. A divorce petition, initially rejected by the authorities in a mean-spirited attempt to harass the writer, was finally approved in early 1973, clearing the way for Solzhenitsyn and Svetlova to marry. After the divorce Reshetovskaya wrote a memoir about her former husband that blackened his reputation, although she later claimed that Novosti, the official Soviet press agency, which had helped her prepare the book, had edited it in a way that increased its negative slant. The memoir appeared in 1975, with its title rendered in English as Sanya (Solzhenitsyn’s nickname). Solzhenitsyn has never portrayed himself as blameless in the breakup. Nevertheless, in his second wife he found someone who was his equal in intensity of spirit, fearlessness of character, and enormous capacity for work. She became a full partner in every aspect of his life, including his work as a writer.


The ceaseless hounding of Solzhenitsyn took an alarming turn when in mid-1973 the KGB detained Elizaveta Voronyanskaya. After a microfilm copy of The Gulag Archipelago had been transmitted to the safety of the West, the writer had instructed Voronyanskaya to destroy any copies that she still possessed. Voronyanskaya had disobeyed his request, retaining one copy just in case all others were confiscated. The KGB, knowing that Voronyanskaya belonged to Solzhenitsyn’s inner circle, brought her in for interrogation (a process vividly described in the third chapter of Gulag). After five days and nights of uninterrupted questioning, she cracked and revealed where her copy was located. She died soon thereafter, either by suicide or (as Solzhenitsyn thinks more likely) by murder. Solzhenitsyn was well aware of the KGB’s practice of quoting out of context in order to produce an effect opposite of what a writer intended. So, to beat the KGB to the punch, he sent word, through the Swiss lawyer he had engaged, for the presses in the West to roll. The first Russian-language volume of Gulag appeared in Paris at the end of 1973, and soon thereafter all eighteen hundred pages were published in the original and in various other languages. Yet another blockbuster episode in the saga of Solzhenitsyn received front-page coverage in newspapers everywhere. (Solzhenitsyn would later view Voronyanskaya’s unauthorized hiding of a copy of Gulag as providential, much as he came to view as providential her meddlesome role in publicizing his prose-poem prayer.)


Solzhenitsyn had no doubt that The Gulag Archipelago was destined to affect the course of history, and many Western critics concurred in their estimates of the work’s significance. For that matter, the Soviet authorities themselves seem to have recognized the power of Gulag and the perils it posed for them. In a left-handed compliment, the Soviet media ratcheted up to fever pitch the campaign to vilify its author. Even though much of the factual background underlying the Gulag narrative was already in the public record, thanks to studies by scholars and memoirs by former prisoners, it remained true that in terms of Western public opinion, the Soviet Union was generally given the benefit of the doubt. It is thus a measure of Solzhenitsyn’s literary talent that the force of his voice broke through the wall of Western skepticism and carried the day with general readers and opinion-shapers alike. Two decades later, after the Soviet Union disintegrated, historians would routinely list Gulag and One Day among the factors contributing to the regime’s collapse.


The publication of The Gulag Archipelago was also the immediate cause of Solzhenitsyn’s expulsion to the West. Although we now know that Yuri Andropov, the head of the KGB in the early 1970s, had been advocating precisely this course of action against the writer for some time, Solzhenitsyn was surprisingly unprepared for this move of Soviet revenge. On February 11, 1974, the Soviet state prosecutor’s office issued him a summons. The messenger attempting to deliver the summons was rebuffed at the door by Mrs. Solzhenitsyn, who refused to accept it. Instead, Solzhenitsyn issued a counter-statement of his own, giving copies of it to Western reporters. It read, “I refuse to recognize the legality of your summons and shall not appear at an interrogation in any state institution.”37 Even this episode was not enough to convince Solzhenitsyn that his arrest was imminent. At 5:00 p.m. on the next day (February 12, 1974), eight men—plainclothes KGB agents and uniformed officers—showed up at Solzhenitsyn’s door, forced their way into the apartment, and arrested him. Despite his well-honed habit of thinking through the regime’s probable moves and trying to stay one step ahead, Solzhenitsyn describes his mental state on this occasion as one of “witless shock.”38 Since several weeks had passed without incident after the initial appearance of Gulag, he had let himself slip into a false sense of security and invincibility. Other storms of slander against him had blown over. Why not expect that this latest one, too, despite its intensity, would pass without follow-up action? To the fateful knock on the door, then, he could only react with, “No, I had never thought it would happen. Honestly, I had never expected it.”39 He had time only to put on the old hat and sheepskin jacket from exile days that he had prepared for this eventuality, to kiss his wife and to sign the cross over her head, and to tell her to look after the children.


Solzhenitsyn was about to be stripped of his Soviet citizenship (as his wife would be at a later point), “for systematically performing actions that are incompatible with being a citizen of the U.S.S.R.,”40 and to be formally accused of treason, a charge that potentially carried the death penalty. He was taken to Lefortovo prison, where he underwent the multiple humiliations described in “Arrest,” the opening chapter of Gulag. He pondered the possible acts that could be committed against him. The one ultimately chosen was to put him on an airplane and send him away, destination unknown to him until upon landing he saw the airport sign for Frankfurt-am-Main. The world press followed avidly the day-by-day developments in the drama of his exile. Virtually in unison, Western commentators protested the Soviet action against Solzhenitsyn and praised his courage and literary talent. Even Communist parties in the West spoke on his behalf. For Russian public consumption Solzhenitsyn left behind a brief statement titled “Live Not by Lies!”


While Solzhenitsyn’s account of his long-running conflict with the Soviet regime is recounted in The Oak and the Calf and Invisible Allies, the authorities were keeping a record of their own concerning “the issue of Solzhenitsyn.” In 1995 the Soviet view of this struggle became public in a substantial volume titled The Solzhenitsyn Files.41 The documents selected for inclusion in this book were drawn from secret, often top-secret, files of the Central Committee of the Communist Party USSR, declassified by President Boris Yeltsin’s order after the fall of the Soviet Union. Among the major impressions that can be drawn from these records is how successfully Solzhenitsyn and his helpers outfoxed the KGB and hid their activities from the alleged “Unsleeping Eye.”42 Another major impression is how befuddled and baffled the top officials were in trying to figure out what to do with the recalcitrant author, none more so than the befogged Leonid Brezhnev. Their strategy was ultimately determined by Yuri Andropov. Rather than making a martyr of Solzhenitsyn by killing him or returning him to the gulag, Andropov successfully argued for shipping him West. Allowing him to continue his activities in the Soviet Union was deemed unacceptable, but the sentence of external exile would, Andropov hoped, earn some credit for the Soviet regime in the West by being perceived as a “humane” act. Andropov hoped further that Solzhenitsyn would lose his status and significance once he found himself in the West.43


Life in Exile


Solzhenitsyn arrived in the West (in his words) “naked as Adam.”44 After he landed at the Frankfurt airport, his first haven was the home of the German writer and fellow Nobel Prize winner Heinrich Böll, where he was given tea, bread, and bed. The press continued its eager reportage of his every move. Soon he would embark upon a whirlwind of public activity among unfamiliar surroundings for which his prior experiences, despite all their drama, did little to prepare him.


It might seem obvious to Westerners living in comfort and safety that the Soviet authorities could have done much worse by Solzhenitsyn than to send him to live out his days in freedom. But a writer has worries of his own, and Solzhenitsyn had once wondered if “off Russian ground I am doomed to lose my feel for the Russian language.”45 (In fact, he would later acknowledge that he could write another batch of prose poems only after he returned to Russia in 1994; “living abroad—I simply couldn’t do it.”)46 So it may be taken as a measure of Solzhenitsyn’s inveterate optimism (despite his later reputation as a Jeremiah) that upon his expulsion he remarked, “Even old trees, when they are transplanted, take root in a new place.”47 And, indeed, once in the West he soon settled into a calm routine in which he devoted almost every waking hour to his writing.


It is impossible to overstate the enthusiasm with which the West welcomed Solzhenitsyn. The Times of London called him “the man who is for the moment the most famous person in the western world.”48 Time magazine declared him “one of the world’s great writers, an authentic hero in an age sorely lacking them.”49 Every-where he went, he received smiles and cheers from well-wishing crowds. Telegrams of support flooded in from all over the world. He was swamped with invitations to speak and requests for interviews. Countries vied with one another in offering him shelter; invitations to settle came from Norway, Denmark, Switzerland, Great Britain, Canada, the United States, Australia, Israel. Less than a month after he was deported, thirty-three US senators cosponsored a resolution to grant him honorary American citizenship.


Because Solzhenitsyn appreciated the Western support he had received prior to his deportation, he felt an obligation to accept at least some of the invitations to make public appearances. After years of living underground, he was being handed the opportunity to speak candidly to audiences clamoring to hear him. And although he would wait until 1975–76 to set out on a major round of speaking engagements, he could meanwhile not avoid dealing with the press in some fashion. He had valued Western journalists as allies when he was battling the Soviet regime, but contending with their hounding ways at close quarters was a different matter, and mere days after reaching the West he was already expressing irritation at the errors (or pure invention) that appeared in their stories. The spirit of conflict between him and the press would only worsen over time. Then there was the matter of interviews, the clamor for which was too great for him to stave them off for long. In 1974 he sat for a formal interview with Walter Cronkite, the prominent American television newsman. In this and other interviews, Solzhenitsyn, relishing his new freedom to speak out, replied unguardedly to questions, sometimes to the interviewer’s manifest incomprehension. A number of his remarks here and on other early occasions revealed positions and attitudes of which Westerners were unaware, and his views on nonliterary issues often went against the grain of received opinion. In particular, the cultural elites were often surprised and displeased by his rejection of the West’s policy of détente with the Soviet Union, his doubts about Western resolve in standing up for freedom, his apparent coolness toward democracy, and much more. Thus, many of those who had championed the writer for his resistance to Soviet totalitarianism began to have second thoughts. The numerous controversies stirred up as a result may be collectively called “the Solzhenitsyn question.”


There was also the problem of finding a place for his family to live. Admirers in Norway, who had proposed as early as 1970 that he might wish to consider moving there, hosted him for an exploratory visit soon after his arrival in the West. He felt drawn to the beauty and the climate of the country, respected the staunch spirit of Norwegians, and enjoyed the company of his hosts. But Norway had its drawbacks, its inconvenient geographical location among them, and Solzhenitsyn decided to make Zurich, Switzerland, his first Western residence. Several weeks later the Soviet authorities allowed his wife and sons to join him there. Their house was right on the street and therefore noisy, and its easy access invited many well-meaning people to approach and thus to distract him from his work. This insufficiently private arrangement could not last, even though the writer spent much time in a considerably more secluded house made available to him by the mayor of the city. Yet living in Zurich had important compensations. For one thing, it was the very city where Lenin had spent a restless year before his fateful return to Russia in 1917, and the writer made a point of familiarizing himself with the Bolshevik leader’s way of life during his Swiss sojourn—information that found its way into the Lenin-centered chapters of The Red Wheel. Even more useful were meetings with scholars who had investigated Lenin’s activities in 1916–17, particularly the much-debated question of his contacts with German agents.


Soon after settling into Switzerland, Solzhenitsyn established the Russian Social Fund, a charitable foundation intended primarily to aid political prisoners and prisoners of conscience, along with their families. The foundation was registered under Swiss law and set up to receive one hundred percent of the royalties from the sale of The Gulag Archipelago in all languages. Money was discreetly taken into the Soviet Union and distributed by fearless individuals who braved arrest to carry out this function. (In post-Soviet years the fund has been dispensing modest but regular monetary support to some two thousand indigent former inmates.)
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