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PART I 

THE COLLAPSE OF 

THE VALUE 

OF HUMAN LIFE 





Preparatory 

Here is the second sentence of Robert Conquest 's The Harvest of 

Sorrow: Soviet Collectivization and the Terror-Famine: 

We may perhaps put this in perspective in the present case by 
saying that in the actions here recorded about twenty human 
l ives were lost for, not every word, but every letter, in this 
book. 

That sentence represents 3 ,040 lives. The book is 411 pages long. 
"Horse manure was eaten, partly because it often contained 

whole grains of wheat" (1,340 lives) .  "Oleska Voytrykhovsky saved 
his and his family's . . .  lives by consuming the meat of horses 
which had died in the collective of glanders and other diseases" 
( 2,480 lives) .  Conquest quotes Vasily Grossman's essayistic­
documentary novel Forever Flowing: "And the children's faces were 
aged, tormented, just as if they were seventy years old. And by 
spring they no longer had faces. Instead, they had b irdlike heads 
with beaks, or frog heads-thin, wide lips-and some of them 
resembled fish, mouths open" (3,880 lives) .  Grossman goes on: 

In one hut there would be something like a war. Everyone 
would keep close watch over everyone else . . . .  The wife turned 
against her husband and the husband against his wife. The 
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mother hated the children. And in some other hut love would 
be inviolable to the very last. I knew one woman with four 
children. She would tell them fairy stories and legends so that 
they would forget their hunger. Her own tongue could hardly 
move, but she would take them into her arms even though she 
had hardly the strength to lift her arms when they were empty. 
Love lived on within her. And people noticed that where there 
was hate people died off more swiftly. Yet love, for that matter, 
saved no one. The whole village perished, one and all. No life 
remained in it. 

Thus: 1 1 ,860 l ives. Cannibalism was widely practiced-and 
widely punished. Not all these pitiable anthropophagi received 
the supreme penalty. In the late 1930s, 325 cannibals from the 
Ukraine were still serving life sentences in Baltic slave camps. 

The famine was an enforced famine:  the peasants were 
stripped of their food. On June 11, 1933, the Ukrainian paper Visti 

praised an "alert" secret policeman for unmasking and arresting 
a "fascist saboteur" who had hidden some bread in a hole under 
a pile of clover. That word fascist. One hundred and forty l ives . 

I n  these pages, guileless prepositions l ike at and to each rep­
resent the murder of six or seven large families. There is only one 
book on this subject: Conquest's. I t  is, I repeat, 411 pages long. 

Credentials 

I am a fifty-two-year-old novelist and cr i t i c  who has recently 
read several yards of books about the Soviet experiment .  On De­
cember 31, 1999, alo ng wi th  Tony Blair and the Queen, I attended 
the celebrat ions at the M i l lennium Dome in London. Touted as 

a fest ival of h igh technology in an aesthetic dreamscapc, the eve­
ning resembled a five-hour  stopover in a second-rate German 
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airport. For others, the evening resembled a five-hour attempt 
to reach a second-rate German airport-so I won't complain. I 
knew that the millennium was a non-event, reflecting l i ttle more 
than our interest in zeros; and I knew that December 31, 1999, 
wasn't the millennium anyway. * But that night did seem to mark 
the end of the twentieth century; and the twentieth century is 
unanimously considered to be our worst century yet (an impres­
sion confirmed by the new book I was reading: Reflections on a 

Ravaged Century, by Robert Conquest) .  I had hoped that at mid­
night I would get some sort of chiliastic frisson.  And I didn't get 
it at the Dome. Nonetheless, a day or two later I started to write 
about the twentieth century and what I took to be its chief la­
cuna. The piece, or the pamphlet, grew into the slim volume you 
hold in your hands. I have written about the Holocaust, in a 
novel ( Time's Arrow) . I ts afterword begins: 

This book is dedicated to my sister Sally, who, when she was 
very young, rendered me two profound services. She awakened 
my protective instincts; and she provided, if not my earliest 
childhood memory, then certainly my most charged and radi­
ant. She was perhaps half an hour old at the time. I was four. 

It feels necessary to record that, between Millennium Night and 
the true millennium a year later, my sister died at the age of 
forty-six. 

Background 

In 1968 I spent the summer helping to rewire a high-bourgeo is 
mansion in a northern suburb of London. It was my only taste 

• The millennia) moment was midnight, December 31, 2000. This is  because 
we wen t  from B.c. to A.D. without a year nought. Vladimir Putin described the 
( pseudo) millennium as "the 2oooth ann iversary of Christianity."  
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of proletarian l ife. The experience was additionally fleeting and 
qualified: when the job was done, I promptly moved into the 
high-bourgeois mansion with my father and stepmother (both 
of them novelists, though my father was also a poet and critic ) .  
M y  sister would soon move in too. That summer we were of 
course monitoring the events in Czechoslovakia. In June, Brezh­
nev deployed 16,ooo men on the border. The military option on 
"the Czech problem" was called Operation Tumor . . . .  My father  
had been to Prague in 1966 and made many contacts there. After 
that i t  became a family joke-the stream of Czechs who came to 
visit us in London. There were bouncing Czechs, certified 
Czechs, and at least one honored Czech, the novelist Josef Skvor­
ecky. And then on the morning of August 21 my fa ther appeared 
in the doorway to the courtyard, where the rewi ring detail was 
taking a break, and called out in a defeated and wretched vo ice: 
"Russian t anks in Prague ." 

I turned nineteen four days later. In September I went u p  to 
Oxford.  

The first two items in The Letters of Ki11gs/ey Amis form the 

only occasion, i n a book o f 1,200 pages, where I find my father 

imposs ib le to recogn ize . Here he is humorlessly ch ivvyi ng a 

fain t-hearted co m rade to rally to the cause. The tone (earnest, 

elderly, "soppy-stern") is altogether alien: "Now, rea l ly, you 

know, this won't do at  a l l ,  leav ing the Party like that. Tut, tut, 

John. I a m  seriously displeased with you." The second letter 

end� with a hand-drawn hammer and sickle. My father was a 

card-carrying member of the CP, taking his orders, such as they 

were, from Stali n's Moscow. It was November 1941: he was 

nineteen, and up at Oxford. 

1941. Kingsley, let us a�sume, was �turdily ignorant of the 
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USSR's domestic cataclysms. But its foreign policies hardly cried 
out for one's allegiance. A summary. August 1939: the Nazi­
Soviet Pact. September 1939: the Nazi-Soviet invasion-partition 
of Poland (and a second pact: the Soviet-German Treaty on Bor­
ders and Friendship) .  November 1939: the annexation of Western 
Ukraine and Western Belorussia, and the attempted invasion of 
Finland ( causing the USSR's expulsion, the following month, 
from the League of Nations) .  June 1940: the annexation of Mol­
davia and Northern Bukovina. August 1940: the annexation of 
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia; and the murder of Trotsky. These 
acquisitions and decapitations would have seemed modest com­
pared to Hitler's helter-skelter successes over the same period. 
And then in June 1941, of course, Germany attacked the Soviet 
Union. My father rightly expected to participate in the war; the 
Russians were now his allies. I t  was then that he joined the Party, 
and he remained a believer for fifteen years. 

How much did the Oxford comrades know, in 1941? There 
were public protests in the West about the Soviet forced-labor 
camps as early as 1931. There were also many solid accounts of 
the violent chaos of Collectivization ( 1929-34) and of the 1933 
famine ( though no suggestion, as yet, that the famine was terror­
istic ) .  And there were the Moscow Show Trials of 1936-38, which 
were open to foreign journal ists and observers, and were moni­
tored worldwide. In  these pompous and hysterical charades, re­
nowned Old Bolsheviks "confessed" to being career-long 
enemies of the regime (and to other self-evidently ridiculous 
charges) .  The pubescent Solzhenitsyn was "stunned by the fraud­
ulence of the trials ." And yet the world, on the whole, took the 
other view, and further accepted indignant Soviet denials of fam­
ine, enserfment of the peasantry, and slave labor. "There was no 
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reasonable excuse for believing the Stalinist story. The excuses 
which can be advanced are i rrational," writes Conquest in The 

Great Terror. The world was offered a choice between two reali­
t ies; and the young Kingsley, in common with the overwhelming 
majority of intellectuals everywhere, chose the wrong reality. 

The Oxford Communists would certainly have known about 
the Soviet decree of April 7, 1935, which rendered children of 
twelve and over subj ect to "all measures of criminal punish­
ment," including death . This law, which was published on the 
front page of Pravda and caused universal consternation ( reduc­
ing the French CP to the argument that children,  under social­
ism, became grownups very quickly) , was intended, i t  seems, to 
serve two main purposes. One was social :  i t  would expedite the 
disposal of the mult i tudes of feral and homeless o rphans created 
by the regime. The second purpose, though, was political. It ap­
pl ied barbaric pressure on the old opposit ionists, Kamenev and 
Zinoviev, who had chi ldren of eligible age; these men were soon 
to fal l ,  and their clans with them. The law of Ap ril 7, 1935, was the 
c rysta l l i zation of "mature" Stal in ism. I magine the mass of the 
glove that Stalin swiped across your face; imagine the mass of it . *  

·11 wil l be as wdl, here, to get a foretaste of his rigor. The fate of Mikhail 
Tukhachcv�ky, a famous Red comm.uHkr in the Civil \Var, was ordinary enough, 
and that of hi' family wa� too. TukhiKhev�ky was arrl·sted in 1937. tortured (his 
interrogation protocols Wl're stained with drops of "flying" hloml, suggesting that 

hi\ head was in rapid motion at thl· time), farcically arr.1igned, and duly executed. 

�loreo\'l:r (th is is Rohert C. Tucker\ prec is in Stuli11 i11 /'ower: "1"111• l<l'l'O/uticm from 
Abow, 192X-41): "llis wife .111d daughter returned to Moscow whl·re she was ar­

rested a day or two later along with "Jukhachevsky\ mother ,  sisters, and hrothers 

:-.:1kolai and Alek\,uHlr. Lller his wifr ,1nd hoth hroth crs weH' killed on Stalin\ 
order�. three sister' were sent to lamps, his young dilughtcr �vet lana was pf.,ccd in 
a home for lhildren .,f 'enemies of the people ' .111d .1rrnted and sent to .1 lalllp on 
realhing the .1gc of seventeen, .utd his mother .111d one �ister died in l'Xile." 
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On April 7, 1935, my father was nine days away from his 
thirteenth birthday. Did he ever wonder, as he continued to grow 
up, why a state should need "the last line of defense" (as a secret 
reinforcing instruction put it) against twelve-year-olds? 

Perhaps there is a reasonable excuse for believing the Stalinist 
story. The real story-the truth-was entirely unbelievable. 

More Background 

It was in the following summer of 1969, I think, that I sat for an 
hour in the multi-acre garden of the fascist mansion in southern 
Hertfordshire with Kingsley Amis and Robert Conquest . A scrap 
of the conversation sticks in my mind, because I pulled off a 
mildly successful witticism at a time when I was still ( rightly) 
anxious about my general seaworthiness in adult company. 
Kingsley and Bob ( a.k.a. "Kingers" and "Conquers ," just as 
Bob's future translatee, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn , would be re­
ferred to as "Solzhers"-pronounced soldiers) , were deploring a 
recent production of Hamlet in which the Prince was homosex­
ual and Ophelia was played by a man. In retrospect that sounds 
almost staid, for 1969. Anyhow, I said, "Get thee to a monastery." 
No great thing; but it seemed to scan. 

In 1967 Kingsley had published the article called "Why Lucky 
Jim Turned Right ." The ex-Communist was developing into a 
reasonably active Labourite-before becoming (and remaining) 
a markedly noisy Tory. In  1968 Bob had published The Great 

Terror, his classic study of Stalin's purges of the 1930s, and was 
on the way to assembling a body of work that would earn him 
the title, bestowed at a plenum of the Central Committee in 
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Moscow in 1990, of "anti-Sovietchik number one." Both Kings­
ley and Bob, in the 1960s, were frequently referred to as "fascists" 
in the general polit ical debate. The accusation was only semi­
serious (as indeed was the general polit ical debate, i t  now seems. 
In my milieu, policemen and even parking wardens were called 
fascists ) .  Kingers and Conquers referred to their own weekly 
meet ings, at Bertorelli 's in Charlotte Street, as "the fascist 
lunch"; here they would chat and carouse with other fascists, 
among them the journalist Bernard Levin ,  the novelists Anthony 
Powell and John Braine (an infrequent and much-feared partici­
pant ) ,  and the defector historian Tibor Szamuely. What united 
the fascist lunchers was well- informed anti-Communism. Tibor 
Szamuely knew what Communism was. He had known them: 
purge, arrest, gulag. 

I d idn' t  read The Great Terror in 1968 (I would have been 
more l ikely, at that time, to have read Conquest's poetry). But I 
spent an hour with i t ,  and never forgot the cold elegance of the 
following remark about "sources": " 1. Contemporary official ac­
coullfs requ i re lit tle comment. They are, of course,  false as to  
essent ials ,  but  they are stil l most informative. ( I t  i s  untrue that 
Mdivani was a British spy, but it is t rue that he was executed.)" 

I have recen t l y read the book tw ice , in the first edi t ion (which I 
must  h ave successfully stolen from my father), a n d  in its revised, 

post -glasn ost form, The Great Terror: A Reassessmcut. When 

asked to suggest a new title for the revised work, Conq u es t told 

h is publish er, "How abo ut I Told You So, You Fucking Fools?" 

Because the book, i tse l f  revol u tiona ry at the t ime of its appear­

ance, has s i nce been massively v ind icated. I n  the mid-196os I 

joined in hund reds of conversa t ions like t he fo l lowi ng (the inte r­

locutors h e re a rc my father and A. J, Aycr): 
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"In the USSR, at least they're trying to forge something posi­
tive ." 

"But i t  doesn't matter what they're t rying to forge, because 
they've already killed five million people ." 

"You keep going back to the five million." 
"If you 're t ired of that five million, then I'm sure I can find 

you another five million." 
And one can,  now. One can find another 5 million, and an­

other, and another. 
Alongside all this there was, in England then, a far hotter 

debate: the one about Vietnam. A certain urbanity was main­
tained in arguments about the USSR. It was in arguments about 
Vietnam that people yelled, wept, fought, stalked out. I watched 
my father forfeit two valuable friendships over Vietnam ( those 
of A. Alvarez and Karl Miller) . For he, and most but not all of 
the frequenters of the fascist lunch, broadly backed American 
policy. And this was, of course, the position of a m inuscule and 
much-disliked minority. In my first term at Oxford (autumn, 
1968) I attended a demonstration against the resuppression of 
Czechoslovakia. Some s ixty or seventy souls were present. We 
heard speeches. The mood was sorrowful, decent .  Compare this 
to the wildly peergroup-competitive but definitely unfakable 
emotings and self- lacerations of the crowds outside the American 
Embassy in Grosvenor Square, where they gathered in their tens 
of thousands. 

In 1968 the world seemed to go further left than it had ever 
gone before and would ever go again. But this left was the New 
Left :  it represented, or turned out to represent, revolution as 
play. The "redeemer" class was no longer to be found in the 
mines and factories; it was to be found in the universi ty libraries 
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and lecture halls. There were demonstrations, riots, torchings, 
street battles in England, Germany, Italy, Japan and the USA. 
And remember the Paris of 1968:  barricades, street theater, 
youth-worship ("The young make love; the old make obscene 
gestures") ,  the resurgence of Marcuse ( the wintry dialectician ) ,  
and Sartre standing on street corners handing ou t  Maoist pam­
phlets . . . .  The death throes of the New Left took the form of 
vanguard terrorism ( the Red Brigades, the Baader-Meinhof gang, 
the Weathermen ) .  And its afterlife is anarchistic, opposing itself 
to the latest mutation of capital: after imperial ism, after fascism, 
it now faces globalization. We may note here that militant Islam 
cannot be made to fit into this "model"-or into any other. 

But red wasn't dead, in 1968. During my time at Oxford they 
used to come to your room: the believers, the steely ones-the 
proselytizing Communists .  One might adapt the old joke. Q: 
What's the difference between a Communist car and a Commu­
nist proselytizer? A: You can close the door on a Communist 
proselytizer. To glance quickly at a crucial dissonance: it has al­
ways been possible to joke about the Soviet Un ion, just as i t  has 
never been possible to joke about Nazi Germany. This is not 
merely a quest ion of decorum. In the German case, laughter au­
tomat ically absents itself. Pace Adorno, it was not poetry that 
became imposs ible after Auschwitz. What became impossible 
was laughter. In the Soviet case, on the other hand, laughter in­
tra n s igently refuses to absent i tself. Im mersion in the facts of the 
Bolshevik catastrophe may make t h is increas ingly  hard to accept, 
bu t  such an immersion will never cleanse that catastrophe of 
laughter .... 

I have to say that for a while I ra ther creepily, bu t  very loy­
ally, toed my fa t her's li ne  on Viet nam.  Soon I cha nged my mind 
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and we argued about it, often bitterly, for thirty years . *  As I now 
see it, America had no business involving itself in a series of dis­
tant convulsions where the ideas, variously interpreted, of a long­
dead German economist were bringing bibl ical calam i ty to 
China, North Korea, Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. The prose­
cution of the war by America, I came to think, was dearly intol­
erable, impossible, not only because of what it was doing to 
Vietnam, but also because of what i t  was doing to America. 
There was a ghostly epiphany, a ghostly confirmation, when , in 
the late 1980s, the number of home casualt1es in the war was 
officially exceeded by the number of su icides among its veterans. 
That is strong evidence of an ideological brutal ization of  the 
motherland. The veterans returned, as we know, not to flowers 
and embraces, but to execration. And they weren ' t  ideological. 
How could it so defy common human feel ing that execration is 
what they were met with, and not flowers and embraces? 

The Szamuelys. All fou r  Szamuelys-Tibor, N ina, Helen and 
George-were staying at the fascist mansion on the day I drove 
from there to Oxford, in 1972, to be orally judged for my degree. 
When it was over I crowed the news home by telephone, and 
returned to a scene of celebrat ion . At about one o 'clock that 
n ight I made a cordially unrequited pass at Helen Szamuely and 
then blacked out on the chaise longue in the drawing room. I 

awoke at about five, and stood up wonderingly, and headed for 
the door. When I opened it, ali the fascist burglar alarms went 

* Conquest was strongly ant i -Vietcong, but his  support for the America n con­
duct of the war was never emphatic, and has evolved in the direct ion of further 
deemphasis. (Here we may recall that, despite his donnish accent and manner, 
Conquest is  an American. Well ,  American father, English mother; born in the UK; 
dual nationality; now a resident of California.)  Kingsley was never less than 100 
percent earnest on Vietnam, right up until his death in 1995. 
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off and I roused everyone in the house, my father, stepmother, 
step-uncle, and all four Szamuelys. 

The Politicization of Sleep 

Having analyzed a particularly violent tackle by a particularly 
violent player, the ex-footballer Jimmy Greaves remarked: "Put 
i t  this way. He's  a lovely boy when he's  asleep ." With the Bolshe­
viks, there was no such respite. In 1910 a political opponent said 
of Lenin that you couldn't deal with a man who "for twenty-four 
hours of the day is  taken up with the revolut ion,  who has no 
other thoughts but thoughts of the revolut ion, and who, even in 
his sleep, dreams of nothing but revolution." The actual Revolu­
tion, of course, had no effect on this habit. As the young secre­
tary Khrushchev said to a cheering audience of Party members, 
"A Bolshevik is someone who feels himself to be a Bolshevik even 
when he's sleeping!" That's how a Bolshevik felt about sleep, 

The death of each day's life, sore labour's bath, 
Balm of hurt minds, great nature's second course, 
Chief nourisher in life's feast. 

S leep was just another  opportun i ty to feel l ike a Bo l shev i k. 

But that i s  what they wan t , the believers, t he  st eely ones ,  tha t  

is what they l i ve fo r: t he  po lit i c iza t ion of sleep. They wa n t  pol i t ics 
to  be go ing  on  everywhere a l l  the  time, po l i t i cs perma nent  and 

c i rcumambien t .  They want the ubiqu itizat ion of po l i t ics; t hey 

wa nt the pol i t i c izat ion  of s leep . 

Soo n we wi l l  l ook a t  what  S ta l i n  d id  to the M eyerholds :  the 

ext reme exam pl e of the  pol i t i c iza t i o n  of s leep.  
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This is from a letter addressed to Maxim Gorky concerning the 
status of intellectuals under the new regime: 

The intellectual strength of workers and peasants grows in the 
struggle to overturn the bourgeoisie and their acolytes, those 
second-rate intellectuals and lackeys of capitalism, who think 
they are the brains of the nation. They are not the brains of 
the nation. They're its shit . 

That isn't Stalin. (That is Lenin. ) Stal in hated intellectuals too, 
but he cared about what we call creative writing and had an un­
easy feel for i t .  His famous and much-mocked remark, "writers 
are the engineers of human souls," is not just a grandiose fatuity: 
it is a description of what he wanted writers to be under his rule. 
He didn't understand that talented writers cannot go against 
their talent and survive, that they cannot be engineers. Talentless 
writers can, or they can try; it was a very good thing to be a 
talentless writer in the USSR, and a very bad thing to be a tal­
ented one. 

Stalin personally monitored a succession of novelists, poets 
and dramatists. In this sphere he wavered as in no other. He 
gave Zamyatin his freedom: emigration. He menaced but partly 
tolerated Bulgakov ( and went to his play Days of the Turbins fif­
teen times, as the theater records show) . He tortured and killed 
Babel. He destroyed Mandelstam. He presided over the grief and 
misery of Anna Akhmatova (and of Nadezhda Mandelstam) .  He  
subjected Gorky to  a much stranger destiny, slowly deforming 
his talent and integrity; next to execution, deformity was the like­
l iest outcome for the post-October Russian wri ter, expressed 
most eloquently in suicide. He endured Pasternak; he s i lenced 
him, and took a lover and a child from him; still, he spared him 
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("Do not touch this cloud-dweller" ) .  But this is what he did to 
the Meyerholds. 

The world-famous Vsevolod Meyerhold had displeased Sta­
lin, at the height of the Great Terror, with h is production of a 
p lay about the Civil War. Meyerhold was savaged by Pravda ( that 
wall a ritual, something l ike a promissory note of disaster) and 
his theater wa� shut down . After a while he was given some em­
ployment and protection by Stanislavsky. Stanislavsky died in 
August 1938. Just under a year later Meyerhold was given an of­
ficial opportunity to recant at a conference organized by the 
Committee on Art Affairs. He did not recant. He said, among 
other things: 

I, for one, find the work of our theaters pitiful and terrifying . 
. . . Go to the Mo�cow theaters and look at the colorless, boring 
productions which arc all alike and differ only in their degree 
of worthles:.ness . . . .  In your effort to eradicate formalism, you 
have dc�troyed art! 

A few days later he was arrested. The file on Meyerhold con­
tains his letter from prison to Molotov: 

The inve:.tigator� heg.m to usc force on me, a sick, sixty-five­

year-old nt.m. I wa� made to lie face down and then beaten on 
the �olcs of Ill}' feet and my spine with a rubber strap .... For 
the next tcw day�. when tho�e parts of my legs were covered 
with extcn!>ive internal hemorrhaging, they again heat the rcd­
blue-and-relluw brui�c� with the strap and the pain was so 
intemc that it felt a� if boiling W<lter wa� being poured on these 
�emitive .trea�. I howh:d and wept from the pain .. . [which I 

CJU�ed m�· ere� to weep unending �!reams of tears. Lying face 

down on the tloor, I Jj,,;uvered that I could wriggle, twist and 

�que.1l like .1 dog when ib ma:.ter whips it. . . .  When I lay 
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down on the cot and fell asleep, after eighteen hours of interro­
gation, in order to go back in an hour's time for more, I was 
woken up by my own groaning and because I was jerking 
about like a patient in the last stages of typhoid fever. 
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You know that your sleep has been politicized-when that is what 
wakes you. The interrogator, he added, urinated in his mouth. 
Meyerhold wrote this letter on January 13, 1940, having confessed 
to whatever i t  was they wanted him to confess to (spying for the 
British and the Japanese, among other charges) .  Stalin needed 
confessions; he followed the progress of certain  interrogations 
( lasting months or even years ) ,  and couldn't sleep until confes­
sions were secured. So his sleep, of course, was also politicized. 

A few days after Meyerhold's arrest his young wife, the ac­
tress Zinaida Raikh, was found dead in their apartment. She had 
seventeen knife wounds. The neighbors had heard her screams; 
they thought she was rehearsing. I t  is reported that her eyes, pre­
sumably closed in sleep when the doorbell rang, had been cut out. 

Meyerhold was shot on February 2, 1940. 

I had just begun this book when I came across the following, in 
an account of the Soviet-exported Hungarian "revolution" of 1919: 

With some twenty of "Lenin's Boys" [ the terror wing of the 
Revolutionary Council ] ,  Tibor Szamuely . . .  executed several 
locals accused of collaborating with the Romanians . . . .  One 
Jewish schoolboy who tried to plead for his father's life was 
killed for calling Szamuely a "wild beast ." . . . Szamuely had 
requisitioned a train and was travel ing around the country 
hanging any peasant opposed to collectivization . . . .  

My first thought was to fax Bob Conquest with the question: 
"Was Tibor Szamuely related to Tibor Szamuely?" Then I re-



18 M A R T I N  A M I S  

called the piece about Tibor, our Tibor, written by my father in 
his  Memoirs. I settled down to it ,  thinking that I knew Tibor's 
story pretty well, and thinki ng, moreover, that i t  was a happy 
story, a story of struggle, heroic cunning, luck, escape, subversive 
triumph. And I finished the piece with a pain in my throat. This 
is not a Meyerhold story; but it is another story about the politi­
cization of sleep. 

Tibor Szamuely was Tibor Szamuely's uncle, and a famous 
associate of Lenin 's .  Tibor, our Tibor, "had a framed photo­
graph, prominently displayed, of the two monsters s ide by side 
facing a crowd from a platform," my father writes. It was, then, 
as a scion of an em igre Hungarian pol i t ical family that Tibor was 
born in Moscow in 1925. When he was eleven his father disap­
peared into the mouth of 1936. Tibor fought in the Red Army 
wh ile sti l l  in his teens. In the early 1950s Tibor happened to say, 
in the hearing of somebody he thought he could trust, that he 
was s ick of the sight of that "fat pig" Georg i Malenkov (Prime 

Min ister of the USSR, 1953-55). Representa t ives of "the Organs" 
came for him in the middle of the night .  He got eight years, to 

be served in the northern camp of Yorkuta-a name that means 

as much to a Russ ian, perhaps , as the name Dacha u means  to 
a Jew. Or means  more. I choose Dacha u advisedly and  maybe 

pusillan i mously. Many  peop l e died in it but Dacha u d id  not have 

t ime to become a death camp ( i ts  gas chambers were b u i lt too 

l a te) . Vork u t a  was not a death camp. The gulag had no death 

cam ps of the Nazi  type, no  Belzec , no Sobibor ( t hough i t  had 
execution camps). But al l  the cam ps were death camps, by the 
nat ure of t hi n gs . Those not i m med i ate ly killed at Auschwitz, 

which wa� a slave camp and a death ca mp, tended to  last three 
mon ths. Two years �eems to have been the ave rage for the s lave 
camps of the: gulag archipelago. 
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"Write to your mother" were Tibor's last words to his wife 
as he was led away at three o'clock in the morning. It used to be 
his boast that he was the only prisoner ever freed by Stalin-by 
Stalin personally. Nina Szamuely's mother had apparently had 
close relations with Hungary's Stalinist dictator Matyas Rakosi. 
Stal in was duly called or cabled by the Stalinist; orders were dis­
patched to Vorkuta. The KGB man sent to l iberate Tibor apolo­
gized to him, on the railway platform, by kissing his shoes. The 
convicted slanderer of the state was now in  favor. And Tibor, by 
a series of wonderful feints and flukes, escaped to the England he 
had visited as a boy. He escaped with his wife, his two children, 
and also (a great coup) his vast and irreplaceable library. So this 
was a happy story, I thought: a happy story. 

It didn't take Tibor long to establish himself: historian, aca­
demic, journalist, USSR-watcher. When his naturalization papers 
came through, the fascists held a celebratory lunch. Of his new 
citizenship he later said to my father, "You know, this means I 
have no more worries. Nothing matters to me now. Not even 
dying. I 'll be able to say to myself, well, at least it 's in England." 
And it was in England: two years later, at the age of forty-seven. 
And Nina died two years after that: the same day, the same can­
cer. I remember her with greater clarity and feeling than I re­
member him. I used to smile at it : her air of worry, her constant 
activity of worry. And I remember her funeral, too, and "one of 
the most harrowing s ights imaginable," as my father writes, "that 
of the two young orphaned children, Helen and George, there 
at the top of the church steps to greet the mourners, standing 
completely alone . . . .  " 

Tibor was an unusually late riser, and Kingsley once com­
plained to Nina about it .  She said that her husband sometimes 
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needed to see the first signs of dawn before he could begin to 
contemplate sleep. Even in England. He needs, said Nina, "to be 
absolutely certain that they won't be coming for him that night ." 

We cannot understand it, and there is no reason why we 
should. It takes a significant effort of imagination to guess at the 
"fear that millions of people find insurmountable," in the words 
of Vasily Grossman, "this fear written up in crimson letters over 
the leaden sky of Moscow-this terrible fear of the state ." 

More Background 

"Hugh MacDiarmid: what a bastard," said my father in about 
1972, referring to the man widely believed to be the greatest Scot­
tish poet of the twentieth century. "He became a Communist in 
19;6-ajter Hungary." 

"And what's his stuff like?" I asked. 
"Oh, you know. Nothing but Marxist cliches in terspersed 

with arch aic 'Scotch' expletives. " 

"For instance?" 

He thought for a moment. My memory exactly vouches for 
lines two and fou r , though it can't do the same for l ines one and 
three, where, for that matter, any old rubbish would have done . 

He said some th ing l ike: 

Every political system is a superstructure over a determining 
socioeconomic base. 

Whah-hey! 

The principle of distribution according to need precludes the 
conversion of products into goods and th eir conversion 

into value. 

Och aye! 
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The objective conditions for the transfer, to social ism can 
only-

21 

"Enough," I said-though now I wish I had let him go on a bit . 
I t  was easy to joke about Communism. That was one of the 
things the Russians, too, had always done about Communism. 
On the other hand you could serve years for joking about Com­
munism, under Communism (as Tibor knew). Joke. Q: Why are 
the USSR and America the same? A: Because in the USSR you 
can joke about America and in America you can joke about 
America. 

During the mid-1970s I worked for the famous and historic 
and now perhaps obsolescent Labour weekly, the New Statesman 

(or the NE W STATESMAN, in its own house style) . *  My contempo­
raries there were Julian Barnes (novelist and critic ) ,  Christopher 
Hitchens (journalist, essayist ,  political man of letters ) ,  and James 

* The New Statesman was founded in 1 913 by, among others (and the others 
included Maynard Keynes) ,  the century's four  most extravagant dupes of the USSR: 
H. G. Wells, George Bernard Shaw, and Sidney and Beatrice Webb. Wells, after an 
audience with Stal in in  1934, said that he had "never met a man more candid, fair  
and honest" ;  these attributes accounted for "his remarkable ascendancy over the 
country since no one is afraid of him and everyone trusts him." Shaw, after some 
banquet diplomacy, declared the Russian people uncommonly well-fed at a time 
when perhaps u million citizens (Martin Malia, The Soviet Tragedy: A History of 
Socialism in Russia, 19 17-199 1 )  were i n  the process of dying of starvation. The 
Webbs, after extensive study, wrote a book which, "seen as the last word in serious 
Western scholarship,  ran to over 1 ,200 pages, representing a vast amount of toil 
and research, all totally wasted. I t  was originally entitled Soviet Communism: A 
New Civilisation?, but the question mark was triumphantly removed in the second 
edition-which appeared in 1937 at precisely the time the regime was in its worst 
phase" (Conquest ) .  Sidney and Beatrice Webb swallowed the great Show Trials of 
1936-38, and the New Statesma11 was not much less skeptical: "We do not deny 
. . . that the confessions may have contained a substratum of truth"; "there had 
undoubtedly been much plotting in the USSR"; and so on. 
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Fenton (journalist, critic, essayist and, above all , poet ) .  Politically 
we broke down as follows. Julian was broadly Labour-though 
Christopher Hitchens would tirelessly ridicule him for having 

once voted Liberal. I was quietist and unaligned. Fenton and 
Hitchens, on the other hand, were proselytizing Trotskyists who 
( for instance) spent their Saturdays selling copies of the Socialist 

Worke r on impoverished London h igh streets. 
"What do I call you if I write this piece?" I said to Christo­

pher, on the phone to him in Washington,  D. C. "Trotskyites or 
Trotskyists?" 

"Oh, Trotskyists. Only a Stalinist would have called us Trots­
kyites ." 

I laughed. I laughed indulgently. We talked on.  
At the New Statesman in the mid-1970s we used to argue 

about Communism. I was unaligned, but I was, in a sense, a 
congenital anti-Communist, inocu lated not at birth but at the 
age of s ix or  seven, · in 1 956, when the Amises settled into honest 
atheism with the Labour Party. And, anyway, the a rgument was 
surely all over now, with the publicat ion, in 1 973 and 1975, of the 
first two volumes of The Gulag Arch ipelago. Upstairs ,  in  the l i ter­
ary department ,  we had pub l i shed a review of  Volume Two, by 

V. S. Pritchett ,  beauti ful ly and (to me) unfo rge t tably ent it led 
"When We Dead Awaken . " Pritchett's piece ended: "[Solzheni­

tsyn] is not a polit ical ; he is wit h out rhetori c  o r  doublethink; he 
is an awa kener . " When We Dead Awaken: yes, I t hough t .  That is 
the next th ing n ow .... A nd i t  hasn ' t happened.  In the general  

consc iou s n ess t h e  Russ ia n dead s leep on .  

Hitch ens and  I used to argue about Communism in the cor­

ridors , sporadically, scmi-�e riou�ly. The fasc i s t novelist John 

Braine (prole tarian, nor t hern, mon o tonou sly d r u n ken, and ri-
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diculously influential, socioculturally but not politically, for at 
least a generation )  used to say to left-wingers: " Why do you love 

despotism? Why do you yearn for tyranny?" And this was more 
or less the question I put to the Hitch: 

"Rule by yobs. That's what you want. Why?" 
"Yup. Rule by yobs. What I want is the berks in the saddle. 

Rule by yobs." 
These exchanges took place in  a spirit of humorous appraisal, 

mutual appraisal. We were not quite yet the best friends we 
would become, and polit ics was part of the distance between us. 
Rule by yobs, incidentally, or the dictatorship of the proletariat 
(an outcome only academically entertained by the Bolsheviks) ,  
provided the flavor o f  the superficial and temporary rearrange­
ment taking place in England then: the transfer of wealth, as the 
Labour Party put it, to the working classes and their families. I 
was partly going with the culture, perhaps, but this idea (with 99 

percent income tax in the top bracket, etc. ) so little offended me 
that I too voted for the continuation of Labour policies. Or  I 
tried. On General Election day in 1978 my brother and I ( Labour) 
agreed, in the fascist mansion, to stay at home and swap votes 
with two in situ Conservatives. The Conservatives (we felt) pre­
tended to misunderstand this arrangement and drove off to vote 
in my step-uncle's car: a fascist Jaguar. ( "That's four votes you 
cheated us out of," I said with some heat to my step-uncle. "No. 
Two votes," he corrected. )  Meanwhile, the social effect of  trade­
union-they used to say trades-union-ascendancy was every­
where apparent .  And profound and retroactive. It made me be­
lieve that the people of these islands had always hated each other. 
And this isn't true. The hatred, the universal disobligingness, was 
a political deformation, and it didn't last. 
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James Fenton said l i t tle during these semi-serious disputes, 
although they often took place in his office (which was always 
incredibly t idy, wi th no more than a lone paper clip on the whole 
sweep of the desk. Julian's desk was incredibly tidy, also featuring 
the lone paper clip. My desk was a haystack. Christopher's desk 
was a haystack. "You and Christopher ought to get married,"  
said James resignedly. He was best friends with Christopher, too. 
And they shared the polit ics ) .  James said l i t tle during these dis­
putes. Like Christopher, he saw no hope in the "actually exist­
ing" socialism of the USSR. Very roughly, their polit ical fa ith 
imagined a return to the well of revolutionary energy through 
the figure of Trotsky, that great eidolon of thwarted possibility. 
James had had his counter-experiences in Vietnam and Cambo­
dia. But I wondered how he, qua poet, could align himself wi th 
a system that saw l i terature as a servant of the state; and, I 
thought,  he must  hate the language, the metall ic cliches, the 
formulas and euphemisms, the supposedly futurist ic and t ime­
thrifty acronyms and condensations. ,. Once, when we had a sol­
em n lunch together, James formulated his ( loca l )  posi t ion as 
follows: "I want a Labour government that is weak against the 
t rade un ions . " And England, I unelegiacally thought, was going 
to get that kind of gover n m ent. Th is was the fu ture, and it was 
Left . 

So o n  the phone,  the other day, I said to Ch ristopher, "We'll 
have to h ave a long talk about th is. " 

"A long talk." 

·\'/hal :-..'abok<•v characlcriz�:s as th�: Com-pom-poms-Sovnarkorn anJ Nar­
komindd, and \O on; th�: \laic: liquor monopoly was calbl Soyuz,pril; th�: ag�:ncy 
\hunting th�: Mandc:l,tam� around in the early 1920\ was unrncouragingly known 
a\ Cenlrocval. 
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"Because I'm wondering about the distance between Stalin's 
Russia and Hitler's Germany. " 

"Oh don't fall for that, Mart . Don't fall for moral equiva-
lence." 

"Why not?" 
"Lenin was . . .  a great man." 
"Oh no he wasn't." 
"This will be a long talk." 
"A long talk." 
But progress has already been made. The argument, now, is 

about whether Bolshevik Russia was "better" than Nazi Ger­
many. In the days when the New Left dawned, the argument was 
about whether Bolshevik Russia was better than America. 

Ten Theses on Ilyich 

(i.) 
In his letter to Maxim Gorky about the fate of the country's 
intellectuals ("they're not its brains. They're its shit") , Lenin 
wrote (September 15 , 1922 ) :  

[The writer Vladimir Korolenko] i s  a pitiful philistine, trapped 
in bourgeois prejudices! For gentlemen such as this ten million 
dead in the imperialist war is something worth supporting . . .  
while the death of hundreds of thousands in a just civil war 
against the landowners and capitalists makes them oh! and ah! 
and sigh and go into hysterics. 

This is the usual figure for military losses in World War I ( all 
belligerent nations) :  c.  7,8oo,ooo. This is the usual figure for mili­
tary losses in the Civil War: c. 1 ,ooo,ooo. But then, in  the Russian 
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case, there were a further 12 mill ion civil ian losses. " [T ] hese fig­
ures tell only half the story, since obviously, under normal condi­
tions, the population would not have remained stationary but 
grown," writes Richard Pipes in Russia U11der the Bolshevik Re­

gime. By this calculation the number goes up to 23 mill ion. And 
there is, I think, a good case for including the b irth deficit. Be­
cause the Russian experiment wasn't  conducted for the better­
ment of  the poor wretches who happened to be al ive at the t ime; 
it was conducted in the name of their chi ldren and their chil­
dren's children . . . .  Was the, or a, Civil War inevitable? Was 
there so much bad blood that the census was foredoomed to its 
astronomical m inus? Well, the Civil War became inevitable when 
Lenin took power. There are dozens of quotat ions, slogans, rally­
ing cries attest ing to his enthusiasm for civil war. The same is  
true of Trotsky. Civi l  war was a cornerstone of  Bolshevik policy. 

( i i . )  

Le n i n  suffered h is firs t  st roke in  M ay 1 9 22 .  In  September h e  
wrote the  feroc ious  let ter to Gorky. I n  t h e  in terven i ng j u ly he 
was draw i ng up h is many l i s ts  of in tellectua ls  fo r a rrest a n d  de­

po rta t ion or i n terna l  ex i le .  A month earl i er  Le n i n 's doctors had 

asked h im to  mult iply 12  by 7.  Th ree h o u rs l a t e r  h e  solved the  

p rob lem by add i t io n :  1 2  + 1 2  = 24,  2 4  + 1 2  = 36  . . . . The 

ex-be l ieve r D m i t r i  Vo l kogo nov com ments  in  h i s Lenin:  A New 
Biography: 

I k had  w v e red a t we n t y - o n e - page n o t e p a d  w i t h  c h i l d i sh 

�cra w l �  . . . .  T h e  fu t u re o f  a n  e n t i re ge n e ra t i o n  o f  t h e l lower o f  

t h e  R u �\i a n  i n t e l l i ge n t � i a  w a �  he i n g  dec ided by  a m a n  who 
co u l d  b a re l y  wpe w i th a n  a r i t h met i c a l  p ro b l e m  fo r a seven ­

yea r - o l d .  
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There were further strokes. Later, Lenin's wife Krupskaya taught 
him to repeat (and it only worked under direct prompting) the 
words "peasant ," "worker," "people" and "revolution" . . .  
Adam Ulam has described the nihilism of the Russian revolu­
tionary tradition as "at once childish and nightmarish . "  The 
dying Lenin-and, frequently, the l iving Len in, too-was child­
ish and n ightmarish. In  his last ten months he was reduced to 
monosyllables. But at least they were political monosyllables: vot­

vot (here-here) and sezd-sezd ( congress-congress ) .  

(iii . ) 
It fills you with extraordinary torpor to learn that Lenin read 
Nikolai Chernyshevsky's insuperably talentless novel What Is To 

Be Done? ( 1863 ) five times in one summer. To read this book once 
in five summers would defeat most of us; but Lenin persisted . 
"It  completely reshaped me," he said in 1904. "This is a book 
that changes one for a whole l ifet ime. " Its greatest merit, he 
stressed, was that i t  showed you "what a revolutionary must be 

like." Humiliating though i t  may feel, we are obl iged to conclude 
that What Is To Be Done? is the most influential novel of all time. 
With its didactic portrait of the revolutionary New Man, its "rus­
sification" of current radical themes, and its contempt for ordi­
nary people, "Chernyshevsky's novel, far more than Marx's 
Capital, supplied the emotional dynamic that eventually went to 
make the Russian Revolution" ( Joseph Frank) .  I am reminded of 
a recent aside by a Russian writer (Victor Erofeyev) who was 
t rying to account for the cult of Rasputin.  There are "some 
grounds for saying," he wrote, that "deep down, Russia has 
nothing in common with the West ." 



28 M A R T I N  A M I S  

( iv. )  

In championing the "unprecedentedly shameful peace" with Im­
perial Germany ( the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk) ,  Lenin temporarily 
lost ground within the Party. On economic policy he was now 
stampeded by the visionaries, notably Bukharin. This is Trotsky: 

In Lenin's "Theses on the Peace," written in early 1918, it says 
that "the triumph of socialism in Russia [ required ] a certain 
in terval of t ime, no less tha11 a few months. " At present [ 1924] 

such words seem completely incomprehensible: was not th is a 
sl ip of the pen, did he not mean to speak of a few years or 
decades? But no . . .  I recall very clearly that in  the first period, 
at Smolny, at meetings of the Council of People's Commissars, 
Lenin invariably repeated that we shall have socialism in half a 
year and become the mightiest state. 

Thus the regime  moved to el iminate a)  law, b) foreign relations, 
c) pr ivate property, d) commerce, and e) money. The means 
chosen to el im inate money was state-driven hyperinflation. In 
"the second half of 1 9 1 9 , ' t reasury operat ions'-in other words, 
the printing of money-consumed between 45 and 6o percent of 
budgetary expendi tures" ( Richard Pipes, The R ussian Revolu­

tion ) .  Dur ing  the attempted i n vasion of  Poland in  1920, Lenin 
sent  the fo l l owing  inst ruct ion to a Red Army commissa r: 

A bea u t i fu l  p l a n .  Fi n i sh it off wi th  Dzerzh i nsky. Under  the 

gu ise of "G reen s " •  (and we wi l l  p in i t o n  them l a ter )  we sha l l  
g o  fo rward for t e n - t we n t y  ve rsts a nd hang  t h e  ku la ks,  pr i es ts  

a n d  l a n d owners.  Bo u n t y: wo ,ooo r u b l es fo r each m a n  hanged. 

· The: i m u rrc:c t i o n a r y  a rm ic:� of the: l'ea�a n t  Wa r ( t l) t K-22) .  Len i n ,  w i t h  jmt ice, 
t h o u g h t  the: ( . rc:em a grea t e r  t h reat  to the: regi m e: ' �  �u rvival than  the W h i tes .  
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By 1921 ,  wo,ooo rubles was worth two prewar kopeks .*  At this 
time the set of policies retrospectively labeled War Communism 
was being abandoned in  favor of the New Economic Policy 
(NEP) ,  which, in  effect, legalized the black market that was feed­
ing the cities-with difficulty. The net result of War Commu­
nism was the obliteration of the industrial base and the worst 
famine in European history. 

(v. ) 
Lenin (March 19, 1922) : 

It is now and only now, when in the regions afflicted by the 
famine there is cannibalism and the roads are littered with 
hundreds if not thousands of corpses, that we can (and there­
fore must) pursue the acquisition of [ church ] valuables with 
the most ferocious and merciless energy, stopping at nothing 
in suppressing all resistance . . . .  [ N ] o  other moment except 
that of desperate hunger will offer us such a mood among 
the broad peasant masses, which will either assure us of their 
sympathy, or, at any rate, their neutrality . . . .  [W] e must now 
give the most decisive and merciless battle to the [ clergy] and 
subdue its resistance with such brutality that they will not for­
get it for decades to come . . . .  The greater the number of the 
representatives of the reactionary bourgeoisie and reactionary 
clergy that we will manage to execute in this affair, the better. 

Church records show that 2,691 priests, 1,962 monks and 
3.447 nuns were killed that year. During an earl ier Russian fam­
ine ,  that of  1891, in which half a million died, famine relief was 

• Between January I, I9I7, and January I ,  I92J, the price of goods increased by 
a factor of 100 m ill ion.  
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a national priority. In the regional capital of Samara only one 
intellectual, a twenty-two-year-old lawyer, refused to participate 
in the effort-and, indeed, publ icly denounced it .  This was 
Lenin. He "had the courage," as a friend put it, 

to come out and say openly that famine would have numerous 
positive results . . . .  Famine, he explained, in destroying the 
outdated peasant economy, would . . .  usher in  social ism . . . .  
Famine would also destroy faith not only in the tsar, but in 
God too. 

Famine belongs to the Communist tetrarchy-the other three 
elements being terror, slavery and, of course, failure, monoto­
nous and incorrigible failure. 

(vi . ) 

I t  has often been said that the Bolsheviks ruled as if conducting 
a war aga inst their own people . *  But you could go further and 
say that the Bolsheviks were conducting a war against human 
nature. Len in to Gorky: 

Every rel igious idea, every idea of God . . .  is unutterable vi le­
ness . . .  o f  t he most dangerous k i nd , "con tag ion " o f  t he most 

abo m inab le  k i n d .  M il l ions  o f  s i ns ,  fi l t h y  deeds, acts o f  v io lence 
a n d  p h ys ica l  co n t agio n s  . . .  arc fa r less dangerous  than the 

· Th i s  made s e m e  doct r i n a l l y ,  too.  The l lobhevik�  w e r e  i n te rn a t i o n a l is ts ;  t h e  

�ovi�t U n i o n  w a s  n o  n w r �  t h a n  t h e  head q u a r t ns of  Com m u n i \m w h i l e  i t  wa i t ed 
for p l a n d a ry  revol u t i o n .  A� he ;ul vanced on Wa r�aw i n  J u l y  1 920 ,  M a r s h a l  Tukh<� ­
c h �v,ky r�pea t �d t he o flic ia l l i ne :  "Over t h e  wrpse of W h i t e  Pola n d  l ies the  path  

to \'o o r ld  w n fl a gr.l l i o n . "  ( A l t e r  t h e  f {ed  A r m y-l.uge l y  thanb,  i t  we 1m, In �t.t l i n­
wa' defea ted , the Bol�h�vi k �  h�ga n to \U\ f '<'C t  t h a t  t h t· l r .l l e r n a l  n·vol u t io m  wert• n ' t  

g o m g  t o  m a t e r i .t l i le . ) A '  fo r t h e  R u s , i a m  them,e Jves ,  Len i n  "''" l r<� n kl y  rac i s t  i n  
h "  \et t l nl d l \hke  l o r  t h e m .  They w�r� fool'  a n d  h u n gl c: r s , a n d  " t oo �oft "  t o  r u n  a n  

e l h c 1�n t  pohu� s t.!  I� .  l i e m a d e  n o  \eUel of h i �  p refercn�t: lo r  t h e  ( o e r m a m .  
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subtle, spiritual idea of God decked out in the smartest " ideo­
logical" costumes . . . .  

31 

Religion is reaction, certainly (and wasn't the Tsar meant to be 
divine?) .  But religion is also human nature. One recalls John Up­
dike's argument: the only evidence for the existence of God is 
the collective human yearning that it should be so. The war 
against religion was part of the war against human nature, which 
was prosecuted on many other fronts. 

(vi i . )  
Lenin's famine of 1921-22 (c. 5 million dead) was not in origin 
terroristic. Weather played a part; but so did the Bolshevik policy 
of requisitioning-of taking the peasants' grain without paying 
for it . Deprived of incentive, the peasants practiced circumven­
tion; and the regime, as always, responded with a crescendo of 
force, whose climax was the weapon of hunger. Unlike Stalin's 
famine of 1933, Lenin's famine was officially recognized as such.* 
In  July 1921 Maxim Gorky was given permission to form a relief 
committee (cons isting mostly of intellectuals ) and to launch an 
international appeal. Socialism, far from catapulting Russia into 
planetary prepotence, had reduced her to beggary. Lenin felt 
himself heckled by a reality now known all over the world, and 
the humiliation expressed itself in a bitterly defensive xenopho­
bia. He did no more than harry and obstruct the American Relief 
Administration. But when the crisis was over he went after Gor­
ky's committee. First there was a campaign of vilification in the 

' Though very tardily: the future US president Herbert Hoover had been agi­
tating for a food campaign in  the USSR since 1919. Lenin also continued to export 
grain throughout this period ( and continued, of course, to commit vast sums to 
the fomentation of revolutions elsewhere). 
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press, claiming that the ARA was, of all things, "counterrevolu­
tionary." This is from Tlze Harvest of Sorrow: 

. . .  the non-Communist Russian relief representatives in Mos­

cow were arrested in the autumn of 1921  ( at a time when 
Maxim Gorky was out of the country) .  Intervention by ( Her­
bert ) Hoover personally resulted in the commutation of death 
sentences . . . .  

(vi i i . ) 

To be clear: Len in bequeathed to h is successors a ful ly function­
ing police state. The independence of the press was destroyed 
within days of the October coup d'etat. The penal code was re­
wri tten in November/December (and al ready we sec the elastic 
category, "enemy of the people": "All indi viduals suspected [ sic] 

of sabotage, speculat ion, and opportunism are now l iable to be 
arrested immediately" ) .  Forced food- requ is i t ioning began in No­
vember. The Cheka (or secret pol ice ) was in place by December. 
Conce n trat io n camps were established in  ea r ly 1 9 1 8  ( and  so was 

t he usc of psych ia t r ic hosp i ta ls as places of detention ) .  Then 
came fu lm inan t  terro r: execu t ions  by quota; "col lect ive respons i ­
b i l i t y , " whereby the fami l i es and even the ne i ghbo rs of  enem ies 

of  the people, o r  suspected enem i es o f  the peop l e , were take n 

hos tage ; and  the  exterm ina t ion  not  on l y  of  pol i t ica l  opponents  

bu t  a l so o f  soc i a l  and e thn i c  groups-the ku laks ,  o r  be t ter -o ff 

peasan ts, fo r exam ple ,  and the  Cossacks ( "de-Cossa ck iza t i o n" ) .  

T h e  d i ffe rences be t ween t h e  regimes of Len i n and  S ta l i n  we re 

q u a n t i ta t i ve ,  n o t  q u a l i ta t i ve . S t a l i n 's one t rue  nove l t y was t h e  

d i �covc ry of  a n o t her s t ra t u m  o f  �<>C i c ty  i n  need o f  p u rga t io n :  

Bo l �hcv ib.  
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(ix.) . i  
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Unlike Stalin, Lenin could plead mitigation-though, like Stalin, 
he would not have so pleaded . *  In March 1887 Lenin's older 
brother Alexander was arrested for conspiring to murder his 
namesake, Tsar Alexander III; a plea for clemency would have 
reduced his sentence to hard labor, but Alexander was possessed 
of the courage of youth and, two months later, was duly hanged. 
He was twenty-one. Vladimir Ilyich was seventeen. And their 
father had died the previous year. Clearly the consequences of 
these events are entitled to be boundless. My sense of  it is that 
Lenin's moral faculties stopped developing thereafter. Hence his 
foulmouthed tantrums, his studied amorality, his flirtatious n ihil­
ism, his positively giggly response to violence: h is nightmarish 
childishness. How terrible it is to read the verdict of the Australian 
historian Manning Clark, who found Lenin "Christ-like, at least 
in his compassion" and "as excited and loveable as a little child." 

(x. )  

The trouble with Lenin was that he thought you could achieve 
things by coercion and terror and murder. "The dictatorship­
and take this into account once and for all-means unrestricted 
power based on force, not on law" ( January 1918) . "It is a great 
mistake to think that the NEP put an end to terror. We shall 
return to terror and to economic terror" (March 1922) . And so 
on-again, there are dozens of  such statements. On his first day 

• "There is no hint in any of the vast array of archival material to suggest that 
[ Lenin )  was troubled by his conscience about any of the long l ist of destructive 
measures he took" (Volkogonov, Lenin: A New Biography). "Nothing in the notes, 
remarks and resolutions of [ Stal in's] last years suggests anything but unfai l ing con­
fidence that his l ife's work was eternal" (Volkogonov, Autopsy for an Empire). 
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in office Lenin was looking the other way when the Second Con­
gress of Soviets abolished the death penalty. * "Nonsense," said 
Lenin: "how can you make a revolution without executions?" To 
think otherwise was " impermissible weakness ,"  "pacifist i l lu­
sion," and so on. You needed capital punishment, or it wouldn't 
be a "real" revolution-like the French Revolution (and unl ike 
the Engl ish Revolution or the American Revolution or, i ndeed, 
the Russian Revolution of February 1917) .  Lenin wanted execu­
tions; he had his heart set on executions. And he got them. The 
possibility has been suggested that in the period 1917-24 more 
people were murdered by the secret police than were killed in all 
the battles of the Civil War. t 

It can be tersely stated: under Lenin,  the "value of human 
life collapsed," as Alain Brossat put it . And that was the end of 
the matter, for the next thirty-five years. 

Vasily Grossman: 

" Everyt h i n g  i n h u ma n  is senseless and worthless." . . .  Amid 

the tota l  t r i u m p h  of i nh u man i ty , it has become sel f-evident  
t h a t  everyt h i n g  effected by violence is senseless and worthless, 
and tha t  i t  has no fu t u re and will d isappea r w i thou t t race . 

Who-Whom? 

Who, here,  is  descr i b i n g  whom?  

I n  t h e  cou rse of  those fi ve February days when t he revol u t io n ­
a ry  fi g h t  w a s  being  waged in  t h e  cold s t reets o f  the  cap i t a l ,  

· W h i c h  1 h e  l ' ro v i \ i o n a l  Cowrn mc:nl u n d e r  Kc:rc:n\ k y h a d  rci nslalnl a s  • •  p u n -

1 \h mcnl for fron l - linc dc�erl ion.  The llobhcv ib had  t•a r l i c r  c a m p a i gm·d w i l h  lhc  

�loga n ,  " Down w i l h  c a p i l a l  puni�hmcnl ,  rc ins la lc:d  by Kcrc:mky. " 
t O r l . m d o  1 - i gc:\,  A /'coplt-'s Tragedy: Tile• U 1micm U,•vo/u t icm JH<JI  I<J2</ . 
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there flitted before us several times l ike a shadow the figure of 
a l iberal of noble family, the son of a former tsarist min ister, 
• • • • •  •• -almost symbolic in  his self-satisfied correctness and 
dry egotism . . . .  He now became General Administrator of the 
Provisional Government . . . .  I n  his Berl in exile where he was 
finally killed by the stray bullet of a White Guard, he left mem­
oirs of the Provisional Government which are not without in­
terest. Let us place that to his credit. 
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The whom is Vladimir Nabokov ( the father) and the who is 
Leon Trotsky: History of the Russian Revolution ( 1932, and written 
in exile) .  How translucently bloodthirsty is the phrase "he was 
finally killed . . . . " Because Trotsky counted Nabokov among 
those he wanted killed, and someone " finally" killed him. 
Trotsky was not accustomed to waiting so long. He joins Lenin 
as guilty of the bas ic charge, although he typically stated the case 
with more revolutionary "elan" :  "We must put an end once and 
for all to the papist-Quaker babble about the sanctity of human 
life. " A considerable severance. Trotsky was not without l iterary 
talent, literary expressiveness. But Edmund Wilson ,  in  To the 

Fin land Station ( 1940) ,  is ridiculous when he talks about Trots­
ky's stuff as being "part of our permanent l iterature. " Trotsky's 
History is a valuable historical document, but it is worthless as 
history, as historiography, as writing; truth, like all other human 
values, is indefinitely postponable. After a while the reader is 
physically oppressed by the dishonesty of h is prose. In any case, 
Trotsky's final pages, for all their mass ive, inordinate-indeed, 
world-historical-complacency, are also quietly ironic when you 
consider the fate of their author. The History runs to three vol­
umes, so these quotes are effectively from pages 1 ,258-59: 

Enemies are gleeful that fifteen years after the revolution the 
Soviet country is still but little like a kingdom of un iversal 
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well-being . . . .  Capitalism required a hundred years to elevate 
science and technique to the heights and plunge humanity into 
the hell of war and crisis. To socialism its enemies allow only 
fifteen years to create and furnish a terrestrial paradise . . . .  

The language of the civil ized nations has clearly marked 
off two epochs in the development of Russia. Where the aristo­
cratic culture introduced into world parlance such barbarisms 
as tsar, pogrom, knout, October has internationalized such words 
as Bolshevik, soviet and piatiletka . This alone justifies the prole­
tarian revolution, if  you imagine that it needs justification .  

THE END 

Which leaves you wondering if piatiletka is Russian for "sum­
mary execution," perhaps, o r  "slave camp."*  "Fifteen years after 
the revolut ion": 1932. Stal in ,  Trotsky's enemy and eventual mur­
derer, was immovably emplaced, and 6 mill ion people were 
being systematically starved to death. The Ukraine, in Conquest's 
phrase, was becoming "one vast Belsen ." . . .  

Vladimir Nabokov (the son )  met Edmund Wilson in 1940, 
j ust after the appearance of To the Finlaud Sta tiou; and they be­
came good enough friends to produce an inspi ring correspon­
dence: Dear Bzmny, Dear Volodya: The Nabokov- Wilso11 Letters 

1940-1971 . As the editor, S imon Karlinsky, says in h is introduc­
tion, Wilson acted, to begin with, as Nabokov's "unpa id l i terary 
agent . "  This spontaneous donat ion of energy was rece ived with 
desperate grat i tude by Nabokov, who would remain grossly over­
worked and more or less "penn iless" until Lolita ( 1955 ) .  He had 
j ust fled with his Jewish wife, Vera , and the ir  son, Dmitr i ,  from 
France, which  was then co l laps ing to the Germans .  Next ,  going 

• I sea rched w i r h o u l  success for fJiat i lt·tka i n  five  e n d - o f- m onograph glossa ries . 

J u  c l i nc h i ng " i n lernal lon a l i n t i o n , "  t h e n ,  d i d n ' t  la\t  ( a l though H i t ler,  a n d  la ter  

�l a o ,  took 1 1  up) .  l'ra t r letka mea m  " fi v e - year p lan ."  
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backward in t ime, H itlerian and Weimar B�rl in, where Nabokov 
incorporated into a novel ( The Gift, 1937-38) an erudite but also 
brilliantly impressionistic biography of Nikolai Chernyshevsky­
whose revolutionary primer (Nabokov translates it as What to 

Do?) was Len in 's looking-glass.* Then, going further back in 
t ime,  the flight from revolutionary Russia. Cowed, perhaps, by 
Nabokov's strictures on art  and " ideas," we neglect the political 
pulse in him and in his fiction. He wrote two novels about totali­
tarian states (Bend Sin ister and Invitation to a Beheading); these 
were imaginary, but the total itarian states Nabokov had experi­
enced were real: Lenin's and Hitler's. And, as Trotsky content­
edly noted, Vladimir Nabokov ( the father) was assassinated in 
Berlin in 1922, when Vladimir Nabokov ( the son: in Speak, Mem­

ory he refers to the  assailants a s  "two Russian Fascists" )  was 
turning twenty-three; that night-"Father is no more"-was the 
crux of his l ife. So, yes, there would be a political pulse. And this 
is partly why Nabokov, in all h is fiction, writes with incompara­
ble penetration about delusion and coercion, about cruelty and 
lies. Even Lolita, especially Lolita, is a study in tyranny. 

Wilson and Nabokov fell out. Their first enduring d isagree­
ment had to do with the Russian Revolution. Their second had 
to do with Russian prosody, and it was this, quaintly but intelli­
gibly, that foreclosed their friendship, together with Wilson's 
cold words about Lolita .  As I regretfully see it, Bunny (Bunny 
was the nickname Volodya was soon using) began to pick fights 
with his friend at just about the point where Nabokov's reputa-

• I t  would not have escaped Nabokov's notice that Chernyshevsky's centennial 
( 1928) was the occasion of much lugubrious ceremony in  the Soviet Union. Cher­
nyshevsky was saluted as the grandsire of the "Socialist Real ism" that Stal in in­
tended to impose on the country's remaining writers. 
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tion was ecl ipsing his own. The friendship plummeted in 1966, 
when Wilson went into print with a hostile (and ignorant) re­
view of Nabokov's translation of  Eugene Onegin-and gave its 
last flicker, palely and politely, five years later. 

In  To the Fiuland Station Wilson had written about Len in 
romantically: Lenin the warrior-poet, the quiet man o f  destiny, 
with something of the instinctive grace of the noble savage­
Lenin, the savage savant. When the book was reissued in 1971 
Wilson added a new introduction: 

I have also been charged with having given a much too amiable 
picture of Len in ,  and I bel ieve that this cr i t ic ism has been 
made not without some justification . . .  one can see the point 
of Len in ' s  being short with the temporizing and arguing Rus­
sians but one cannot be surprised that he gave offense and did 
not show himsel f so benevolent as I perhaps tend to make him. 

Len in,  we note, is st i.l l being assessed merely as a social or colle­
g ia te be i ng . As for Trotsky, " I  have not found anything which 
ob l iges me to make any rect i fications," writes W i lson , having 
read Isaac Deutscher's ( notor iously m yt hopoe ic ) b iography. So 

th i s stands ,  amo ng m uch  else: " [ I ]  t is as a hero of the fa i th  i n  

Rea�on tha t Tro t sky m u s t  figu re for us ."  
W i lson was no t las t i ng ly gu l led b y  S tal i n , bu t  h e  cou ld never 

g ive up on the esse n t ia l  p u r i t y  o f  October.  So he  p l ayed h is part  

i n  t he grea t i n te l l ec t u a l  abasemen t .  To expl a i n  this  abase m e n t  

cer t a i n  h i s t o r ica l  c o n d i t io n s  a rc o ften a d d u ced . They a rc :  t h e  

genera t i o na l  wound o f  Wo rld Wa r I ( a  wa r s uccessfu l l y b ra n ded 
a �  " i m pe r i a l i s t "  a n d  t h erefore ca p i t a l i -; t ) , t h e  C real  D e p ress i o n  

o f  1 9 29 - 3 4 ,  t h e  r i se o f  fa sc i o; m  a n d  t hen Naz i sm ( and  t h e i r  co m ­
b i n ed i n vo l ve m e n t  i n  t h e:  S pa n i �h  C i v i l  Wa r ) ,  a n d ,  l a t e r ,  t h e:  

m o ra l  force o f  t h e  Ru�� i an  lo s�e� i n  Wo r ld Wa r I I . B u t  t h e  fact  
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remains that despite "more and more voluminous and unignor-
able evidence" to the contrary (as my father put it , writing of the 
mid-1950s ) ,  the USSR continued to be regarded as fundamentally 
progressive and benign; and the misconception endured until the 
mid-1970s. What was it? From our vantage it looks like a conta­
gion of selective incuriosity, a mindgame begun in self-hypnosis 
and maintained by mass hysteria. And although the aberration 
was of serious political utility to Moscow, we still tend to regard 
it as a bizarre and embarrassing sideshow to the main events. We 
must hope to find a more structural connection. 

In  1935 Wilson journeyed to the USSR and wrote about it in 
Travels in Two Democracies (1956), which, as Professor Karl insky 
puts it, 

is an affecting mixture of his own naive expectations and the 
harsh realities he does his best to explain away . . . .  Unlike such 
Western travelers as G.  B .  Shaw, who visited the USSR at the 
height of the post-collectivization famine and declared after his 
return that Soviet citizens were the best-fed people in Europe, 
Wilson perceived enough of Soviet real i t ies to make him see 
that this was not the free and idealistic utopia, run by workers 
and peasants, which he had hoped to find. 

Now: let us consider this utopia, the fully achieved utopia that 
Wilson hoped to find. Ten seconds of sober thought will deci­
sively inform you that such a place is not heaven but a species of 
hell; that such a place is alien to us; that such a place is non­
human. The "Potemkin vi llages" occasionally rigged up to de­
ceive foreign VIPs, with the appearances of plenitude trucked in 
from the cities, and laborers and cowgirls impersonated by the 
secret police, and imported trees wedged into slots on the road-
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side: such a setting is an appropriate figure for u topia, any uto­
pia, because i t  is farce, because it is travesty. 

Wilson shepherded his i l lusions into his grave ( 1972 ) .  I want 
to quote some extracts from Nabokov's great letter of February 
23 , 1948 :  1948 . In  its opening sentences you can hear Nabokov 
rol l ing his s leeves up,  and you can feel  the prose moving a notch 
toward his high style: 

Dear Bunny, 
You na ively compare my ( and the "old Liberals' " )  att itude 

towards the Soviet  regime (sensu In to [broadly] ) to that of a 
"ru ined and humi l i ated" American Southerner towards the 
"wicked" North. You must know me and "Russian Liberals" 
very l i t t l e  i f  you fai l  to real ize the am usement and contempt 
with which I regard Russian em igres whose "hatred" of the 
Bolsheviks is based on a sense of financial loss or class 
degringolnde. It is preposterous ( though quite in line with 
Soviet wri t i ngs on the subject) to postulate any material 
interest at the bottom of a Russian Liberal 's  (o r  Democrat's or 
Socia l i s t ' s )  rejection of the Soviet regime. 

Despi t e  h i s  pa l pab le warmth of fee l i ng, Nabokov i s here show i ng 
res t ra i n t . For W i lson has  c lea r l y de l i ve red a gross i nj u ry to h i s  

fr iend and  to t h e i r  fr i endsh i p . Nabokov i s  bea r ing  i n  m i nd t h a t  

Wilso n ,  no t  u nders t a nd i ng the Bo lsh ev i k rea l i ty , docs no t  u n der­
s t and  the i n su l t ,  e i t her .  

O m i n o us ly  gathe r i ng  force, the  le t ter  co n t i n ues .  Nabokov re­

m i nds ,  or  i n forms ,  Wi l son tha t  the  oppos i t i on to  Bolshev ism was 

and  i�  p l u ra l i � t ic .  There fo l lows a co m pa ra t i ve l y playfu l  e l u c i ­

da t ion  ( " [ i l nc idc n t a l  h u t  very i m po rt a n t " )  o n  t he  exact  cons t i t ­

u e n c y  o f  t h e  R m s i a n  " i n te l l ige n t s i a " ( t h e y  were, defi n i ng ly ,  

p ro fc�-. i o n a l s :  " I n  fact  a t yp i ca l Rmsian  il l t clli�cl l t wo u ld look 
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askance at an avant-garde poet" ) ;  Nabokov . l ists their strengths 
and virtues (we feel VN Senior as a powerful exemplum here) ,  
and firmly proceeds: 

But of course people who read Trotsky for information anent 
Russian culture cannot be expected to know all this. I have 
also a hunch that the general idea that avant-garde l iterature 
and art were having a wonderful t ime under Len in  and Trotsky 
is mainly due to Eisenstadt [ Eisenstein ]  films-"montage"­
things l ike that-and great big drops of sweat roll ing down 
rough cheeks. The fact that pre-Revolution Futurists joined the 
party has also contributed to the kind of (quite false) avant­
garde atmosphere which the American intellectual associates 
with the Bolshevik Revolution. 

Nabokov starts a new paragraph.  This letter impresses me 
further every time I read it. I l ike the even cadences, now, as the 
writer reasserts the decorum of friendship: " I  do not want to be 
personal, but here is how I explain your attitude . . . .  " There 
fol lows a perceptive and generous and near-universal analysis 
(one I will hope to add something to) of the kind of conditions 
that would facilitate such a severe cognitive dissonance. In 1917 

Wilson was twenty-two; the Russian "experiment"-remote and 
largely obscure-spoke to h is natural ardor. 

Your concept of pre-Soviet Russia came to you through a pro­
Soviet prism. When later on ( i .e . ,  at a time coinciding with 
Stal in's ascension)  improved information, a more mature 
judgment and the pressure of inescapable facts dampened your 
enthusiasm and dried your sympathy, you somehow did not 
bother to check your preconceived notions in  regard to old 
Russia while, on the other hand, the glamor of Lenin's reign 
retained for you the emotional iridescence which your 
optimism, idealism and youth had provided . . . .  The 
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thunderclap of administrative purges ( 1937-38 ]  woke you up 
(something that the moans of Solovki or at the Lubianka had 
not been able to do) since they affected men on whose 
shoulders St. Lenin 's hand had lain .  

Solovki: cradle of the gulag (and established under Lenin ) .  The 
Lubyanka was the Cheka's headquarters in Moscow; i ts dates are 
1918-1991 .  

" I  am now going to state a few things ,"  writes Nabokov, 
winding up, "which I think a re true and I don't think you can 
refute. " The letter ends with two encapsulations. Pre-1917: 

Under the Tsars (despite the inept and barbarous character of 
their rule) a freedom-loving Russian had i n comparably more 
possibi l i ty and means of express ing h imself than at any t ime 
during Lenin 's  and Stal in 's regime. He was protected by l aw.  

There were fearless and independent j udges i n  Russia. The 
Russian s11d [ l egal system ] after  the Alexander reforms was a 

magn ificent inst i t�t ion,  not only on paper. Periodicals of 
va rious tendencies and pol i t ica l  parties of all possible kinds, 
l egally o r  i l legally, flourished and a l l  part ies were represented 
in the Duma .  Pub l i c  opinion was a lways l ibe ra l and 
progress ive .  

Post - 1 9 1 7 : 

U nder t he  Soviets ,  from t he  very s tar t ,  the only p rotec t ion  a 

d i ssen ter cou ld  hope fo r was dependent on govern me n t a l 
wh ims, not laws .  N o  part ies except t h e  o n e  in power co u l d  

ex i s t .  Your  Alymovs l �e rgc i  A lymov w a s  a showcase hack  poet ] 

arc �peelers bobb i n g  i n  t he  wake of a fo re ign tour i � t .  
Burea ucracy, a d i rec t  desce ndan t  of  pa rty d i sc i p l i n e , took over 
im m ed i a te l y . P u b l i c  o p i n ion  d i s i n t egra ted.  The i n t e l l ige n t s i a  

cea sed to e x i � t .  Any  cha nge� t h a t  took p la ce between  

!\ovember ] 1 � 1 7 ]  a n d  n o w  have been cha nges i n  t h e  decor 
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which more or less screens an unchanging bJack abyss of 
oppression and terror. 
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"Intellectual" is a word commonly applied to the Bolshevik 
leaders (and it is often said that Stalin was "the only non­
intellectual" among them) .  They qualified, one supposes, as in­
tellectuals of the radical fringe, in that they were half-educated 
in history and pol itical economy, and in nothing else. As Nabo­
kov has j ust explained, however, a Russian intellectual is a pro­
fessional; and it was a rare Old Bolshevik who ever presented 
himself for gainful  employment ( though Lenin,  earlier, lost a 
couple of cases as a lawyer) .  We have seen, too, that the revolu­
tionary vanguard developed an abnormal aversion to the intel­
lectuals, who were, as Lenin said, "shit." And in 1922 Lenin threw 
himself into the business of what Solzhen itsyn , establishing a 
metaphor for the gulag, calls "sewage disposal ." Some were exe­
cuted or internal ly exiled, and scores of thousands were de­
ported. American commentators "saw us," writes Nabokov, 
"merely as villa inous generals ,  oil magnates, and gaunt ladies 
with lorgnettes," but the emigres were very broadly the intell i­
gentsia. They were the civil society. 

In another sense, of course, the revolutionaries were profes­
sionals: avowedly and disastrously, they were "professional revo­
lutionaries ," just as Chernyshevsky had enjoined them to 
be, "fulltime revolutionaries," with their leather j ackets, revol­
vers, hideouts, t rysts, schisms, conspiracies, passwords, false 
beards, false names. * Watched, trailed, shadowed, menaced, de-

• " Lenin" is thought to derive from the River Lena. "Stalin":  man of steel. 
"Kamenev": man of stone. "Molotov": the hammer. " Trotsky" (ne Lev Bronstein)  
was the name on one of his false passports; it stuck. 
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tained, searched, infiltrated, provoked, arrested, imprisoned, in­
terrogated, tried, sentenced: when, in the course of a single 
evening, these undergrounders found themselves at the com­
manding heights, how could it be otherwise than who-whom? ( in 
Lenin's famous question)?  Who will vanquish whom? Who will 
destroy whom? 

Nabokov's "Life of Chernyshevsky," which comprises about 
a hundred pages of The Gift, is serious (and comic) and schol­
arly, and based on deep reading. And poor Nikolai Gavrilovich, 
of course, emerges as a Gogolian grotesque (obsessed by perpet­
ual-motion machines and encyclopedias ) ,  a shambling cuckold, 
and a l iterary anti- talent (who, with his "agonisingly circumstan­
tial" style, was "a person ridiculously alien to artistic creation" ) .  
The  following lines take on  wide application, if we  regard Cher­
nyshevsky as the tutelary spirit, the j inx or genius of Bolshevism 
and its transformative dream: 

I n  the  descript ions of his  absurd experiments and i n  h i s  com­
mentaries on them,  in th i s  mixture of ignorance and rat iocina­
t i o n ,  one ca n  al ready detect that  barely perceptible flaw which 

gave h i s  later ut terances someth ing l ike a h in t  of q uackery . . . .  
Such was the  fat e  of  Chernyshevsky tha t  everyt h i ng t u rned 

against  h i m :  no  matter  what subject he  touched there would 
come to l ight-i ns id ious ly,  an d  wit h  the most  ta unt ing inevi­
tab i l i ty-somet h i ng tha t  was complete ly  opposed to h is con­
cept ion of  i t .  . . . Eve ryth i ng he to uches fal l s  t o  pieces. I t  i s  sad 

to read in his diar ies about  the  app l iances o f  which he t ries to 
make u se-sca le -arms ,  bobs ,  co rks, basi ns-a nd noth i ng re­
volves ,  or i f  i t  docs, t he n accord i ng to u n welcome laws,  i n  the 
reverse d i rect i o n  to  wha t he wan ts : a n eterna l mo to r go i ng in  

rever�c- why , th i s  i s  an absol ute  n igh t m a re, t h e  abst ract ion to  

end a l l  abstrac t ions ,  i n fi n i t y  wi th a mi n us s ign ,  p lus  a b roken 
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jug into the bargain . . .  it is amazing how everything bitter 
and heroic which l ife manufactured for Chernyshevsky was 
invariably accompanied by a flavouring of vile farce. 
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But now we feel a freedom, do we not-a freedom from who­

whom? Edmund Wilson, in his trundling way, might have ex­
pected Nabokov to harbor some distaste for his dispossessor and 
deracinator. And it isn't so. Nabokov writes about Chernyshev­
sky with pity, with reverence, with art istic love. And I'm afraid 
that th is is as far as we are ever going to get with the utopia and 
the earthly paradise. Only in art will the lion lie down with the 
lamb, and the rose grow without thorn. 

Insecure: More Background 

Considering that Trotsky 
Did not ski, 
It was a bit  thick 
To fricassee his b rains with an ice-pick. 

You could always joke about it. This was a contribution by Robin 
Ravensbourne to a clerihew competi t ion in  the New Statesman 

(another notable winner was Basil Ransome's "Karl Marx I Pro­
vided the clerks I With a dialectical reason I For their treason") .  
A month later there was a Weekend Comp. where you had to  
think up the names of organizations whose acronyms mocked 
and betrayed them: Barnaby Rudge and Oliver Twist Hostel for 
Elderly Ladies, for example. Robert Conquest won first prize 
with ,  among others, Teachers' Organization for Aiding Disori­
ented Youth, and Sailors ' ,  Yachtsmen's and Pilots' Health Insti­
tute for Long Island Sound. (And I also admired Mr. Ransome's 
post-modern ist Profess ional Institute of Registered Newspaper 
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Typesetters . )  But my father took the bays with the following: 
Institute of New Statesman Editors and Contributors for Under­
writing the Russian Experiment. And once a month or so, up­
stairs, there was another Russian connection: our ballet critic, 
Oleg Kerensky, was the nephew of Alexander Kerensky, that 
"buffoon, charlatan and n incompoop," as a contemporary rele­
vantly described him, who headed the Provisional Government 
of 1917. An addit ional ten IQ points in  Kerensky might have 
saved Russia from Lenin;  and a s imilar elevation in Tsar 
Nicholas I I  might have saved Russia from Kerensky. It is now 
197;, and Kerensky is not long dead, over in  New York. And his 
nephew, Oleg (a homosexual of a familiar type: warm, courteous, 
and passionate about the arts ) ,  looks in once a month with his 
ballet column. 

Insecure. When you can joke about something, you ' re meant 
to feel secu re about it . And you could always joke about the 
USSR. Christopher H i tchens joked about the USSR. For instance 
. . .  Two comrades are discussing the inexp l icab le fa i l u re of a 
I u x ur ious , s tate- run ,  Western-s tyle cockta i l lounge, recently 
opened in Moscow. The place is go i ng under, desp i te all t he gim­
micks : rock m us ic ,  l igh t shows, skimpily clad wa i t resses. Why? I s  

i t  t h e  fu rn ish ings? N o ,  i t  can' t  b e  the fu rnish ings: t h ey were a l l  
imported fro m  M i lan , a t  s t a rt l i ng cos t .  I s  i t  the cockta i l s ?  No,  i t 
ca n ' t be the  cockta i l s :  t he  booze i s  of  t h e  fi nes t ,  a n d  the bartend­

e rs arc a l l  from the London Savoy. I s  i t  the  wa i t resses , i n  the i r 

b u s t icrs  and  cu plcss brass ie res ,  t he i r thongs , t hei r G -s t r i ngs? No, 

i t  ca n ' t  be the wa i t rcs�es ( " Th e  c h i cks i t ' s not , " I re m e m be r  

C h r i s topher  sayi n g ) .  I t  c a n ' t  be t h e  wa i t resses: t hey've a l l  been 

loya l  par ty  m e m bers for a t  least fo rty- five yea rs.  

Thi., j .,  a joke wi t h  a l i m i ted co n !-t t i t ucncy ( wo m e n  a rc se l d o m  
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amused by it ) , but it does point to one of the Bolsheviks' most 
promethean projects. They intended to break the peasantry; they 
intended to break the church; they intended to break all opposi­
tion and dissent .  And they also intended (as Conquest, writing 
of Stalin, put it) "to break the truth."  

Sometimes, in our casual office arguments, I saw an ac­
knowledgment of this in Christopher's eyes. He could joke about 
it . But he wasn't secure. How could he have been? 

"What about the famine?" I once asked h im.  
"There wasn't a famine," he said, smiling slightly and lower­

ing his gaze. "There may have been occasional shortages . . . .  " 

He knew it wasn't true. But the truth, l ike much else, was 
postponable; there were things that, for now, were more impor­
tant .* Although I always liked Christopher's journalism, there 
seemed to me to be something wrong with i t ,  something faintly 
but pervasively self-defeating: the sense that the truth could be 
postponed. This flaw disappeared in  1989, and his prose made 
immense gains in burnish and authority. I used to attribute the 
change to the death of Christopher's father, in late 1988,  and to 
subsequent convulsions in his life. It had little or nothing to do 
with that, I now see. I t  had to do with the collapse of Commu­
nism. Truth had at last become time-urgent. 

* Christopher now claims that  he would "never" have spoken l ightly of the 
famine. I remember i t  differently (and vividly) . We were in our mid-twenties. De­
corum on this subject was rarely achieved ( i n  fact i t  was rarely sought) ,  and my 
contributions were often callous as well as callow. I would l ike to emphasize that 
Christopher ( l ike James Fenton, and all other Trotskyists known to me) was, of 
course, strenuously anti-Stal inist .  But as a social ist he needed to feel that October 
had not been an instantaneous-or indeed an intrinsic-disaster. Even in 1975 it 
was considered tasteless or mean-spirited to be too hard on the Soviet Union. No 
one wanted to be seen as a "red-baiter"-or no one except my father. 
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We will all go on joking about i t  because there's something 
in Bolshevism that i s  painful ly, unshirkably comic. This became 
palpable when the Russian experiment entered its decadent  

phase: the vanity and high-bourgeois kleptomania of Brezhnev, 
the truly pit iful  figure of Chernenko (an old janitor with barely 
enough strength to honor himself as a Hero of Social ist Labor) . 
Both these men, and Andropov ( the KGB highbrow) , whom they 
flanked, presided over a great landmass of suffering. The country 
was l iving at African levels of poverty, malnutrit ion, disease, and 
child mortal i ty .  (And Afghanistan, meanwhi le ,  was having i ts  
next census slashed-indeed, almost halved. ) *  

Throughout this period the Russian people heard nothing 
from their leaders but a drone of self-congratulation. And the 
truth, no longer postponable by the standard Bolshevik means 
(violence) ,  screamed with laughter at  what i t  saw. Napoleon said 
that power is never ridicu lous (and despotic power is presumably 
doubly unsmi l ing) ; but Bolshevism, by this stage, was rid icu lous. 
Glasnost,  which was a euphemism for not lying, laughed the Bol­
sheviks off the stage. The poets had talked about the i nhuman 

power of the l ie-but there is an ant i thesis to that :  the human 
pmver of the t ru th .  Lyi ng  cou ld no longer  be enforced, and the 

reg ime fel l .  And the leaders had become too evo lved, and were 
i ncapable of  the  necessary crue l ty-the cruelty of  Len i n  a nd Sta­

l i n ,  wh ich  was not  medieval so m uch as ancient i n  i ts se ver i ty. 

• � y l v.1 i n  Bo u l o u q u e  i n  Tile  Hlack 11ook of Com m u n ism: " O u t  of a po pula t ion  

of .1pprox 1 m a t d y  1 5 . 5  m i l l i o n ,  more t h a n  5 m i l l io n i n h a b i t a n t s  have left for P;1 ki s t a n  

.1n d I ra n ,  w here t h ey n o w  l i ve i n  m i sera b l e  wndi t ion�  . . . .  I 1\ l l m t  observers agree 

t h a t  the w.J r look hl"IWt·en 1 . 5  m i l l ion .1 n d  2 m i l l ion l i ve\, l)O pa c en t of whom were 

c 1 v i l i .J m. lkt ween 2 m i l l i on and 4 m i l l i o n  we re woumkd."  Thc\c ligu res a rc d u e  

fo r  r L" V I � I O n ,  po\t - !00 1 .  
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In Lenin 's Tomb David Remnick addresses himself to the 
squalid comedy of the Bolshevik disintegration: 

The exhibition of Economic Achievements, a kind of vast Sta­
l inist Epcot Center near the Moscow television tower, had for 
years put on displays of Soviet triumphs in the sciences, engi­
neering, and space in huge neo-Hellenic halls. Vera Mukhina's 
gigantic statue Worker and the Collective Farm Girl (jutting 
breasts and biceps, bulging eyes) presided at the entrance, pro­
viding citizens with a sense that they were now part of a 
socially and genetically engineered breed of muscular prole­
tarians. But with glasnost, the directors grew humble and 
put up an astonishingly frank display, "The Exhibit of Poor­
Quality Goods." 

At the exhibit, a long line of Soviets solemnly shuffled past 
a dazzling display of stunning underachievement: putrid 
lettuce, ruptured shoes, rusted samovars, chipped stew pots, 
unraveled shuttlecocks, crushed cans of fish, and, the show­
stopper, a bottle of mineral water with a tiny dead mouse 
floating inside. All the items had been purchased in  neighbor­
hood stores. 

There is also something horribly comic in Remnick's remark that 
the "leading cause of house fires in the Soviet Union was televi­
sion sets that exploded spontaneously." But the facts are of 
course intense. As the economist Anatoly Deryabin wrote in the 
official journal Molodoi Kommunist: "Only 2.3 percent of all So­
viet families can be called wealthy, and about 0.7 of these have 
earned that income lawfully . . . .  About 1 1 . 2  per cent can be called 
middle-class or well- to-do. The rest ,  86 .5 percent, are simply 
poor." Toward the end of this chapter ("Poor Folk" ) Remnick 
visits a ghost village of the Collectivization in the Volgoda region, 
once a prosperous community, and now "little more than a few 
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collapsed cabins, a graveyard, and wheel ruts in the mud." An 
old woman told him: "The collective farms are a disaster. There's 
nothing left. It's all lost." And a neighbor adds: 

We were all supposed to be one b ig family after collectiviza­
t ion. But everyone was pi tted against everyone else, everyone 
susp icious of everyone else. Now look at us, a big stinking ruin .  

'!':ow everyone l ives for himself. . . .  What a laugh, what a big 
goddam laugh. 

Back at the New Sta tesman, toward the end of  1975, V. S. Prit­
chett might have passed Oleg Kerensky on the stairs when he 
del ivered his review of the second volume of  The Gulag Archipel­

ago. The laughter should have stopped around then. Why didn't 
i t?  

The Collapse of the Value of Human Life in Practice-1 * 

Sir C. Eliot to Earl Curzon.-(Receivecf Februa ry  23 . )  
(Telegraph ic . ) Vladivostok, February 22,  1 9 1 9 .  
'Fol lowing report of 7 1  Bolshevik vict ims [ th a t  i s ,  v ict ims of 

Bolshevi ks ]  recei ved from consular  office a t Eka ter inbu rg, 

da ted 1 9 t h  February:-

' " l'\os.  1 to 18 Eka te r in bu rg c i t izens ( fi rs t  t h ree perso n a l l y 

known to me)  were i m p r isoned without any  accusa t ion  bei ng 

m ade aga i n s t t hem,  and a t  fo u r i n  t he  morning of 29 th  J u ne 

were taken ( w i th  anot her, m a k i n g  1 9  a l t oge t he r ) to Eka t e r i n ­

b u rg sewage d u m p ,  h a l f  mi l e  fro m  Eka tc r i nburg, and  o rde red 

to s t and i n  l i ne a l o ng�ide of new ly -d ug d i t ch .  Fort y a rmed l l l l' l l  

· A l l  1 Im i �  t .1 k c: n  fro m  The l< ussimr l<n·ul l l l iou, l lJ i l  i n  t h e: ,J iway� - f., �c inat i ng 

' L: n wvc:rc:J I·.J • I i o m "  �c:r ic:� .  I h a v e:  fo l l o wc:tl p u n l t l l a l i o n  a n d  home � t y l c: .  AnJ I 

w n t ro n t  t h e:  rc:aJc:r w l l h  w h a t  fol low' n o t  for i t s  Jc:t . 1 i l  h u l  for i t �  ovc:r ;d l  c:ffl·c t .  
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in  civil clothes, believed to be Communist militia, and giving 
impression of semi-intell igent people, opened fire, kil l ing 18. 
The 19th, Mr. Chistorserdow, miraculously escaped in general 
confusion. I ,  together with other consuls at Ekaterinburg, pro­
tested to Bolsheviks against brutal ity, to which Bolsheviks re­
plied, advising us to mind our own business, stating that they 
had shot these people to avenge death of their comrade, Mali­
shev, killed at front, against Czechs. 

' "Nos. 19 and 20 are 2 of twelve labourers arrested for 
refusing to support Bolshevik Government, and on 12th July 
thrown al ive into hole into which hot slag deposits from works 
at Verhisetski near Ekaterinburg. Bodies were identified by fel­
low labourers. 

' "Nos. 21 to 26 were taken as hostages and shot at Kami­
shlof on 2oth July. 

' "Nos. 27 to 33, accused of plott ing against Bolshevik Gov­
ernment, arrested 16th December at village of Troitsk, Perm 
Government. Taken 17th December to station Si lva ,  Perm rail­
way, and all decapitated by sword. Evidence shows that vict ims 
had their necks half cut through from behind, head of No. 29 
only hanging on small piece of skin. 

' "Nos. 34 to 36, taken with 8 others beginning of July from 
camp, where they were undergoing trench-digging service for 
Bolsheviks to spot near Oufalay, about So versts from Ekate­
rinburg, and murdered by Red Guards with guns and bayo­
nets. 

' "Nos. 37 to 58, held in prison in I rbit as hostages, and 
26th July murdered by gunshot, those not killed outright being 
finished off by bayonet .  These people were shot in small 
groups, and murder was conducted by sailors and carried out 
by Letts, all of whom were drunk. After murder, Bolsheviks 
continued to take ransom money from relat ives of vict ims, 
from whom they concealed crime. 

' "No. 59 was shot at vi llage Klevenkinski, Verhotury dis­
trict, 6th August, being accused of agitation against Bolsheviks. 
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' "No. 6o, after being forced to dig his own grave, was shot 
by Bolsheviks at village Mercoushinski, Verhotury district, 13th 
July. 

' "No. 61 murdered middle of July at Kamenski works for 
allowing church bells to be sounded contrary to Bolshevik or­
ders, body afterwards found with others in  hole with half head 
cut off. 

' "No. 62 arrested without accusation, 8th July, at village 
Ooetski, Kamishlov district. Body afterwards found covered 
with straw and dung, beard torn from face with flesh, palms 
of hands cut out, and skin incised on forehead. 

' "No. 63 was killed after much torture (details not given) ,  
27th July, at station Anthracite. 

' "No. 67 murdered, 13th August, near village of Mironoff­
ski. 

' "No. 68 shot by Bolsheviks before his church at vil lage 
of Korouffski, Kamishlov district , before eyes of villagers, his 
daughters and son, date not stated. 

' "Nos. 69 to 71,  killed at Kaslingski works near Kishtin, 
4th June, together with 27 other civi l ians. No. 70 had head 
smashed in ,  exposing brains. No. 7 1  had head smashed in, arms 
and legs broken,  and two bayonet wounds. 

' "Dates in this telegram a re 1 9 1 8 . " ' 

Sir C. Elio t to Ea rl Curzo11.-(Received February 25. )  
(Telegraph ic . )  Vladivostock, Febr11ary 2 4 ,  1 9 1 9 .  

'My te legram of 22nd February. 

' Fol lowing from consul  a t  Ekateri nburg: 

' " Nos.  72 to 1 03 exam i ned, 32 c iv i l i ans  i ncarcerated and 

taken away by Bolshev iks with  1 9  o t hers a t  vario u s  dates be­

tween 9 t h  J u l y, 7 t h  A u gus t ,  27th J u l y,  a l l  5 1  hav i n g  been de­
c la red o u t l aws.  Official  med i ca l  exa m i n a t i o n  of  5 2  bodies (of  
wh i c h  32  exa m i ned , Nos .  72  to  103 not  iden t i fied ) ,  fo u n d  i n  
�eve ra l  h o l es;  3 fro m Kam i s h l o f  revea led t h a t  a l l  had heen 
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killed by bayonet, sword, and bullet wounds� Following cases 
being typical: No. 76 had 20 light bayonet wo�nds in back; No. 
78 had 15 bayonet wounds in back, 3 in chest; No. So, bayonet 
wounds in back, broken jaw and skull; No. 84, face smashed 
and wrist hacked; No. 89 had 2 fingers cut off and bayonet 
wounds; No. 90, both hands cut off at wrist, upper jaw hacked, 
mouth slit both sides, bayonet wound shoulder; No. 98, l i ttle 
finger off left hand and 4 fingers off right hand, head smashed; 
No. 99 had 12 bayonet wounds; No. 101 had 4 sword and 6 
bayonet wounds. 

' "These victims are distinct from 66 Kamishlof hostage 
children shot by machine guns near Ekaterinburg beginning of 
July, names not obtainable." '  

Nicholas the Last 
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Charles I and Louis XVI were publ icly executed after open trials. 
Nicholas II was secretly shot in a provincial basement along with 
his immediate family (and four members of his staff) . It was a 
small room and it contained eleven victims and eleven killers. 
They were supposed to concentrate on one victim each, but the 
killers were soon firing at random. Those still alive when the 
gunsmoke cleared were disposed of by bayonet or further shots 
to the head. The bodies were t ransported by t ruck to a disused 
goldmine; sulfuric acid was poured on their faces before burial 
elsewhere-to make the Romanovs harder to identify. 

In  his "Introduction, 1971,
" as we have seen, Edmund Wilson 

was forced to give ground on the question of Len in's amiab ility 
and benevolence (h is words) .  It may seem sadistic to  go on quot­
ing him, but Wilson was distinguished and representative and by 
no means the worst offender (he is by now allowing that he "had 
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no premonition that the Soviet Union was to become one of the 
most hideous tyrannies that the world had ever known, and Sta­
l in the most cruel and unscrupulous of the merciless Russian 
tsars") .  Toward the end of the piece, however, Wilson is still 
trying to account for Lenin's bad manners. Were they attribut­
able, perhaps, to the poor breeding of Lenin's father? "Lenin 
himself, although his mother came from a somewhat superior 
stratum, and though Lenin  distinguished himself as a scholar, 
had always rude and rather vulgar traits. " Wilson regretfully 
adds : 

. . .  I have found that it was not true, as I had been led to 
suppose-this matter was hushed up in  the Soviet Union­
that Lenin knew nothing about and had not approved the exe­
cution of the royal family. Trotsky-and, one imagines, also 
Lenin-were both extremely cold-blooded about this . . . .  

He then quotes, without comment, Trotsky's page-long rational­
izat ion of  the murders. Indeed, Wilson writes as if regicide-and 
bad manners-were Len in's only blemishes; and maybe he was 
"led to believe" that there were no others .  It is a bizarre empha­
sis. The clouds of  ignorance part, reveal ing the sola r fire of  ar­

cha ic snobbery. 
Trotsky had ha l f  a point when he said (elsewhere )  tha t  the 

Romanov ch ildren paid the p rice for the monarch ical p r i nc ip le 
of  success ion .  Th i s  would cert a inly applr to  the  Tsarevich,  Alexis ;  

bu t the fou r  gir ls  could expect no  such i nher i t ance-and  ne i ther  

could the  doctor ,  the va le t ,  t he  ma id ,  the  cook, o r  t he  dog. ' Wi l ­

son q uotes Tro tskr's [)iary iu Exile ( 1 935 ) :  

' I t seems t h a t  t h �  RomJ nov' had t w o  do.:\ w i t h  t h�m i n  l :k;t t l·r i n h u rg. One 
of them , /cmmy,  was  k i lled i n  th l· h, J\clll � n t .  The: othc:r ,  Joy ,  \ U rv i Vl'd , d l· ,p i te  ha 
hrecd :  she was a K i ng Char i�\  \pan i d .  
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The execution of the Tsar's family was needed not only to 
frighten, horrify and dishearten the enemy, but also in order 
to shake up our own ranks, to show them that there was no 
turning back, that ahead lay either complete victory or com­
plete ruin . In the intellectual circles of the Party there probably 
were misgivings and shakings of heads. But the masses of 
workers and soldiers had not a minute's doubt. They would 
not have understood and would not have accepted any other 
decision. This Lenin sensed well .  

55 

But Trotsky is lying. The masses of workers and soldiers were 
not told of the "decision" to execute the entire family; for almost 
a decade they were told, instead, that the Tsarina and her chil­
dren were in  "a place of security."* Nor was it proclaimed, as an 
additional morale-stiffener, that the Cheka had simultaneously 
murdered Grand Duchess Yel izaveta Feodorovna, Grand Duke 
Sergei Mikhailovich, Prince Ivan Konstantinovich, Prince Kon­
stantin Konstantinovich, Prince Igor Konstantinovich and Count 
Vladimir Paley. This group was recreat ionally tortured, ante 
mortem. Grand Duke Sergei was dead on arrival, but the rest 
were thrown alive into the mine shaft where their bodies were 
eventually found. 

The murder of the Romanovs seems to me fractionally less 

odious than, say, the murder of a Cossack family of equivalent 
size. The Tsar, at least, was guilty of real crimes ( the encourage­
ment of pogroms, for example) .  His end provoked, among the 
masses, little comment and no protest. The murder of the Tsa-

• Read ing Trotsky, one is often impressed by how much dishonesty he can 
pack into a paragraph. As to the details of the mu rders: " I  was never curious 
about how the sentence [ sic] was carried out and, frankly, do not understand such 
curiosity." Wel l ,  the Bolshevik l eadership was certainly curious about the how: 
hence the secrecy, the eight-year cover-up;  hence the sulfuric acid. 



s6 M A R T I N  A M I S  

rina and the five children was clearly seen by the Bolsheviks as a 
poli tical deficit. It was therefore an irrational act, an expression 
of anger and hatred, though you can imagine how it was parlayed 
into an assertion of Bolshevik mercilessness, of "stopping at 
nothing. " The ancillary kill ings sent no message to the Red Army 
or to the Party rump (except as a rumor) . I t  sent a message to 
the Politburo, and the message said: we will have to win now, 
because we at last deserve anything they care to do to us if we 
fail . The Romanovs were murdered in mid-July 19 1 8 .  By this time 
the regime had lost much of its pre-October support ,  and was 
responding with hysterical insecurity-that is, with violence. On 
September 3 and s came the decrees legitimizing the Red Terror. 

There are several accounts, written or deposed, by the 
guards, executioners and inhumers of the Romanovs. One of the 
inhumers said that he could "die in peace because he had 
squeezed the Empress's --."*  Imagining this, we arrive at a 
representative image of the gnarled hand of October. One execu­
t ioner wrote (and he is quoted here for the dullness of his moral 
tone) : 

I know a l l  abo u t  i t .  The shoot ing  was a l l  over the  p lace . I know 

t hat  . . .  M edvedev took a im a t  N icholas .  He just  shot  a t  N icho -
l as  . . . . Anyway, i t  was j u s t  another sen tence that  had to be 

carr ied o u t ,  we looked on i t  as j ust another chore .t . . .  O f  

cou rse, you s tar t  to t h i n k  about  i t s  h is tor ical i m porta nce . . .  . 
I n  fact , t h e  whole t h i ng was badly orga n i zed. Take Alexe i ,  i t  

t ook a lo t  of  b u l le ts  befo re he d ied .  H e  was a to ugh k id .  

• P i pe�\ n o t e  reads:  " I >cpmi t i o n  by 1 '. V .  K u k h te n ko i n  Solokov Dossier I ,  
d a t ed ">cptcmbcr 1! ,  1 9 1 1! ;  om i s� ion i n  t h e  or ig i n a l . "  

t " Th i \  gro u p  h a d  n o t  l o n g  before exec u ted P r i n c e  Dolgo r u kov, G e neral T;l ! i ­
�hc hcv,  Cou n te \ \  ( • l" n d r i kova a n d  Yl"ka ter i n a  Sc h neider ,  w h o  h a d  ht•cn acco m p a ­

n ym g  ! he  R o rn a n o v \ "  ( Vol kogo n u v ,  /.c1 1 i 1 1 ) .  
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Yes, an imposing enemy: a thirteen-year-old hemophiliac. The 
Tsarevich outlived Nicholas II ( resonantly and deservedly known 
also as Nicholas the Last) .  In those final seconds, then, the child 
was Alexander IV. Or Alexander the Last-but undeservedly. 

The Collapse of the Value of Human Life in Practice-2 

Stalin famously said: "Death solves all problems. No man, no 
problem." After the death there would be no man and no prob­
lem; but there would indisputably be a corpse. 

Corpse-disposal was a national tribulation throughout the 
period of hard Bolshevism, which ended in 1953.  By December 
1918, when the regime, responding to the crisis, announced its 
monopoly of the funeral industry, there were stacks of corpses 
(and packs of sated dogs) outside the cemeteries of every major 
city, and you could smell a hospital from a distance of several 
streets; annual epidemics came with the spring thaw. "To die in 
Russia in these times is easy," writes a diarist, "but to be buried is 
very difficult." After the nationalization of the graveyards, burial 
depended on bribery, a process surrealized by hyperinflation: 

Ninotchka's funeral in  November 1919 cost 30,000 [writes an­
other diarist ] ;  Uncle Edward's funeral in  December 1921 was 
s ,ooo,ooo; M. M. 's funeral in March 1922 was 33,ooo,ooo. 

Cremation was attractive to the regime. For one thing it un­
dermined the Orthodox Church, which expressly prescribed in­
terment. Cremation was also modern, "a new, industrialised and 
scientific world of flame and ash ."* After many ponderous ex-

* From Catherine Merridale's Night of Stone: Death and Memory in Twentieth 
Century Russia . In this section I am gratefully dependent on her striking chapter, 
"Common and Uncommon Graves." 
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periments the first crematorium was opened in December 1920 

in Petrograd. I t  could manage barely 120 bodies a month, and, i n  
February 1921, cremated i tself when the wooden roof caught fire. 
Another solution, of  course, was the mass grave. The pits at Bu­
tovo, near Moscow, are thought to hold 10o,ooo bodies; another 
Stalin-era necropolis, at Bykovna in the Ukraine, is thought to 
hold 2oo,ooo. 

In  1919, as part of a further move against rel igion, the coffins 
of medieval "saints" were opened up and exposed to scientific 
scrut iny. The sweet -smelling, tear-shedding, eternally fresh dead 
bodies of church doctrine were revealed as l i ttle bundles of bone 
and dust. "The cult of dead bodies and of these dolls must end," 
read the Justice Department's instruct ion. The pol icy ceased to 
apply when, in January 1924, Lenin had h is last stroke. A power­
ful refrigerator was imported from Germany, and the Immortali­
zat ion Commission worked flat out for sixth months, anxiously 
mon itoring the mold on Len in's nose and fingers. The corpse 
was rendered i ncorruptible, by science, and enshrined as an icon. 

After the war, in  Kolyma, Stal in's Arctic Auschwitz, na tura l  
eros ion brought about  a st range discovery: "A grave, a mass pris­
oner grave, a stone pit stu ffed ful l  with undecaying co rpses from 
1 938 was s l id ing down the  s ide of the h i l l ,  reveal ing the  sec ret o f  

K o l y m a . "  The bodies were transferred to a new mass grave by 
bul ldozer. Va r l a m  Sha lamov•  was there: 

The b u l ldozer scraped up t h e  frozen bod ies ,  t housands of bod ­

i es  of t housands  of  skeleton - l i ke corpses. Noth i n g had d eca yed : 
t he  tw i s t ed fingers,  t he  p u s - fi l l ed toes which were red uced to 
mere s t u m ps a ft e r  frost b i te ,  t he  d ry sk in  scra tched bloody a n d  

eyes burn i ng  w i t h  a h u n gry glea m . . . .  
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And then I remembered the greedy blaze1 of the fireweed, 
the furious blossoming of the taiga in summer when it tried to 
hide in the grass and foliage any deed of man-good or bad. 
And if I forget, the grass will forget. But the permafrost and 
stone will not forget. 

Getting to the Other Planet 
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Your chair is never softer, your study never warmer, your pros­
pect of the evening meal never more secure than when you read 
about the gulag: the epic agony of  the gulag. And your lecteurial 
love for Aleksandr Solzhen itsyn (at such moments you are 
tempted to reach for Aleksandr Isayevich) never more intense. 
"How much does the Soviet Union weigh?" Stalin once rhetori­
cally asked a team of interrogators who were having difficulty in 
breaking a suspect (Kamenev) . He meant that no individual 
could withstand the concerted mass of the state. In February 1974 

the Moscow Cheka served Solzhenitsyn with a summons. Instead 
of sign ing the receipt, he returned the envelope with a statement 
that began:  

In  the circumstances created by the universal and unrel ieved 
illegality enthroned for many years in our country . . .  I refuse 
to acknowledge the legality of your summons and shall not 
report for quest ioning to any agency of the state. 

And, for that moment, the Soviet Union and Aleksandr Solzhe­
nitsyn weighed about the same. 

Exertions of the imagination are now called for. The Christ­
mas before last, when she came to stay, my mother revealed an 
interest in Russian "witness" literature. I sl ipped her a paperback 
called Man Is Wolf to Man: Surviving the Gulag. She accepted it 
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gratefully but responsibly. "Didn't they have terrible times," she 
asked me (and there was no question mark) .  " Yes," I said. 
"Didn't they." " Terrible t imes," she said. The experience of the 
gulag was l ike a nightmare that ever worsened. I t  was a torment 
as lavish as any divinity could devise; and we are only on page 94 
of Eugenia Semyonovna Ginzburg's Journey Into  the Whirlwind 

when we hear the words of Job (these words are repeatedly whis­
pered in her ear ) :  "For the thing which I greatly feared is come 
upon me, and that which I was afraid of is come unto me." . . .  

They had terrible times: unbelievably terrible times. And the 
camps of the gulag were just the last and longest stop on an 
unbelievably terrible road. First, arrest (almost always at night) . *  
Solzhenitsyn describes the body chemistry o f  the arrested in 
terms of sudden heat-you are burning, boiling. "Arrest is an 
instantaneous, shattering thrust, expulsion, somersault from one 
state into another . . . .  That's what arrest is: it's . . .  a blow which 
shifts the present into the past and the impossible into omnipo­
tent actual ity." In this instant, a poet wrote, "you tire as in a 
l ifetime. " Thus you were taken from your world and you entered 
. . .  You entered what? One must bear in mind Martin Malia's 
more general warning: it is not the work of a moment to " [ grasp ) 
the extraordinary combination of dynamism and horror that 
characterized the Sov iet experiment. " 

Next,  i m p riso n m e n t  and interrogation: this  per iod norma l ly 
lasted fo r about t h ree m o n t hs .  I n  the chapter called "The I n ter-

· Th i s  p resen ted a logis t ica l  cha l lenge i n  o ft - p u rged l'et rograd/l .en i n grad dur­

ing t h e  l o n g  d a ys of  a rct i c  s ummer .  Wit nesses desc r i be the  two or  th ree h o u rs o f  
darknes� a �  somet h i n g  l i ke a M o n t e  C a r l o  Ral l y  o f  b l a c k  m a r i a s .  The Chek•1 pre­

fer red the n i gh t ,  but they needed you to  know that you were never safe. They cou ld  
c o m e  for you at  a n y  t ime ,  i n  any  place :  o n  t h e  � treet ,  i n  hospi t a l ,  a t  t h e  o ffice or  
t h e  opera .  
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rogation" Solzhenitsyn tabulates thirty-one forms of psychologi­
cal and physical torture ( the use of the latter became official 
policy in  1937) . Red Terror torture was competitive and hysterical 
and baroque. Stal in-era torture could be all that too, but here, in 
the prisons of the cities, its setting was bureaucratic and cost­
efficient. The interrogators needed confessions. It is important to 
understand that those accused of political crimes were almost 
invariably innocent. The interrogators needed confessions be­
cause these had been demanded from above by quota-that cor­
nerstone of Bolshevik methodology. The apparatus was now 
immovably plugged into the Stalin psychodrama, and responded 
accordingly to his spasms of fear and rage, and his simpler need 
to exert power by mere intensification. 

The tortures described by Solzhenitsyn are unendurable. This 
reader has endured none of them; and I will proceed with cau­
tion and unease. It  feels necessary because torture, among its 
other applications, was part of Stalin's war against the truth. He 
tortured, not to force you to reveal a fact, but to force you to 
collude in a fiction. This is Solzhenitsyn's description of "the 
swan -dive": 

A long piece of rough towelling was inserted between the pris­
oner's jaws like a bridle; the ends were then pulled back over 
his shoulders and tied to his heels. Just try lying on your stom­
ach like a wheel, with your spine breaking-and without water 
and food for two days . . . .  

Another method was to confine the prisoner in a dark wooden 
closet where 

hundreds, maybe even thousands, of bedbugs had been al­
lowed to mult iply. The guards removed the prisoner's jacket 
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or field shirt ,  and immediately the hungry bedbugs assaulted 
him,  crawling onto him from the walls or falling off the ceiling. 
At first he  waged war with them strenuously, crushing them 
on his body and on the walls, suffocated by their stink. But 
after several hours he weakened and let them drink  h is blood 
without a murmur. 

Yet even here, in  his representations of obliterating defeat, 
Solzhenitsyn is quietly adding to our knowledge of what i t  i s  to 
be human. He does this again and again: 

Beatings-of a kind that leave no marks. They use rubber trun­
cheons and wooden mallets and small sandbags. They beat Bri­
gade Commander Karpunich-Braven for twenty-one days in a 
row. And today he says: "Even after thi rty years all my bones 
ache-and my head too ."  

Starvation has  already been mentioned in  combination with 
other methods . . . .  Chulpenyev was kept for a month on three 
and a half ou nces of bread, after wh ich-when he had just 
been brought in from the pit [a deep grave in which the half­
str i pped suspect lay open day and night to the clements ]-the 
i n terrogator Sokol pl aced in front of him a pot of  thick 
borscht, and half a loaf of white bread sliced diagonal ly. (What 
does i t  matter, one m ight ask, how it was sl iced? But Chulpen­
yev even today wil l  insist that i t  was really sl iced very at t rac­
t ively. ) However, he was not given a thing to ea t .  

And a l l  th i s  was super i mposed on a regi men of u n i mag i nab le 
overcrowd ing  ( " cra m med i n to  G P U  cel ls  i n  nu mbers no one  had 

co ns idered pmsib lc  u p to t hen" ) • and chro n i c , depe rso na l iz i n g  

• Conque\ l  note\ t h e  ca'e of  .1 1 1  e i gh t - m d n  c e l l  a l  Zh i l orn i r  p r i son con l il i n i ng 
1 60 J n m .Jtes . " l· i vc: or six d i ed c:vcry d.J y , "  wrote: a ; u r v i vor . The: hodies "conl inuc:d 

lo  � t and  u p hc:l d U Se t hc:n· wa' no room to fa l l  down. " II wa \ known a \  "ce l l  l or ·  
t u rc:. " 
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I 
sleeplessness: " In all the interrogation prisons the prisoners were 
forbidden to sleep even one minute from reveille to taps ." Taps 

means the bugle call for lights-out; but here the lights burned all 
n ight, both in the heaving cells and in the interrogation rooms. 
The overall process was known as "the Conveyor," because the 
enemy, who never slept either, came at you in relays for as long 
as it took. Once in a blue moon we read about people (were 
they human?)  who withstood the attrition and refused to confess, 
which was nearly always fatal. The confession was in any case 
merely part of a more or less inevitable process. When it was 
their turn to be purged, former interrogators (and all other 
Chekists) immediately called with a flourish for the pen and the 
dotted line. 

Three months of that and then the prisoners faced the jour­
ney to their islands in the archipelago. The descriptions of these 
train rides match anything in the literature of the Shoah. I 
thought for a moment that there might be a qualitative differ­
ence: the absence of children, or at least the absence of their 
ubiquity. But the entire families of the "kulaks," the targeted 
peasants, were deported and encamped in their millions during 
the early 1930s alone; and entire nations were deported and en­
camped during and after the war.* No, the children were there, 
as vict ims, and not just on the transports. About 1 million chil-

* These "specially displaced" people were usual ly led to some crag or snowfield 
with a peg sticking out of i t  ( bearing a number) and noth ing else. Jonathan Glover 
in  his recent book Humanity: A Moral History of the Twentieth Ce11 tury succinctly 
passes on the following case: "In 1930, 1o ,ooo famil ies were sent on a journey over 
the ice of the Vasyugan river. Many, especially children, died on the journey. The 
survivors were left, with no food or tools, on bits of land in the middle of the 
marshes. The paths back were guarded with machine-guns. Everyone died." 
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dren died in the Holocaust. About 3 million children died in the 
Terror- Famine of 1933. 

I t  is the journey we have all read about in Primo Levi and 
elsewhere, but there were also some Russian refinements. The 
journey would tend to be much longer (and much colder: Stal in,  
as we shall see,  had things that Hitler didn't have)-a month , six 
weeks . Until I read Man Is Wolf to Man: Surviving the Gulag I had 
never heard of a prisoner, en route, lying crushed and ground on 
a section of rough wood and receiving a succession of monstrous 
splinters up and down his back. The prisoners'  diet-sometimes 
a combination of heavily salted Sea of Azov anchovies plus no 
water- rat ion-has a Russian feel to i t .  And there is the un­
shirkable question of Russian sto icism and humor, and of Rus­
sian obed ience to the herd. 

Eugen ia Ginzburg had al ready been in prison for two years 
when she was transported to Vlad ivostok, sharing "van 7' '  with  

seventy-six others .  A t  a stop in the  neighborhood of I rkutsk a 
fu rther  cons ignment of prisoners was wedged on board. Al l  the 
women in van 7 were ha l f  dead with starvat ion and disease, bu t  

there was someth ing about the physical appearance of  t he  new­

comers t ha t  caused u n i versal dismay: the i r  heads had been 

shaved. I t  i s  d i fficu l t ,  a t  fi rs t ,  for the  male reader to  grasp t h is 

" s up reme i n su l t  to womanhood" ( Solzheni tsyn notes t h a t  

among t h e  men head - shaving bothe red nobody) : " [ The  new­

comers ] vi ewed o u r  d us ty ,  greyi ng, d isheve lled pla i t s  and cur l s  

wi th  env iou s  ad m i ra t i o n  . . .  ' They m igh t do t he  same to us 

tomorrow. '  I ran my  fingers t h rough my h a i r . No ,  that  i s  some­

t h i ng  I though t  I wou ld ha rd l y  surv ive . " There fo l lows a scene of  
pa<;s ionate com mi<;cra t i on .  Then : 
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From the corner in which the orthodox Marxists had en­
sconced themselves ( they hadn't given up a centimetre of space 
to the newcomers) came a voice of dissent :  

"Did it not occur to you that the order to shave your heads 
might have been motivated by reasons of hygiene?" . . .  

The women from Suzdal, who had considered this possi­
bility long ago, had one and all rejected it. 

" . . .  No, it had nothing to do with hygiene, they just 
wanted to humiliate us." 

"Well, simply to crop someone's hair is hardly an insult. 
I t  was very different in the Tsarist prisons, where they shaved 
only one half of your head !"  

This was more than Tanya Stankovskaya [who is dying of 
scurvy] could bear. By some miracle she found the strength to 
scream out so loud that the whole van could hear her: 

"That's the spirit, girls! A vote of thanks to Comrade Sta­
lin . . .  One's no longer shaved on only one side but on both. 
Thanks, father, leader, creator of our happiness !"  

And Ginzburg herself, in the epilogue of her stoical and humor­
ous-and, in every sense, devastating-book, after eighteen years 
of graphic torment, astonishingly concludes: "How good that . . .  
the great Leninist truth has prevailed in our country and party . 
. . . Here they are, then-the memories of a rank-and-file com­
munist, a chronicle of the t imes of the cult of personality. "*  
Reading this, Solzhenitsyn, with h i s  national-historical grasp, 
must have given a long low whistle. 

* These words could hardly be an  attempt to placate Moscow. Ginzburg's jour­
ney Into the Whirlwind (New York: Harcourt Brace and World, 1967) ,  a much more 
harrowing book than Solzhenitsyn's One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich (Novy 
mir, 1962: under Khrushchev) ,  had no chance whatever of being published in the 
Soviet Union. 
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There was another Soviet innovation: slave ships. But first, at  
the Vladivostok terminus, the transit camps-and the Tolstoyan 
scale of the operation , with vast landscapes traversed, it seemed, 
by entire populations. "As far as the eye could see there were 
columns of prisoners marching in one direction or another like 
armies on a battlefield," writes the Romanian witness Michael 
Solomon. "One could see endless columns of women, of crip­
ples, of old men and even teenagers . . .  directed by whistles and 
flags ."  At Vanino, en route to Kolyma, the prisoners entered 
what was in  effect a slave market, where they were prodded and 
graded and assigned. Political prisoners, unlike the honest em­
bezzlers and speculators ,  were detailed for the hardest labor, and 
for this they needed a first-class health clearance. Blind and skele­
tal from scurvy, Tanya Stankovskaya ( "That's the spirit , girls ! " )  
was given a first-class health clearance. She  died four hours later. 
On the planet Earth ,  we are told, for every human being there 
are a million insects. The transit prisoners at Vanino seemed to 
have experienced this as an immediate truth. " The bugs were so 
legendary, even by camp standards, that they are reported in al­
most all  the prisoners'  accounts as provoking every n ight a strug­
gle which would last t i l l  dawn" ( Conquest, Kolyma: The A rctic 
Dea th Camps) .  But  not  even the insects would approach Tanya 
Stankovskaya . 

For the fan tast ic sordor o f  the  slave sh ips  we aga in  rely on 
M i chael Solo m o n :  

. . .  m y  eyes be he ld  a scene w h i c h  n e i t h e r  G o ya n o r  G ustnve 

Dorc cou ld ever have i m ag i ned.  I n  t ha t  i m m ense,  c a v e rn o u s ,  

m u rky hold were c r a m med m o re than  t wo t h o u sand wo men .  

From t h e  floor  to  t h e  ce i l i ng,  as i n  n giga n t ic  po u l t ry fa r m ,  

they  were cooped u p i n  o p e n  cages,  fi v e  o f  t he m  i n  e a c h  n i ne-
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foot-square space. The floor was covered wlth more women .  
Because of the  heat and humidity, most of them were only 
scantily dressed; some had even stripped down to nothing. The 
lack of washing facilities and the relentless heat had covered 
their bodies with ugly red spots, boils and blisters. The major­
i ty were suffering from some form of skin disease or other, 
apart from stomach ailments and dysentery. 

At the bottom of the stairway . . .  stood a giant cask, on 
the edges of which, in full view of the soldiers standing guard 
above, women were perched l ike b irds, and in the most incred­
ible positions . *  There was no shame, no prudery, as they 
crouched there to urinate or to empty their bowels. One had 
the impression that they were some half-human, half-bird 
creatures which belonged to a different world and a different 
age. Yet seeing a man coming down the stairs . . .  many of 
them began to smile and some even tried to comb their hair. 

The biggest ship in the fleet (grossing 9,180 tons) was called 
the Nikolai Yezhov, after the Cheka chief who presided over the 
Great Terror; when Yezhov was himself purged, in 1939, the Ni­

kola i Yezhov became the Feliks Dzerzhinsky, honoring the Cheka's 
ferocious founder. Eugenia Ginzburg's ship, the Dzhurma, 

"stank intolerably" from a fire in which many prisoners, hosed 
down with freezing bilge during a riot, were boiled alive. In 1933 

the Dzhurma sailed too late in the year and was trapped in the 
ice near Wrangel Island: all winter. She was carrying 12,000 pris­
oners. Everyone died. 

It was on board the ships that the "politicals"-a.k.a. "the 
sBs" ( after Article 58 of the Criminal Codex) , "the counters" 
( counter- revolut ionaries ) ,  and "the fascists"-would usually re-

• For what prison l ife was l ike without a latrine bucket see The Gulag Archipel­
ago, Volume One, page 540 ff. 
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ceive their  introduction to another i ntegral feature of the archi­
pelago: the urkas. Like so many elements in  the story of the gulag, 
the urkas constituted a torment wi thin a torment. Mrs. Ginzburg 
sits in the floating dungeon of the Dzhurma: "When it seemed 
as though there was no room left for even a kitten, down th rough 
the hatchway poured another few hundred human beings . . .  [ a ]  
half-naked, tattooed, apelike horde . . . .  " And they were only 
the women. The urkas: this class, or caste, a highly developed 
underground culture, "had survived, "  writes Conquest, "with its 
own tradi tions and laws, since the Time of Troubles at the begin ­
ning of the  seventeenth century, and had greatly increased in 
numbers by recruiting orphans and broken men of the revolu­
tionary and collectivization periods . "  Individually grotesque, 
and, en masse, an utterly lethal force, the urkas were c ircus cut­
throats devoted to gambling, plunder, mut ilation, and rape. 

I n  the gulag, as a matter of policy, the urkas were accorded 
the status of trusties, and they had complete power over the po­
liticals, the fascists-always the most scorned and defenseless 
population in the camp system.  The 58s were permanent ly ex­
posed to the urkas on pr inciple, to increase their pain. And one 
can see, also, that the po l icy looked good ideologica l ly. I t  would 
be very Leu iuist to have one class extermina t ing another, h igher 
class. How Len i n  had longed for the poorer peasan ts  to start 
l ynch i n g  a l l  the kulaks . . .  I m p r isoned t h i eves were a m nest i ed 

u nder Len i n ,  as part  o f  h i s " loot  t h e  looters" cam pa ign in the  
per iod o f  Wa r Commun ism.  As Solzhcn i tsyn says, the theft o f  

s ta te p roper ty  beca me and rema i ned a cap i ta l cr ime ,  wh i le urka ­
bou rgeoi s  t h e ft beca m e  and  rem a i n ed l i t t l e  more than a misde­

meano r . A p a rt fro m the new p r iv i legen ts ia and  a few " hered i t a ry 
prole tar ia n s , "  t he urkas were t h e  o n l y  class to benefi t from Bol-
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shevik policies. The urkas, who played cards for each other's eyes, 
who tattooed themselves with images of masturbating monkeys, 
who had their women assist them in their rapes of nuns and 
politicals. In Life and Fate Vasily Grossman writes almost casually 
of an urka "who had once knifed a family of six." The gulag 
officially designated the urkas as Socially Friendly Elements. 

In the case of Kolyma another strange cruelty was provided 
by topography. It is not clear to me how they built up their sense 
of i t  ( the guards seemed to disappear and prisoners were seldom 
taken from the squirming hold ) ,  but there was a near-universal 
feel i ng that the ship was disappearing over the shoulder of the 
world. "And so, finally," writes Conquest, 

the columns wound down to the boats. I t  was for the great 
majority of the prisoners their first sight of the open sea, for 
almost all of them their first sea voyage. On the Russians,  in 
particular, the effect of the long cruise northward over the 
open ocean greatly enhanced the feeling already common to 
prisoners that they had been removed from the ordinary 
world. It seemed not merely a transportation from the "main­
land" (as the prisoners always referred to the rest of the coun­
try) to some distant penal island, but even to another "planet," 
as Kolyma was always called in songs and sayings. 

The Epic Agony of the Gulag 

The shoes: sections of old car t ire, secured with a wire or an 
electrical cord. 

Made from buckwheat, the thin porridge is found by one 
inmate (P. Yakubovich ) to be " inexpressibly repulsive to the 
taste ." 

In the Arctic camps the prisoners were not supposed to work 



70 M A R T I N  A M I S  

outside when the temperature fell below minus fifty-or at any 
rate sixty-degrees Fahrenheit . At fifty below it starts to be d iffi­

cult to breathe. It was forbidden to bu ild fires. 
A group of prisoners at Kolyma were hungry enough to eat 

a horse that had been dead for more than a week (despite the 
stench and the infestation of flies and maggots) .  

Scurvy makes the bones brittle; but then, "Every prisoner 
welcomes a broken arm or  leg." Extra-large scurvy boils were 
"part icularly envied." Admission to hospital was managed by 
quota. To get in with diarrhea, you had to be evacua t ing (blood­
ily) every half an hour. The hospitals were themselves deathtraps, 
but inert deathtraps. A man chopped off half his foot to get in 
there. And prisoners cultivated infections, feed ing sal iva, pus or 
kerosene to their wounds. 

Goldm in ing could break a strong man's  health forever in 
th ree weeks. A th ree,week logging term was likewise known as a 
"dry execut ion . "  Solzhen itsyn:  " [Va r lam ] Shalamov ci tes exam­
ples in wh ich the whole membersh ip of the brigade d ied severa l 
t imes over in the course of one gold -wash i ng  season on the Ko­
lyma bu t the b r igad ier remained the same." And the br igadier, 
typ i ca l l y, was an  1 1 rka . 

At Serpant i n ka , the a n us 1 1 1 1 1 1 1di of  the gulag, p r i so n e rs were 

cram m ed u p r ight  in to a shed so t igh t l y tha t  t hey were de n ied the 
use o f the i r  arms .  They had to ca tch t he  p ieces o f  icc t h rown in  

to t h e m  wi th  the i r  mouths ,  l i ke pengu i ns .  The men  were i n  there 

fo r " severa l days " ;  a n d  t hey were wa i t i ng t o  be sho t .  
Acco rd i n g  t o  So lzh c n i t sy n ,  a l mos t  a l l  women pr i so n ers­

m a n y  of  t he m w i ves a n d  mothers-wou ld  soo ner  o r l a t e r  fi nd 

t h e rn -;c lvc�  wa l k i n g  up and down the co r r i do rs bet ween t h e  
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men's bunks saying, "Half a kilo. Half a kilo' 1 :  "A multiple bunk 
curtained off with rags from the neighboring women," he writes, 
"was a classic camp scene." 

During the early 1930s every non-apparatchik in the USSR was 
hungry, and the peasants were starving in their millions. The 
zeks of the gulag, from 1918 to 1956, were always somewhere in 
between. 

The mature gulag ran on food and the deprivation of food. 
I lluminatingly, the history of Communism keeps bringing us 
back to this :  the scarcity or absence of food. 

In  1929 Stalin made the acquaintance of a talented maniac 
called Naftaly Frenkel. Notice Solzhenitsyn's tone: 

Here once again the crimson star of Naftaly Frenkel describes 
its intricate loop in the heavens of the Archipelago . . .  [He ]  
d id  not  weary of thirsting for the  one  true service, nor  d id  the 
Wise Teacher weary of seeking out this service. 

The style is mock-epic, and it is appropriate, because Frenkel is 
a figure so freakish in his severity. I t  seems he had no ideology 
(he wanted only money and power) , but in  his literalism, his 
scientism, and his natural indifference to all human suffering 
Frenkel was an excellent Bolshevik. It was he who advised Stalin 
to run the gulag on the steady deprivation of food. 

Again they used norms and quotas: 

for the full norm: 700 grams of bread, plus soup and buck­
wheat 

for those not attaining the norm: 400 grams of bread, plus 
soup 
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The "full norm" was near-unach ievable ( sometimes more than 
200 times higher than the Tsarist equivalent ) .  A socialist-realist 
superman might manage it, for a time. But you were not meant 
to manage it .  As the zek increas ingly fell fu rther behind the 
norm, he weakened further too,  and h is ration would soon be 
demoted to "punitive" (300 grams) .  As for the rations, Conquest 
cites those of the Japanese POW camps on the River Kwai (Tha 
Makham) :  "There, prisoners got a daily rat ion norm of 700 

grams of rice, 6oo of vegetables, 100 of meat, 20 of sugar, 20 of 
sal t ,  and 5 of oi l  . . .  "; al l  these items were, of course, great rarities 
and delicacies in the archipelago. Solzhen itsyn describes a seven­
ounce loaf ( 218 grams) :  "sticky as clay, a piece litt le b igger than 
a matchbox . . . .  " 

Marx dismissed slavery as unproductive by defin ition. But 
Frenkel argued that i t  could work economically-so long as the 
slaves d ied very qu ickly. Solzhenitsyn seems to be quoting Fren ­
kel here: " 'We have to squeeze everything out of a prisoner i n  

t h e  first three months-after that we  don' t  need h im  any 
more. ' " Three months: you can read a whole scholarly mono­
graph on  wo r ld slavery without once see ing  an expectancy as low 
as three mon ths .  Three months. The photographs on the walls of 
the Auschwitz Museum commemora t i ng a few score vict i ms who 

were not k i l led im media te l y give the date of arrival and the date  

o f  dea th .  The med ian per iod i s  th ree months. Tha t  is evident ly  
how lo ng the wo rked h u m a n body las t s  wi thout  solace o r  suste­

n a n ce or ,  fi n a l ly ,  hope . 
\Vha t  made t he  d i ffe rence betwee n s u cc u m b i n g and su rv iv ­

i ng? Ea � i l y  t h e  mmt  powerfu l  fo rce i n  the  cosmos  o f  t he  gu lag 

wa ., c h a n ce ,  was l uck ;  but  yo u h ad to make yo u rsel f a ca nd ida te  

fo r l uck .  O n e  read �  o f  two  B u l gar i a n s ,  t wo bro t h ers ,  who h a nged 
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themselves with their scarves on the first day; and part of you 
concedes that this was an entirely reasonable act. Others were 
able to absorb something of the gulag into themselves, and take 
inner strength from it .  In a place dedicated to death, what you 
needed in your self was force of life: force of life .  Our witnesses 
are unrepresentative-they are professionals, intellectuals. The 
others' tales , the peasants' tales, for example, remain largely un­
told, or unwritten. But I am repeatedly struck by the quality of 
these testimonials, not just in their breadth of soul but in their 
talent: the expressiveness, the level of perception. And these, too, 
are subsidiary symptoms of force of life .  

"The worst prison is better than the best camp," formulated 
Tibor Szamuely ( the nephew) . "Prison, and more particularly 
solitary confinement," writes Eugenia Ginzburg, "ennobled and 
purified human beings and brought to light their most genuine 
resources ."  In  one of his more extraordinary strophes Solzhe­
nitsyn insists: "Prison has wings !"  What lies before you is a great 
project of self-communion and, to begin with at least, a great 
argument with fear and with despair; then, perhaps, comes the 
moment when (as Solzhenitsyn puts it) , " . . .  I had the conscious­
ness that prison was not an abyss for me, but the most important 
turning point in my life ." Not the conviction but the "conscious­
ness," the discovery of something in yourself that was already 
there. After that, a different spiritual state, a different degree of 
humanity seemed to be achievable. Here are two glimpses of it . 
First, Solzhenitsyn 's ( this comes at the end of seven days and 
nights of solitary and interrogation) :  

. . .  by the time I arrived, the inhabitants o f  Cell 6 7  were already 
asleep on their metal cots with their hands on top of their 
blankets. 
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At the sou nd of the door opening, all three started and 
raised their heads for an instant. They, too, were waiting to 
learn which of them might be taken to interrogation. 

And those three l ifted heads, those three unshaven ,  crum­
pled pale  faces, seemed to me so human, so dear, that  I stood 
there, hugging my mattress, and smiled with happiness. And 
they smiled. And what a forgotten look that was-after only 
one week! 

And here, aga in ,  is Eugenia Ginzburg: 

There arc no words to describe the feel ings of a "solitary" who, 
after two years and countless warders, catches sight of her fel­
low-prisoners [ a ll of them strangers ] . People ! Human beings! 
So there you are, my dear ones, my friends whom I thought I 
should never see. 

So human ,  so dear . " 

But  the worst p r i son is better than  the best camp. In the 

camps ,  such words (dear, human)  are used facet ious ly or  con­

temp t uou sl y  or  not  a t  a l l ;  the fu ture tense is n ever heard; and for 

the zck, more genera l l y, the  " nat ural  des i re to share what he  has 

experienced d i es in  h i m "  ( Solzhen i tsyn ) ; "He has fo rgotten em­

pa thy for ano ther ' s  sorrow; he  s i mply  docs not  underst and  i t  and  

does  no t  des i re to  u nderstand i t "  ( Va rlam Sha l amov) .  Th us there 

was nowhere to t u rn  bu t  i nward .  Specu l a t i ng  o n  the  "astou nd i ng 

rar i ty" of camp su ic ides ,  Solzhcn i tsyn wr i tes :  

· The c i rc u m� tances a rc o f  cou rse v e r y  d i ffere n t , hut  o n e:  c a n  re�pl"Ct fu l l y  i u fer  

an i n teres t i n g  sex d i ffe rence i n  t he�e t wo l i t t le  ep i p h a n ies.  A fte r il few e x p re�s ions o f 

gruff so l ida r i t y ,  �olzhen i t syn\ ce l l m•• tes (one  of w h o m ,  i nc ideu t a l l y , was a > tool i e )  

adJ u red h i m t o  � l i enee : "Tomorrow!  N i gh t i s  for s leep i n g . "  M r�. c ; i n zh u rg and her 

nc:w fnend s , hy co n t r a s t ,  a l l t a l ked i n c e s �a n t l y-a n d  w i t h o u t  l i \ t e u i ng-to t h e  
pomt o f c l m i la l  exhaml i < m :  " ' Ye, ,  i t \  love ly  to h e  w i t h  people,  b u t  wh;l l  a � t ra i n ! ' " 
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I f  these millions of helpless and pit iful vermin still did not put 
an end to themselves-this meant that some kind of invincible 
feeling was alive inside them. Some very powerful idea. 

This was their feeling of un iversal innocence. 

75 

Because they were all innocent, the polit icals. None of them 
had done anything. On arrest, the invariable response was 
Zach to? Why? What for? When she heard that a friend had been 
p icked up ( this was in the early 1930s) ,  Nadezhda Mandelstam 
said: Zachto? Anna Akhmatova lost patience. Don't you under­
stand, she said, that they are now arresting people for nothing. 

Why, what for? That was the question you asked yourself each 
day in the gulag archipelago. And we must imagine this word 
carved on the trunk of every tree in the taiga: Zachto? 

There are several names for what happened in Germany and 
Poland in the early 1940s. The Holocaust, the Shoah, the Wind 
of Death. In Romani it is called the Porreimos-the Devouring. 
There are no names for what happened in the Soviet Union be­
tween 1917 and 1953 (although Russians refer, totemically, to "the 
twenty million," and to the Stalinshch ina-the time of Stalin's 
rule) .  What should we call it? The Decimation, the Fratricide, the 
Mindslaughter? No. Call it the Zachto? Call it the What For? 

The Isolator 

"By pressing men against each other, totalitarian terror destroys 
the space between them," writes Hannah Arendt. This feels pro­
foundly true of life as it was l ived under Bolshevism. Does the 
size of Russia ( easily the largest country on Earth : a sixth of its 
land surface)-does the very size of Russia perversely account 
for its prodigies of overcrowding, of claustrophobic densities, of 
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cramming, of stacking people up against one another? In the 
countryside there were the huddled huts, and, in  the cities, there 
was a family behind every window. The trams ( and the trains) 
were always dangerously full; r iding them was a physically bruis­
ing experience, and one long-pondered by anyone over fifty. 
Then, too, we think of punitive proximities: the men at Stapi­
anka, awaiting death, wedged together, upright, with their arms 
stuck to their sides; the men at Kolyma, trussed and stacked l ike 
logs in vans and then driven off for execution; the men in Zhi­
tomir prison, 160 in a cell for eight, with no room for the dead 
to fall or, it seems, even slump. And this form of torture was no 
secret for ordinary Russians . It was part of the atmosphere, the 
rumor, the terror. The old British FO hand, Reader Bullard, re­
cords in his diary entry for April 2, 1934 ( in  the calm before the 
Purge ) :  

[She ]  isn't a bad l i tt le creature. She had nine months i n  an 
OGPU• prison without a l lowing it to break her spirit .  She told 
me that i t  sometimes happens in those crowded prisons that 
one of the prisoners will have a fit of hysteria and begin to 
scream, which spreads to others unti l  perhaps hundreds are 
screaming uncontrollab ly. [She ]  says people who l ive near the 
OGPU place in M oscow have heard the screaming more than 
once, and describe it as terrifying. 

In the camps you cou ld  feel moments of t h ri l l i ng  sol i ­

t ude-in t h e  ta iga , t h e  s teppe, the  desert . Bu t  sol i t ude,  too, has 

i ts  penal appl icat ions .  

J an usz Bardach i s  not  a l i terary personage, and  h is book of 

" The �cere! pol ice renamed i t se l f seven t i mes: Cheka ( 1 9 1 7-22 ) ,  G P U  ( 1 922-
23 ) , OC P U  ( 1 9 23-34 ) .  N K V D  ( 1 934 - 4 3 ) , N K C II ( 1 943- 4 6 ) ,  MC II ( 1 946-53 ) ,  MV D  
l 1 9s3-;4 ) ,  a n d  KC II thereafter .  
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1998, Man Is Wolf to Man, was co-written.*
· 
But he has what all 

the articulate survivors seem to have: force of l ife, amplitude of 
soul. His five days and n ights in the Isolator are very far from 
being one of the most painful episodes in gulag literature: Bar­
dach himself had worse times. But in its janitorial gloom, its 
grasp of a settled, a second-generation thickening of cruelty . . .  

This is Kolyma. Note the chilled solidity of the cadences (and 
the integrity of the memory) : 

The isolator was a windowless, gray concrete building with a 
flat tar roof. I passed twice every day . . . .  The solitary building 
was outside the zone and encircled by a double row of barbed 
wire. 

Every t ime I passed the building I felt disturbed and 
slightly frightened. I always feared that one day I ,  too, would 
be locked inside. The feeling was l ike a premonition; that in 
some unknowable way, my fate was connected to the 
isolator . . . .  

After a fistfight with a violently anti-Semitic work foreman (an 
urka turned trusty, and so technically a "bitch" ) ,  Bardach gets 
five days. 

Some isolators consisted of split logs thrown together; some 

• With Kathleen Gleeson (and their names are the same size on the cover of 
the paperback and hardcover) .  Bardach worked on his memoir while in h is seven­
ties (he is now a resident of I owa City, and  a world-renowned reconstructive sur­
geon) ,  in i tself suffic iently remarkable when you consider that the gulag experience 
almost always destroyed the faculty of memory. Nadezhda Mandelstam cohabi ted 
for three months with the amnestied journalist Kozarnovski ( she was hiding h im 
from the Cheka ) .  For  three months she sytematically questioned h im about the 
fate of her husband. She was not surprised ( though she was doubly grieved) when 
she establ ished that Kozarnovski's "memory was l ike a huge, rancid pancake in 
which fact and fancy from his prison days had been mixed up together and baked 
into one inseparable mass ." 



M A R T I N  A M I S  

had no roofs, exposing the prisoner to the elements-and the 
insects; some were designed to force the prisoner to stand 
upright (seventy-two hours of this could be enough to cause per­
manent damage to the knees) .  Bardach's isolator was window­
less, gray, concrete. The prisoner is led i nto an antechamber; and 
then Man Is Wolf to Man gives us the following: "A single en­
caged l ightbulb burned through a film of dust ,  cobwebs, and 
dead insects . "  The lightbulb is "single" (of  course) ;  i t  is also "en­
caged ."  Bardach is ordered to str ip to his underwear and is  
steered down a hallway, where another encaged lightbulb il lumi­
nates water on the floor of his cell .  The water, i ce-cold, was "a 
permanent feature of the isolator; I could tel l by the thickness of 
the s l ime on the walls . . . .  " *  The cei l ing drips. The furnish ings 
comprise a bucket and a bench of "soggy raw wood" (with "soft 
but pointed spl i nters" )  to which the prisoner is permanently 
con fined. A lot of thought has gone into the bench-i t is a p iece 
of work. Wedged up aga inst the wall, with its supports sunk in to 
the cement floor ( lest the prisoner th ink of improv ing i ts pos i ­
t ion ) , the bench was so narrow that " I  could not  l ie on my back, 
and when I lay on my side,  my legs h u ng over  the edge; I had to 
keep them bent al l  the t ime.  I t  was d i fficu l t  to decide wh ich way 

to l ie . . . . I lay wi t h  my back to the  wal l ,  p referr ing a cold , we t 
back to a face fu l l  of mold and mi ldew. " The s i l ence c l imbs. Soon 
Bardach s ta rts chan t i ng, then swea r ing, then screa m i ng . 

" I n Bardac h \  ce l l  the wa ter was a n kle -deep. Cf. Gulag 2 ( p .  420 ) .  Solzhe n i t syn 

td l s  of a whole  pen a l t y  hlock where the wa t e r  rea chnl the p r i soners '  knees: " In t i ll' 
a u t u m n  o f  1 9 4 1  they ga ve t hem al l  5 8 - 1 4 -eco n o m i c  cou m errevol u t io n - ;md sho t  
t h e m . "  To r t u re prcl u d i a l  t o  death:  t h i \  i \  a pl·r� i \ t e n t  t h eme.  S o m e t i me� t h e  t or t u re 

w a \ ,  \O 10 \ )ll'J k ,  \ l l u at i o n al; \om e t i me� i t  wa\ vigoro u \  a n d  con(er ted .  
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During the second day a rhythm establis�ed itself-a strange 
pas de deux of physical and mental distress. There was water in  
the cell (the bilgey sewage on the floor) , bu t  no  drinking water. 
Bardach's thirst was so intense that he considered l icking the 
bacterial sl ime off the walls :  "My lips became chapped, my 
tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, my throat became sticky. 
I could hardly swallow." He lay "as though on a slow-moving 
river," with his thoughts "climbing on top of each other. " Sleep, 
always unutterably precious to the zek (at reveille, writes Sol­
zhenitsyn, you yearned with every atom for another half-second 
of rest) ,  now became "a desperately needed harbor." He was ex­
hausted-exhausted by continual shivering; but sleep would not 
come. To thirst, hunger, cold, pain, l ice and bedbugs (they 
dropped on him from the ceil ing) ,  the isolator now added dysen­
tery. And confinement added fear, too, "manageable at first but 
more difficult to conquer as t ime passed." His muscles quivered, 
his teeth chattered, his parched tongue filled his mouth. 

Bardach was now obliged to go on a journey within himself 
and examine the boundaries of his spirit: " Is this unbearable, or 
is i t  something I can survive? I wondered. What is unbearable? 
How am I to decide what my l imit is? . . .  What is it l ike to break 
down?" He thought of the self-mutilators; he thought of the man 
"dragging a partially severed foot as he walked to the guards." 
He thought of the dokhodyagas, the "goners," the garbage-eaters: 
"Why some and not others? Why some and not all?" And the 
answer came, inarticulately, from his soul. Somehow, "hope cir­
cled back, though I didn't know how or why." 

Late in the evening of the fifth day the guard released him, 
and he was reunited with the slave camp and the Kolyma winter. 



So M A R T I N  A M I S  

The New Men 

So where, in this landscape, do we find them, the New Men? 
Where is homo Sovieticus, that new breed of "fully human" 
human beings? 

Among the professors and ballet dancers hacking with 
spoons at the permafrost? Among the b itches and urkas, among 
the waddling janitoriat? 

Perhaps we shall find them in  Elgen ("Elgen is the Yakut 
word for 'dead' " ) ,  among the returning workers glimpsed by 
Eugen ia Ginzburg: 

It was the hour of the mid-day break and long lines of workers, 
su rrounded by guards, filed past us on their way to camp . . . .  
All the workers, as though by order, turned their heads to look 
at us. We, too, shaking off the fatigue and stupor of the jour­
ney, gazed intently at the faces of our future companions . . .  
these creatures in patched breeches, their feet wrapped in torn 
puttees, their caps pulled low over their eyes, rags covering the 
lower part of their brick- red frost-bitten faces. 

These could ,  i n  theory, be the New Men .  Because they' re women. 
" I T ] hat ' s where we had got to," writes G i nzbu rg . Nobody cou ld  

t e l l  t he d i ffe rence. 

But the be�t cand idates a re to be fou nd among the dokho­

dyczga : t he goners .  I t  i s  easy to miss the  goners because (as  Bar­

d a c h  � a r� ) ,  " l r J u m m agi n g  t h rough t he  garbage,  ea t i ng  ra nc id  

scrap� of mea t , chewing  on fish  ske leto ns-such behavior was  so 

co m m o n  t h a t  no o n e  no t iced . "  The go n e rs beca me "sem i ­

id iots , "  wr i tes Vlad i m i r  Pet rov, ' "whom no a m o u n t  of  bea t ing 

co uld d rive from the  refuse heaps. " Cons ider  tha t :  no amount  of  

• f r J fappms 1 11 R wsra ,  pub l r,hcd 1 1 1 l·. n gland i n  l l) S I .  
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beating. If  the scraps were thrown into the latrine, then the gon­
ers  went in after them. 

"The name dokhodyaga is derived from the verb dokhodit 

which means to arrive or to reach," writes Petrov: 

At first I could not understand the connection, but it was ex­
plained to me: the dokhodyagas were "arrivistes," those who 
had arrived at socialism, were the finished type of citizen in  
the  social ist society. 

I knew that we would find them, the New Men. There they are, 
beaten, beaten, and, once again, beaten, down on all fours and 
growling l ike dogs, kicking and biting one another for a gout of 
rotten trash. 

There they are. 

The Little Mustache and the Big Mustache 

In the early pages of Gulag 3 Solzhenitsyn writes about the pun­
ishments meted out to Soviet citizens who went on functioning 
under German occupation. These included schoolteachers. What 
were the differences in the classroom under the two regimes? 
Under Hitler, Solzhenitsyn decides, teachers would spend much 
less t ime lying to their students (under Stalin, "whether you were 
reading Turgenev to the class or tracing the course of the 
Dnieper with your ruler, you had to anathematize the poverty­
stricken past and hymn our present plenty") .  Otherwise the dif­
ferences were largely symbolic. There would be celebrations at 
Christmas rather than at New Year; an imperial anniversary 
would replace that of the October Revolution; and " [p )  ictures of 
the big mustache would have to be taken out of school, and 
pictures of the l ittle mustache brought in ." 
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Solzhenitsyn p icks up the theme 400 pages later. It is now 
1952; he has been released from camp and sentenced to internal 
exile ( a  most precarious existence, usually indistinguishable from 
beggary, and terrorized beggary at that ) .  Solzhenitsyn considered 
himself improbably blessed: he became a schoolteacher in 
Kazakhstan. (And his pupils, one feels sure, were also improbably 
blessed.) Not until years later would he discover 

that sometime during or since the war the Soviet school had 
died: i t  no longer existed; there remained only a bloated 
corpse. In the capital and in the hamlet the schools were dead. 

Another casualty: dead schools. 

What is the difference between the l i t t le  mustache and the big 
mustache (and under the big m ustache we ought to subsume the 
middling mustache of Vladimir I lyich )? 

In 1997, during an in terview wi th  Le Monde, Robert Conquest 
was asked whether he found the Holocaust "worse" than the  

Sta l in ist cr imes :  "I  answered yes ,  I did ,  but  when the  i n terviewer 

asked why, I cou ld only answer honest ly w it h  'I feel so ." '  Con­

quest ,  an t i - Sovietch ik  n u mber one, feels so. Nabokov, the dis­
possessed noble ,  fel t  so. We feel so.  When you read about the  

war ,  about  the  s iege of Len ingrad-when you read about Stal in­
grad, about Ku rsk-your  body tel l s  you whose s ide you arc on. 

You feel so. In at tempt in g to answer the quest ion why, one  enters 

an  area sat u rated with qua l ms. 

( i . ) 
F igu res . Even i f  we add the to ta l  l osses of t h e  Secon d  Wo rld War 

( 40-50 m i l l i on ) to the  losses of  the Ho locaus t  ( c. 6 mi l l i o n ) ,  we 

a r r i ve a t  a fi gu re which, appa ren t l y , Bo l s h ev i sm ca n ser io u s l y 

r i va l .  C i v i l  Wa r ,  Red Te rro r ,  fa m ine ; Col l ect iv i zat ion  acco u n ted 
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for perhaps n million, Conquest suggests; Solzhenitsyn gives a 
figure ("a modest estimate" ) of 40-50 million who were given 
long sentences in the gulag from 1917 to 1953 (and many followed 
after the brief Khrushchev thaw) ; and then there is the Great 
Terror, the deportations of peoples in the 1940s and 1950s ( "the 
specially displaced" ) ,  Afghanistan . . .  The "twenty million" be­
gins to look more l ike the forty million. Of course, the figures 
are still not secure, and they vary dismayingly. But these are not 
the " imaginary" zeros of the millennium, and we will certainly 
need seven of them in our inventory of the Soviet experiment .* 
We badly need to know the numbers of the dead. More than this, 
we need to know their names. t And the dead, too, need us to 
know their names. 

(i i . ) 
The exceptional nature of the Nazi genocide has much to do with 
its "modernity," its industrial scale and pace. This p iercingly of-

• One still encounters the resilient superstit ion that it is right-wing to give 
h igh figures. Conquest and Pipes were Cold Warriors (Conquest advised Thatcher, 
Pipes advised Reagan ) ;  their figures are therefore "Cold Warrior" figures, inflated 
for the purposes of propaganda. But Conquest and Pipes are world-renowned his­
torians; they are under oath. When Conquest sen t me a copy of his Kolyma, he 
wrote on the dedication page: "NB Chapter 9 is obsolete." And under the chapter 
heading itself ("The Death Roll" )  he added: "This is now known to be less than 
these reports indicate." Conquest's figure for the executions in the Great Terror, 
on the other hand, has gone up,  and is close to a ferocious 2 million for 1937-38 . 
. . . The mass graves now being discovered can present additional difficulties of 
tabulation. In Night of Stone Catherine Merridale writes: "The bod ies, a twisted 
mass in death,  have rotted now, and the skeletons are impossible to separate. It is 
inadvisable to rely on a skul l-count because most of the skulls were damaged, i f  
no t  shattered, by  the  executioners' bullets . . . .  When you have fin ished, you count 
the femurs and divide by two. In  most cases, the figure will run into thousands." 

tThe M emorial Association, an agency of Russian remembrance, prints its 
l ists of the dead in  books the size of telephone directories. 
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fends us, but the disgust, perhaps, is not rigorously moral; it is 
partly aesthetic . (At H iroshima approximately 50,000 people 
d ied in 120 seconds, most of them instantly. Again, as well as a 
moral disgust, we feel an aesthetic disgust, a supererogatory af­
front. But what would you prefer? Of the deaths on such prodigal 
display, I would choose August 1945; I would become a wall­
shadow at the speed of light . )  In Nazi circles during the early 
1940s there was much frowning talk of the need to streamline the 
killings, to make them more "elegant"; the supposed concern was 
for the mental health of the executioners. "Look at the eyes of 
the men in this  Kommando," General Erich von Bach-Zelewski 
told Himmler at the conclusion of a massacre in 1941. "These 
men are finished [fertig] for the rest of their lives."  The basic 
concern was not for the men's sani ty so much as for their effec­
tiveness; and the subsequent quest for more "humane methods" 
( i .e . ,  gas)  was fundamentally a quest for the necessary tempo. But 
the regime went through the motions-it provided the execu­
t ioners with "counseling," and so on. In the USSR there seems 
to have been l i ttle anxiety about the moral and psychological 
wounds sustained by the Chekists. * "Find tougher people" was 
all that Lenin  had to say on the quest ion. And Stal in ,  selecting  
downward, a s  always, evidently wan ted h is  men to  be  fin ished, 
morally fin ished; i t  bound them to h im,  and, more than that, it 
confirmed h is unspoken assessment of human nature. He knew 
that human beings, given certa in  cond i t ions ,  can in fact kill all 
day, and all year. Is  there a clear moral d i fference between the 
rai l t racks and smokestacks of Poland, on the one hand, and, on 
the other, the huge and unnatural si lence t ha t  s lowly settled on 

· Except  a t  t h e  h ighest  leve l .  We read of a n  exh a u s t rJ Dzrrzh i nsky's  cos t l y  rest  

c u rr s i n  l ·. u ropean �pa\ .  
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the villages of the Ukraine in 1933? The Holocaust is "the only 
example which h istory offers to date of  a deliberate policy aimed 
at the total physical destruction of every member of an ethnic 
group," write Ian Kershaw and Moshe Lewin in Stalin ism and 

Nazism: Dicta torships in Comparison-whereas, under Stal in,  
"no ethnic group was singled out for total annihilation." The 
distinction thus resides in the word "total," because Lenin  pur­
sued genocidal policies (de-Cossackization)  and so of course did 
Stalin (see below) .  Indeed, most historians agree that if Stalin 
had lived a year longer his anti-Semitic pogrom would have led 
to a second catastrophe for Jewry in the mid-1950s. The distinc­
tion may be that Nazi terror strove for precision, while Stalin ist 
terror was deliberately random. Everyone was terrorized, all the 
way up: everyone except Stalin. 

(iii .) 
Ideology. Orlando Figes summarizes the representative view: 

The Bolshevik programme was based on the ideals of the En­
lightenment-it stemmed from Kant as much as from Marx­
which makes Western l iberals, even in this age of post­
modernism, sympathise with it , or at least obliges us to try and 
understand it ,  even if  we do not share its polit ical goals; 
whereas the Nazi efforts to " improve mankind," whether 
through eugenics or genocide, spat in the face of the Enlighten­
ment and can only fill us with revulsion . 

Marxism was the product of the intellectual middle classes; Na­
zism was yellow, tabloidal, of the gutter. Marxism made wholly 
unrealistic demands on human nature; Nazism constituted a di­
rect appeal to the reptile brain. And yet both ideologies worked 
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identically on the moral sense. "The imagination and spiritual 
strength of Shakespeare's evildoers stopped short at a dozen 
corpses," writes Solzhenitsyn.* "Because they had no ideology." 

He goes on: 

Physics is aware of phenomena which occur only at threshold 
magnitudes, which do not exist at all until a certain threshold 
encoded by and known to nature has been crossed . . . .  Evi­
dently evildoing also has a threshold magnitude. Yes, a human 
being hesitates and bobs back and forth between good and evil 
all his life . . . .  But just so long as the threshold of evildoing is 
not crossed, the possibility of returning remains, and he him­
self is still with in reach of our hope. 

Ideology brings about a disastrous fusion: that of violence and 
righteousness-a savagery without stain. Hi t ler's ideology was 
foul, Lenin's fair-seeming. And we remember Figes's s imple 

• This  is more or less true of lago, Claudius and Edmund (to take only the 
major tragedies) .  But we are left staring at the fact that Macbeth did 1101 stop 
short-that he was, indeed, a usurping dictator who ruled by terror (and terror, 
perhaps, is always a confession of i l legi t imacy) .  " Each new morn, I New widows 
howl , new orphans cry . . . .  " The fu llest evocation of a terrori zed society i s given 

to the minor, l inking character of Ross; but it has its points :  

Al as, poor cou ntry! 

Almost afra id to know itself. It  cannot 

Be caJI 'd our mother, but our  grave; where not h i ng,  

But  who knows noth ing, i s  once seen to smi le ;  
Where s ighs,  and groans ,  and shrieks that  rend the  air  
Are made,  not m a rk'<! ; where violent sorrow seems 
A modern ecstasy ! a n  everyday emotion ] :  t he  dead m a n ' s  knel l  
I s  t here sca rce a�kcd for who; a n d  good men\ l ivt:s 

l:.xpire before t h e  flower� i n  the ir  c.tps .  , . . 
Macbeth inc identa l ly  con t a i m  an a n n i h i l a t i n g  ddi n i t i on  of the rea l i t y  of llo l she ­

vbm ( an d  Len i n \  � loga n ,  " The wonc t h e  bet t e r " ) .  I t  comi\h of seve n words a n d  
i s  c h a n t ed by the  W i t c hc� i n  u n i,on ( J . i . u ) :  " l · a i r  i \  fou l ,  and fou l  i '  fa i r  . . . .  " 
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point: the Russian Revolution launched "an experiment which 
the human race was bound to make at some point in its evolu­
t ion , the logical conclusion of humanity's historic striving for 
social justice and comradeship." Whereas H itler's program stood 
a fair chance of staying where i t  belonged-in the dreams of the 
young artist on h is bunk in  the Asyl fur Obdachlose, a shelter for 
the destitute in  Vienna. 

( iv.) 

Is there a moral difference between the Nazi doctor (the white 
coat, the black boots, the pellets of Zyklon B) and the blood­
bespattered interrogator in the penalty camp of Orotukan? The 
Nazi doctors participated not only in experiments and "selec­
tions." They supervised all stages of the kill ing process. Indeed, 
the Nazi vision was in essence a biomedical vision. This is from 
Robert Jay Lifton's classic study, The Nazi Doctors: 

Pointing to the chimneys in the distance, [ Dr. Ella Lingens­
Reiner ] asked a Nazi doctor, Fritz Klein, "How can you recon­
cile that with your oath as a doctor?" His answer was, "Of 
course I am a doctor and I want to preserve life. And out of 
respect for human life, I would remove a gangrenous appendix 
from a diseased body. The Jew is the gangrenous appendix in 
the body of mankind." 

This was a capsizal that Bolshevism did not attempt: the con­
certed use of healers as killers. Lifton writes: 

We may say that the doctor standing at the ramp represented 
a kind of omega point,  a mythical gatekeeper between the 
worlds of the dead and the l iving, a final common pathway of 
the Nazi vision of therapy via mass murder. 
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(v. ) 
Nazism did not destroy c ivil society. Bolshevism did dest roy civil 
society. This is one of the reasons for the "miracle" of German 
recovery, and for the continuation of Russian vulnerabil ity and 
failure. Stalin did not destroy civil society. Lenin destroyed civil 
society. 

(vi . )  
The refusal of laughter to absent itself, in the Soviet case, has 
already been noted (and will be returned to) .  It seems that the 
Twenty Million will never command the sepulchral decorum of 
the Holocaust. This is not, or not only, a symptom of the general 
"asymmetry of indulgence" ( the phrase is Ferdinand Mount's ) .  
I t  would not be  so  unless something in  the nature of Bolshevism 
permitted it to be so. 

(vi i . )  
H itler and Stal in, or their  ghosts, might at th is  point choose to 
enter a plea of diminished responsib ility. Who has the weaker 
claim? In his essay " 'Working Towards the Fuh rer' " Ian Ker­
shaw has to do much shrugging and writhing and coughing be­
hind his hand, but he gets i t  said in the end: 

Stal i n ' s ru le ,  for al l i ts d ynamic  rad ica l i sm in the bruta l  col lec t ­
ivi sa t ion  program me, the  dr ive to  i ndust r ia l i sa t ion ,  a n d  the  
pa rano id  phase  of  the  p u rges,  was  not  i ncompat ib le  wi th  a 
ra t iona l orderi ng  o f  pr ior i t ies and  a t t a inmen t  of l i m i ted and 
com prehens ible goa l s ,  even i f  the  methods  were barba ro u s  in  
the  ex t reme and t h e  accompany ing i n h u m a n i ty o n  a sca l e de­
fyi ng  bel ief. Whether  the  methods were the most appropriate 
to a t t a i n  the  goa l s  i n  view m ight s t i l l  be debated,  bu t  the a t -
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tempt to force industrialisation at breakneck speed on a highly 
backward economy and to introduce "socialism in one coun­
try" cannot be seen as i rrational or limitless aims. 

Well, the case is just about capable of being made; and no one 
would attempt anything of the kind on behalf of Hitler. When 
you read Alan Bullock's thousand-page Hitler and Stalin: Parallel 

Lives, in which the protagonists are considered in roughly alter­
nating chapters, you feel like a psychiatric-ward inspector unerr­
ingly confronted by the same two patients. The German patient 
exhibits a florid megalomania of the manic variety. Hitler, in­
deed, created a whole new style of insanity-in which the simula­
crum of preternatural self-assurance is repeatedly dispersed in a 
squall of saliva. Giving his arguments for an immediate attack on 
Poland (August 22, 1939 ) ,  Hitler addressed his  top brass at  the 
Bergh of: 

First of all, two personal factors: my own personality and that 
of Mussolini .  All depends on me, on my existence, because of 
my polit ical talent. Probably no one will ever again have the 
confidence of the whole German people as I have. There will 
probably never again be a man with more authority than I 
have. My existence is therefore a factor of great value. 

Three days later ( this is the account of a German diplomat) :  

Suddenly he stopped and stood in the  middle of the  room 
staring. His voice was blurred and his behaviour that of a com­
pletely abnormal person .  He spoke in staccato phrases: " If  
there should be war, then I shall build U-boats, build U-boats, 
U-boats, U-boats ." His voice became more indistinct and fi­
nally one could not follow him at all. Then he pulled himself 
together, raised his voice as though addressing a large audience 
and shrieked: "I shall build aeroplanes, build aeroplanes, aero-
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planes, aeroplanes, and I shall ann ihilate my enemies . "  He 
seemed more l ike a phantom from a story-book than a real 
person. I stared at h im in amazement and turned to see how 
Goring was react ing, but he did not turn a hair. 

Because Goring was used to it . This was the mad energy H itler 
sometimes harnessed in  his demagoguery. After Stalingrad he 
suffered an inflammation of the brain. H is general symptoms, 
now, included spectacular headaches, one t rembling arm, one 
dragging leg, untreatable insomnia, and acute and chronic de­
pression ( though he still managed frequent tantrums) . H is medi­
cation bespeaks him: the Hitlerian urine sample would duly 
reveal that he was on hormone injections plus e ight to sixteen 
doses, daily, of  a patented medicine called "Dr.  Koester's Anti­
gas Tablets" (oh for an l ) ,  which turned out to consist la rgely of 
two poisons, st rychnine and atropine, thus greatly stoking the 
in ternal furnace. In mid-April 1945 Goebbels sent for the horo­
scope of  the Fuhrer, wh ich prophesied victory. Hi tler married 
fo r the first t ime on the last ful l  day of his l i fe :  April 30 . . . . The 
other case, the Soviet pat i en t , as we shall go on to see, i s  much 

harder to read . This  is a case of i nscrutable i n t rovers ion ,  and of  
v iolent episodes. Here, though, i s  a madman of much greater 
se lf-con t rol-indeed , here is a madman with pat ience. * 

· We c a n n o t  leave t h e  ward w i t h o u t  at leas t looki n g i n  on Vlad i m i r  I I  r i c h .  l i e 
i' a scowl t h a t  occas ion a l l r  a l low� i t , d f  a refresh i n g  cackle .  l .e n i n  wa\ c o u r t w m  t o  

good Bul \hcv iks who agreed w i t h  h i m ,  and m o r e  t h a n  co u rt e o u s  t o  h i \  wife:,  s is ter ,  

and " m i , t re��" ( a l l  o f  t h em good Bol,h c:vi ks who agreed wi t h  h i m ) .  O t her people: ,  

t h o ugh :  t h e )' were nut  merel y of  no i nt eres t ;  t h e)' d i d n ' t  C:l 'en fa i n t ! )' rc:gi� lt'r .  l .c:n i n  
w a \  <I moral  a p h a\ iac ,  a mora l  a u t i ' t .  . . .  \Vhcn I read \ IHllconc\ pro\e I reckon t o  

g e t  a \cll\e of  t he ir mor;! l l i fe .  Len i n \  wri t i ng m i nd i s  c ro \ \ - C )'cd i n  i h  i n t cm i t y o f  
focu , ,  pa m fu l l y  \ t r .t i tcn cd ;md cor,ct c d ,  i n d e fa t i ga b l e  i n  i h  fa , c t i o u \nc�s  ;1 1 1 d  i t er a ­
t i o n ,  .t n d  wmta n t l y  \t ra fcd b y  m i c rmco p i c  ped.m t r ic\ .  
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(viii.) 
91  

Stal in, unlike H itler, did his worst. He did h i s  worst, applying 
himself over a mortal span. In the year of h is death he was devel­
oping what had every appearance of being another major terror, 
succumbing, at the age of seventy-three, to a recrudescent and 
semi-senile anti-Semitism. Hitler, by contrast, did not do his 
worst. Hitler's worst stands like a great thrown shadow, and im­
plicitly affects our sense of his crimes. Had it come about, "ma­
ture" Nazism would have meant, among other things, a riot of 
eugenics on a hemispherical scale ( there were already plans, in 
the early 1940s, for further refinement of the Aryan stock) . Josef 
Mengele's laboratory at Auschwitz would have grown to fill a 
continent. The Hitlerian psychosis was "non- reactive," respond­
ing not to events but to its own rhythms. I t  was also fundamen­
tally suicidal in tendency. Nazism was incapable of maturation. 
Twelve years was perhaps the natural l ifespan for such preternat­
ural virulence. 

( ix. )  
Bolshevism was exportable, and produced near- identical results 
elsewhere. Nazism could not be duplicated. Compared to it, the 
other fascist states were simply amateurish . 

(x. )  
At the  end of h i s  career Hitler faced defeat and suicide. "When 
Stalin celebrated his seventieth birthday in 1949," writes Martin 
Malia, staggeringly, " . . .  he indeed appeared as the ' father of the 
peoples' to about a third of humanity; and it seemed as if the 
worldwide triumph of Communism was possible, perhaps even 
imminent. " 
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(xi.) 
Historians refer to it as the Sonderweg thesis: Germany's "special 
path" to modernity-or, rather, Germany's special path to Hit­
ler. But Russia has a special path too, and so does every other 
country, including the imaginary "model" state from whose evo­
lution Germany is thought to have diverged. The German com­
bination of advanced development, high culture, and bottomless 
barbarity is of course very striking. And yet we cannot wall off 
Nazism as inimitably German; and Bolshevism, clearly, cannot 
be quarantined as inimitably Russian . The truth is that both 
these stories are ful l  of  terrible news about what it is to be 
human. They arouse shame as wel l  as outrage. And the shame is 
deeper in the case of Germany. Or so I feel. Listen to the body. 
When I read about the Holocaust I experience something that I 
do not experience when I read about the Twenty Mill ion: a sense 
of physical infestation.  This is species shame. And this is what 
the Holocaust asks of you. 

(xi i . )  

Bu t  Stal in ,  i n  the execution of the  broad brushstrokes of h i s  hate, 
had weapons that H i tler did not have. 

He had co ld : the burning cold of the Arctic .  "At Oimyakon 
[ i n the Kolyma ]  a temperature has been recorded of  - 97.8 F.  I n  

fa r lesser cold, stee l spl i ts ,  tyres explode and l a rch trees shower 
spa rks at the touch of an axe. As the thermometer d rops, your 

brea th  freezes i n to  crysta l s ,  and t i nkles to the ground  wi th  a no ise 

they ca l l  ' t h e  wh isper i ng of the s tars . '  " •  

· hom Col i n  Th uhro n \  /11 Siberia. D u r i n g  h l i ua rds wholr camps  wrrr known 
to  prri , h .  l.vnyonr  dicd .  1-.vc:n the: gu a rd � . l ·.vc:n t h c  dogs. 
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He had darkness: the Bolshevik sequestration, the shockingly 
bitter and unappeasable self-exclusion from the planet, with its 
fear of comparison, its fear of ridicule, its fear of truth .*  

He had space: the great imperium with i t s  eleven t ime zones, 
the distances that gave their blessing to exi le and isolation,  
steppe, desert, taiga, tundra. 

And, most crucially, Stalin had t ime. 

• The word for th is is  agonism: the permanent struggle of the sel f-appointed 
martyr. Militant Islam is obviously and proclaimedly agonistic. 
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I O S I F  T H E T E R R I B L E : 

S H O R T C O U R S E  





Census 

There was a national census in 1937, the first since 1926, which 
had shown a population of 147 million. Extrapolating from the 
growth figures of the 1920s, Stalin said that he expected a new 
total of 170 million. The Census Board reported a figure of 163 
million-a figure that reflected the consequences of Stalin's poli­
cies. So Stalin had the Census Board arrested and shot. The 
census result went undisclosed, but the board was publicly de­
nounced as a nest of spies and wreckers, despite the fact that it 
had delivered its report to Stalin and not ( say) to the London 
Times. 

In 1939 there was another census. This time the Census Board 
contrived the figure of 167 million, which Stalin personally 
topped up to 170. Perhaps the Census Board added a rider to its 
report, saying that if  Stalin found the figure too low, then it 
would have to be lowered still further: Stal in would have to sub­
tract the membership of the Census Board. 

The 1937 Census Board was shot for "treasonably exerting 
themselves to diminish the population of the USSR." 

There it is-Stalinism: negative perfection. 
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Georgia 

Accounts of the childhoods of the great historical monsters are 
always bathetic. Instead of saying someth ing like "X was raised 
by crocodiles in a septic tank in Kuala Lumpur," they tell you 
about a mother, a father, a b rother, a sister, a house, a home. I t  
can be admitted that the family atmosphere a t  the  Dzhugash­
vil is ' ,  in Gori, Georgia, left much to be desired. losif's mother 
and father hit each other and they both hit Iosif. But there is 
nothing in the early l i fe that prefigures Stal in's inordinateness. It 
is the same with H itler. He too was born on the periphery of the 
country he would rule ( Upper Aust ria ) ,  and to peasant parents 
( though their situation would improve to the point where Hit­
ler 's  status resembled Lenin 's :  a sc ion of  imperial officialdom);  
both Adolf and losif served as cho irboys; and both would grow 
to a height of five feet four. H itler's father ( somehow very appro­
priately) was more and more obsessed, as he grew older, by bee­
keep i ng. Stal in ' s  father was a semil iterate cobbler, and he drank. 

Young Iosif Vissar ionovich was the kind of k id who gives 
h imself a n i ckname. The nickname was " Koba . "  Koba was the 
hero of a popular  novel called, suggestively, The Pat ricide; but 
Koba was no t  the  eponym. The main th ing about  Koba was that 
he  was a Rob in  Hood figure,  a taker from the r ich and give r to  

t h e  poor. Sta l i n had  ano ther  n ickname, " Soso" ( t h e  G eorg ian 

d i m i n u t i ve of  I o s i f) ,  wh ich a t  t h i s  po i n t  m ight  sum h i m  up more 

ac c u ra t e l y . Apart fro m h i s  memory ( ob l i ga to r i l y  descr i bed as  
" ph e n o m en a l " ) ,  h e  w a s  a n  o rd i na ry l i t t l e  boy.  "S ta l i n , "  of  

co u rse, w a s  a no th er  sel f- i m posed n i ckna me.  M a n  of  Stee l .  The 

� tec l  One .  

l i e bega n l ea rn i n g  R us� i a n  a t  t h e  age  o f  e igh t  o r  n ine ( h is 
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parents were Georgian monoglots ) .  In 1894, at the age of fifteen, 
he left the Gori Church School and won a kind of scholarship to 
the Tiflis Theological Seminary. He was expelled, or he dropped 
out, five years later. Thereafter he became a fuil-time revolu­
tionary. 

Two details from a boyhood. A schoolfriend later said that 
he had never seen Iosif cry. One thinks of the famous phrase that 
would gain  fresh currency in the 1930s: Moscow does not believe 
in tears. On the other hand, Koba was a poet. These lines, for 
example, are thought to be from his pen: 

Know that he who fell l ike ash to the earth 
Who long ago became enslaved 
Will rise again, winged with bright hope, 
Above the great mountains. 

Robert Conquest once suggested that "a curious little volume 
might be made of the poems of Stal in ,  Castro, Mao and Ho Chi 
M inh, with illustrations by A. Hitler." At the age of  twenty, his 
artist ic dreams frustrated, H itler was a tramp: park benches, soup 
l ines. Given just a l i ttle more talent, perhaps, he would have 
killed himself, not in the bunker, but in a cozy little studio in 
Klagenfurt. 

We don't know how Stal in felt about his childhood. But we 
know how he felt about Georgia. Why take it out on your par­
ents, when you can take i t  out on a province? 

In 1921 , with Stalin's full support, Lenin reannexed Georgia 
(which had been granted independence the year before) by inva­
sion. Stal in went down south to attend a plenum of the new 
administration: his first vis it for nine years. He addressed a group 
of railway workers and was heckled into s ilence with cries of 
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"renegade" and "traitor." At a later meeting he harangued the 
local Bolshevik leaders: 

You hens! You sons of asses ! What is going on here? You must 
draw a white-hot iron over this Georgian land! . . .  I t  seems to 
me you have already forgotten the principle of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat. You will have to break the wings of this 
Georgia ! Let the blood of the petit bourgeois flow until they 
give up all their resistance! Impale them! Tear them apart! 

Lenin was now favoring a softer line on the nationalities ques­
tion, and especially on Georgia. Stalin was for maximum force. 

In 1922 Stal in's violent highhandedness, his display of "Great 
Russian chauvinism" ( Lenin's phrase) on the matter of Georgia 
came close to ending h is career: itself amazing test imony that the 
strength of his feelings now outweighed his self- interest. (Power, 
as we shall see, had an instantly deranging effect on Stal in; during 
the Civil War he was chronically insubordinate and tr igger­
happy; it took many years before he learned to control the glan­
dular excitements that power roiled in h im. ) The Georgia ques­
tion would have unseated Stal in-if Len in's health had held. In 
May 1922 Len in  began to be buffeted by strokes, a month after 
his fifty-second birthday (he had also stopped three Russian bul­
lets, we may reca l l ,  in  19 18 ,  and one of them was still lodged in 
his neck ) .  I feel persuaded of Len in's intention, not from all the 
references to Sta l in 's " rudeness" ( vobost: coarseness , grossness, 
c rassness ) ,  but fro m  this  conversat ion between Lenin and his sis­
ter ,  Maria. Stal i n  had asked Maria to i n tercede fo r h im ; he played 
on her  feel i n gs ,  saying tha t  he cou ldn ' t sleep because Len in was 
trea t i n g  h i m  " l i ke a t ra i tor . " Len i n 's t a l k  w i t h  h i s  s i s ter  e nded:  

[ " S ta l i n  says he  loves you .  A n d  he sends warm gree t i ngs. 
Sha l l  I give h i m  you r  rega rds?"  I 
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"Give them." 
"But Volodya, he's very intelligent." 
"He's not in  the least intelligent." 
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This is said "decisively" though "without any irritation," sug­
gesting that Lenin had long ceased to consider Stalin as a viable 
confederate. I t  is generally agreed that even a half-fit Lenin would 
have sidelined him, though Richard Pipes, in Three "Whys" of 

the Russian Revolution, suggests that "Stalin was far ahead in the 
competition for Lenin's post, possibly as early as 1920 but cer­
tainly by 1922." 

In  1935 Stalin went to see his mother, whom he had installed 
in the palace of the Tsar's Viceroy in the Caucasus (where she 
kept to a single room) .  It is thought that this much-publicized 
visit was part of a pro-family campaign to combat the falling 
birthrate. He asked her, inter alia, about the beatings she had 
given him in his childhood. She answered: "That's why you 
turned out so well ." 

In  1936,  when old Ekaterina died, Stalin scandalized the re­
mains of Georgian public opinion by failing to attend her fu­
neral. 

In  1937 the Great Terror reached Transcaucasia: "Nowhere 
were victims subjected to more atrocious treatment," writes Rob­
ert C. Tucker, "than in Georgia." Of the 644 delegates to the 
Georgian party congress, in  May, 425 were either shot or dis­
patched to the gulag ( the gulag was at its deadliest in 1937-38) .  
Mamia Orakhelashvili ,  a founder of the republic, had h is  eyes 
put out and his eardrums perforated while his wife was forced to 
watch. The party chief Nestor Lakoba had already been poisoned 
and buried with honors in 1936; he was now exhumed as an 
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enemy of the people, and his wife was tortured to death in the 
presence of their fourteen-year-old son (who was sen t  to the 
gulag with three young friends. "When, later, they wrote to  Beria 
requesting release to resume their studies," writes Tucker, "he 
ordered them returned to Tiflis and shot" ) .  Budu Mdivani, the 
ex-premier, was a rrested, tortured for three months, and shot. 
His wife, their four sons and their daughter were all shot. 

When the interrogators started work on Mdivani he is said 
to have protested, "You are telling me that S talin has promised 
to spare the lives of Old Bolsheviks ! I have known Stalin for 
th i rty years. He won' t  rest until he has butchered all of us, begin ­
ning with the unweaned baby and ending with the bl ind great­
grandmother ! "  "All of us" seems to refer to "Old Bolsheviks"; 
but i t  could mean "all Georgians" (o r, conceivably, a l l  Soviet 
c i t izens ) .  The specific na ture of Stal in's an tipathy is in any case 
clear. It i s  usually at t r ibuted to his intense insecurity and his  

shame about his  or ig ins .  Perhaps, too,  he was try i ng to sever his  

last  connect ions to anyth ing human.  In  the  1930s, and beyond ,  

S ta l i n  k i l led everyone who h ad ever known Trotsky. Bu t  he  was 
a l so ki l l ing everyone who had ever known Sta l i n-known h i m  

or s e e n  h im or breathed the  s a m e  a i r. 

Demian Bedny 

Of a l l  the wri ters w i t h  whom Sta l i n  had dea l i n gs n o n e  was less 

d i s t i ngu i shed t ha n Dem ian Bed n y. A hack and a M cConaga l l ,  

Bed n y  was,  r i d i c u l o u s l y ,  t h e  Sov ie t  U n i o n 's p ro l e t a r i a n  " poet 

l a u rea te . " l i e had  been a c t i ve s i nce the days o f  the C i v i l  Wa r,  

and hi� poe m s  (or b a t t l e  ch a n t s :  " Dea t h  t o  the ver m i n !  K i l l  t h e m  
a l l ,  t o  t h e  l a � t ! " )  were pmtcd o n  wa l l �  a n d  �ca t t c red fro m a i r -
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planes) .  Trotsky praised his passion, "his well-grounded hatred," 
and his ability to write, "not only in those rare instances when 
Apollo calls ," but "day in and day out, as the events demand . . .  
and the Central Committee." There were cries of "Author! Au­
thor! " from Stalin, in 1926, when Bedny published an anti­
Trotsky poem, "Everything Comes to an End," which included 
the lines: 

Our party has served long enough 
as the target for spent politicians! 
It 's time at last 
to put an end to this outrage! 

As the show trial of the Old Bolsheviks Zinoviev and Kamenev 
approached its denouement, Pravda was full of mass resolutions 
and signed articles demanding the death penalty. Bedny's poem 
for August 21, 1936, was entitled "No Mercy. "* 

Demian Bedny, who was given a pension and a luxurious 
apartment in the Kremlin, had several run-ins with Stalin. Na­
dezhda Mandelstam tells the following tale of an early froideur. 

Apparently Bedny disliked lending books to Stalin because of the 
smears left in the margins by his "greasy fingers ." He was incau­
tious enough to confide this to his diary; a Kremlin secretary saw 
the entry and passed i t  on. It is obvious, incidentally, that Stalin 
never regarded his laureate as anything but a reasonably useful 
idiot. Stalin knew very well that poetry was more than a factory 
whistle . . . .  

In 1930 Bedny published "Get Off the Oven-Shelf," a poem 
lamenting a decl ine in coal output in the Donbas ( some of the 

• At the same point in  the Bukharin trial two years later the "folk poet" D. 
Dzhambul contributed a similar piece called "Annihilate." 
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miners were newly recru ited peasants ) ,  and "Pererva," which ad­
dressed itsel f to a train crash (switchman negligence on the Mos­
cow-Kursk l ine ) .  Bedny's theme, here, was the torpor and 
wishfulness of the Russian temperament-what Lenin had called 
"Oblomovism." When this critique was itself criticized by the Cen­
tral Committee, Bedny wrote to Stal in ,  putt ing his case for con­
structive satire on the national character in  the tradition of Gogo! 
and Shchedrin. Stal in's reply was, in Tucker's words, "harsh ­
ly negative ." He accused Bedny of perpetrating a "slander" on 
the Russ ian proletariat. 

Bedny had fa iled to see that Stal in was changing his stance 
toward Old Russia, and was now committed to exalt its folkloric 
tradit ions and historical heroes (he would rehabil itate not only 
Peter the Great but also I van the Terrible, in his own image) .  I n  
Tucker 's  formulat ion, Stal in was becoming a "right-radical Great 
Russ ian . " Bedny was thus most i l l -advised when ,  in 1936 ,  he 
wrote a comic opera called Boga tyrs ( the great heroes) ,  in which 
a sacred chapter in Russ ian history was raucous ly lampooned. 

Robert Tucker: 

He port rayed these charact ers of Russian legend as drunkards 
and cowards . . . .  Pr i nce Vlad i m i r's adopt ion of Chr i s t i an i ty  i n  
t h e  ten th  cen t u ry, b y  lead i n g  t h e  peop l e  of  Kiev i n t o  t h e  
Dn ieper R iver  for a mass ba pt i sm i n  t he  dead o f  wi nter ,  was 
r id icu led a�  an ep i sode in a d runken deba uch .  

� l o l o t o v  a t tended t h e firs t  n igh t a n d  wa l ked out  a t  t h e  end o f  

Act  One  ( "An o u t rage! " ) .  Bedny was ev i c ted from t h e  W r i ters ' 

U n io n .  A nd from h i s K re m l i n  a par t m e n t .  

Our  p o e t  co n t i n ued to  wri t e  a n d  p u bl i sh-u n t i l  1 938 .  A t  t h is 

po i n t ,  h i �  fi n ge r no nea rer t h e  p u l se of eve n t s ,  he was m oved t o  
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write an attack on Nazism, apparently unaware of the delicate 
maneuverings between Hitler and Stal in (who would soon be 
nominal allies ) .  Called " Inferno," Bedny's piece reimagined Ger­
many in terms of the classical Hell (and in contrast, no doubt, to 
the Paradiso of the Soviet Union) .  At two o'clock in the morning 
Bedny was summoned to the offices of Pravda. The editor, Mekh­
lis, showed him his manuscript, which now bore Stalin's adjudi­
cation :  " Tell this newly appeared 'Dante' that he can stop 
writ ing." 

"I  have invented a new genre," said Isaac Babel, the great 
short-story writer, in 1934: "that of silence." Babel ceased to be 
published in 1937; he was arrested in 1939, and shot in 1940. 

Demian "Bedny": Demian the Poor (h is real name was Efim 
Pridvorov) . He was a disgrace to poetry; and his physical appear­
ance wore that disgrace. But we are relieved that he met no worse 
fate than penury-silence, in his case, being neither here nor 
there. 

The Gray Blur, the Yellow Eyes 

In November 1915 Lenin wrote to his colleague Vyacheslav Kar­
pinsky asking for 

a big favor: find out ( from Stepko [N . D. Kiknadze] or Mikha 
[M. G. Tskhakaya ] )  the name of "Koba" ( is  it Iosif Dzh . . .  ? 
we've forgotten) .  I t's very important ! ! !  

This seems especially comic when we consider the h istorical revi­
sions subsequently undertaken by Stal in. Films, paintings and 
textbooks routinely depicted scenes of Lenin and Stal in wisely 
planning the Revolution together (well before 1915 ) , the "great 
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joy" and "manly embraces" of their reunions, and so on. There 
is something boyishly transparent about the faked transcript of 
1929, supposedly of Len in's telegraphic communications in early 
19 18 ,  when the new regime was struggl ing with the Treaty of 
Brest-Litovsk. Stal in 's  intention here is the retrospective valida­
t ion, and magnification, of h is own role (and, of course, the un­
dermining of Trotsky' s ) :  

1 .  Lenin here. I 've just received your special letter. Stal in isn't 
here and I haven 't been able to show it to him yet . . . .  As soon 
as Stal in gets back I ' ll show him your letter . . . .  2. I want to 
consult Stal in before replying to your quest ion . . . . 3 .  Stalin 
has just arrived and we are going to discuss the matter and 
give you our joint reply . . . . Tell Trotsky we request a break in 
the talks and his return to [ Petrograd ] .  Len in .  

"Our joint reply" : a swift ascent, then,  for " Iosif Dzh . . . ?" By 
19 1 5  Lenin had known Stal in for ten years .  I n  1912 he personally 
nominated h i m  to the Cent ral Committee. That same year Stal in 
twice crossed the  Austr ian border ( i llegally) to vis i t Len i n  in Cra­

cow. Len in referred to h im as "my wonderful Georgian . " And 
yet h e  couldn ' t remember his na me. " I t 's very im portan t ! ! ! "  ob­
served Len i n .  And so i t  is .  

When the  t i m e  ca me to fa l s i fy, or  re fa ls i fy, the  histor ical rec­

ord, Sta l i n had m uch work to do. H i s  p rerevo l u t ionary act iv i t i es 

( agitprop a n d  the o rga n iza t ion of s t r ikes)  we re m i l d ly remark­

ab le on ly for the  frequency of  his i nca rcera t ions . Between 1 903 
an d 1 9 1 7  he was arrested seven t i mes a n d  sen tenced to i m pr iso n ­

men t  or,  more usua l l y, to i n terna l  ex i l e  ( fro m wh ich  h e  escaped 

five t imes ) .  Between 1 908 and 1 9 1 7  he spen t o n ly e ighteen months  
a t  l ibe r ty . Even  hi � pa rt i n  t he fa mous  "ex p ropr i a t ions"  appears 

to have been m in or . The sen sa t i ona l  heist  i n  Ti fl i s ( 1 907) ,  w i t h  
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its guns, its bombs, its scores of injuries, its innocent dead ( in­
cluding the mutilated horses) ,  was the work, not of "Koba," but 
of "Kamo" ( the crazed Ter-Petrosian ) .  Stalin's achievement, pre-
1917, rests on the several articles he indubitably published in 
Pravda. Then came the October events in Petrograd. 

The History of the A ll- Union Communist Party: Short Course 

was shepherded through the presses by Stalin in 1938-during 
the first ebb of the Terror. Part primer, part ghosted autobiogra­
phy, the Short Course would have eventual print runs in the tens 
of millions and become a cornerstone of the entire culture. Its 
popularity was perhaps not entirely manufactured and imposed. 
The Short Course, after all, was the best-known guide on how 
to avoid being arrested. By now, by 1938, almost everyone who 
remembered things differently was dead. This was one of the 
obscure desires of the Terror: to make a tabula rasa of the 
past . . . .  As the Short Course tells it, Stalin made the Revolution 
( and won the Civil War) more or less s inglehanded-with the 
help and colleagueship of Lenin, and with the sinister hindrances 
of Trotsky. And the truth is ("a queer but undoubted fact," as 
Isaac Deutscher put it )  that Stalin played no part in October 
at all . *  

It seems to have been de rigueur for Stalin's contemporaries 
to describe him, at this stage (he would blossom fiercely during 
the Civil War) ,  as "a gray and colorless mediocrity," "a gray blur" 
(with "a glint of animosity" in "his yellow eyes"-Trotsky) , or 
"just a small-town politician" (Lev Kamenev) . Such assessments 

• He merits only two passing references in Joh n Reed's Ten Days That Shook 
the World, and the book was later banned in  the USSR for that reason. "His  name 
does not occur in any document relating to those historic days and nights" (Volko­
gonov) .  
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are usually quoted as examples of lack of prescience or as tributes 
to Stalin's powers of dissimulation. But it i s  clear that that's ex­
actly what Stalin was, in 1917: a gray blur, with yellow eyes ( sev­
eral observers mention the "tigerish eyes" ) .  Still , even then Stalin 
had the abi l i ty to repel his peers .  In March he suffered a prefer­
ment snub that Conquest finds "quite astonishing when we con­
sider that it was taken to outweigh his h igh official standing" (he 
was turned down for a minor promotion " in  view of certain 
personal characterist ics" ) .  We have here a figure both anony­
mous and l iable to give offense. As soon as the guard dropped, 
in other words, something feral was revealed. The gray blur gave 
way to the yellow eyes. 

When in 1912 Lenin nominated Stal in  for the Central Com­
mittee he didn't put his name forward in the usual way but 
pushed him through by fiat, as if  conceding that his protege was 
not widely admired. Lenin indulged Stal in partly because of his 
background, the closest thing the Bolsheviks had to a proletarian 
(apart from Tomsky) ; and he felt that Stal in 's  working-class bru­
tality was more ideologically "honest" than the brainier brutal i ty 
of himself and Trotsky and to lesser degrees all the other top 
men. In 1922, as we have seen, Len in experienced a fundamental 
rejection of  Stal in, a rejection of his low cultural level ,  h is lum­
pen instab i l ity. He felt power (" immense power") concentrating 
itse l f  i n  Stal in and, suddenly, i t  seems, he saw what that power 
had done and was doing to h im.  Sta l i n ,  in  fact, was not corrupted 
so much as symbiot ica l l y  re i nvented by power. 

When the new cab i net  was announced , in 1 9 1 7, Sta l i n was 
named fi fteenth and last . (To rem i n isce about th i s  p lacemen t was 

not encou raged, in 1 937-38 . )  Sta l in  was Len i n 's i n d ustr ious ,  u n ­
derbred masco t ,  h i s  shaggy dog . F ive years la ter , Len i n  wou ld 
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sense that the dog had begun to fizz with rabies. Two years ear­
l ier, so far as Lenin was concerned, the dog didn't even have a 
name. 

We had better deal here with the baffling telephone convprc;Mion 
between Stal in and Lenin's wi fe, Krupskaya, on Dect>mher 22,  
1922, in which Stal in called her, among other th ings (snch was 
Party rumor) ,  a "syphilitic whore ." 

The t iming is important. At this stage Len in-Stalin relatiom: 
were at their lowest point, after the Georgia altercation.  On tht> 
other hand, four days earl ier the Central Committee had con 
ferred on Stal in responsibil ity for Lenin's medical care . *  Thirteen 
days la ter Lenin would compose his "Testament" ("Stal in is too 
rude," and so on) .  But Lenin wasn't told about the telephone call 
until March, on the eve of his final stroke. 

On December 22, 19 22, Stal in learned that Krupskaya had 
supposedly breached Lenin's medical regimen. In her own words 
(a letter to Kamenev) :  

Stalin subjected me to a storm of the coarsest abuse yesterday 
about a brief note Lenin dictated to me with the permission of 
the doctors. I didn't join the party yesterday. In the whole of 
the last th i rty years I have never heard a coarse word from a 
comrade. 

What can explain Stalin's reaction? The "brief note" Lenin 
dictated to Krupskaya was addressed to Trotsky, praising him for 
his recent outmaneuvering of Stal in (on the question of the for-

" With h indsight we may think that Stalin was hardly the automatic choice for 
such a role. His real job was to cordon Lenin  off from the new power vacuum, 
which the Politburo was immediately and unsentimentally jockeying to fil l .  



110 M A R T I N  A M I S  

eign-trade monopoly) . Evidence, to Stalin, of a Lenin-Trotsky 
bloc. But why would his aggression take the course it did? This 
was a clearly unforgivable intrusion, and prosecuted with such 
fury that Krupskaya (known to be an unmercurial woman, even 
as she nursed a dying husband) is said to have been reduced to 
hysterics (her nerves, she told Kamenev, were now "at breaking 
point") .  \Vhen Lenin heard about it ,  as he inevitably would, he 
moved at once, and again inevitably, to demote and d iscredi t  
Stal in. Then, on March 7, came Lenin's final  stroke. He lived on,  
speechless, for another ten months; and Stalin survived. 

If there is no rational explanation for Stalin's behavior then 
an i r rational one  will have to serve. The prominent Chekist , 
Dzerzhinsky, on being mildly reproached for the savagery of his 
Georgian purge, agreed that the suppression had indeed got 
completely out of hand, adding, "But we couldn 't  help our­
selves ."  We can well believe that the accession to and then the 
practice of  power had that compulsive quality. One must feel 
one's way into it by imagi n ing Bolshevik coercive force and the 
adject ives associated with it-naked, raw, bruta l ,  merciless, abso­
lute .  On May 25, 1922, Stal in had experienced a runaway power­
su rge, on the occasion of Len in 's first stroke ( with the massive 
booster of December 1 3 :  s t rokes two and three ) .  When it came 
to confro n t i n g Kru pskaya, Stal in was al l  caught up  i n the thri lls 
and heaves of the prospect of p repotence. He couldn ' t  help h im­
sel f. 

K rupskaya was be i ng perfec t l y  ser ious when she  sa id tha t  

had Len i n  l i ved on, he wo uld even tua l l y have jo i ned a l l  t he ot her  
Old  Bolshev iks i n  S ta l i n ' s execu t i on  cel l a rs. When he was to ld 

a bo u t  t h e  te l ephone ca l l ,  Len i n  wro t e  to S ta l i n :  " J  have no i n ten ­

t i o n  of fo rge t t i n g  w h a t  ha s  been done  aga i n � !  me,  and  i t  goes 
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without saying what was done against my wife I also consider to 
have been directed against myself." Precisely. For the first and 
only time, and with unstoppable recklessness, Stalin had revealed 
a profound secret: his hatred of Len in. To the extent that Stalin 
was a divided or a "doubled" self, half of him hated Lenin as 
purely and passionately as the whole man hated Trotsky. 

As instructed, Krupskaya delivered the "Testament" to the 
Central Committee soon after Lenin's death .  Stalin then an­
nounced his resignation. 

But a year had passed, and political reconfigurations were 
al ready entrained, and Stalin's tactical offer was refused. 

His ally throughout, his most loyal helper, was cerebral scle­
rosis . First, the disease weakened Lenin, then partly marginalized 
him, then silenced him, then, after a crucial delay, extinguished 
him-uncannily obedient, all the while, to Stalin's needs. 

The Kremlin Complexion 

"Lazar," said Stalin, one day in the testing year of 1937, as he 
struck up a conversation with his industrious underling Lazar 
Moiseyevich Kaganovich. "Did you know that your [brother] 
Mikhail is hobnobbing with the rightists? There is solid evidence 
against him." 

After a pause Kaganovich replied: "Then he must be dealt 
with in  accordance with the law." 

Kaganovich duly telephoned his brother Mikhail (a  Bolshe­
vik since 1905 and now Commissar for aircraft construction) ,  who 
shot himself the same day in a colleague's toilet. Lazar Kagano­
vich died of natural causes in 1988 .  * 

• During the mid-198os David Rem nick, with appropriately heartless persis­
tence, badgered Kaganovich for an interview. He found what he expected to find: 
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Such abjection was a way of surviving Stal in :  you gave him 
someth ing of your blood, without wavering-though Poskreby­
shev, Stal in's secretary, is said to have gone down on h is knees in  
the  hope that his wife might be spared the  supreme penalty. 

Nikita Kh rushchev's daughter- in- law was jailed. 
Vyacheslav Molotov's wife was sent to the gulag. 
Mikhai l  Kal i n in's wife was beaten unconscious by a female 

inter rogator in the presence of head Chekist Lavrenti Beria, and 
then sent to the gulag. 

Anastas M ikoyan's two sons were sent to the gulag. 
Aleksandr Poskrebyshev's wife was sent to the gulag. Three 

years later she was shot. 
These men formed Stal in's inner circle: they were the "Krem­

l in complex ion" crowd (chalky, with l ivid patches ) who worked 
with him all day and drank with h im all night. We must picture 
their faces round  the dinner table, or fl ickering in the private 
p roject ion room (musicals and Westerns in the earl ier years; 
later, celebra to ry propaganda about  coll ective farms and the 
l i ke ) .  \\'e m u s t  pic ture their faces as they looked up from their 
desk� the fo llow i ng  day. These pale men had given Stal in  some­
th ing  uf  tht<i r blood. 

Rhythms of Thought 

S t a l i n \  t wo mo!>t  m � m orab lc  u t terances a rc " Death sol ves a l l  
prob lem� .  �o m a n ,  nu p rob le m " and (h� was advising his inter­
roga t o r!> o n  how best to e l i c i t  a pa r t icu la r con fess ion )  " Beat ,  bea t 
a n d  beat aga in . "  

a l W l k h uJ �  a m nnl.ll  o n  a � ta te  pemion.  T h i �  was the  c h a r�,;e aga insl  M i kh a i l :  he  

wa� i l l l l t:r · �  (.IJid ld.J te  t o r  lead 1 ng a fa, c i ' l  H.u,�ia .  The KagJ n o v i c h e� were Jewish .  
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Both come in slightly different versions. "There is a man, 
there is a problem. No man, no problem."* This is less epigram­
matic, and more catechistic-more typical of Stalin's seminarian 
style (one thinks of his oration at Lenin's funeral and its liturgical 
back-and-forth) .  

The variant o n  number two is: "Beat, beat, and, once again, 
beat ." Another clear improvement, if we want a sense of Stalin's 
rhythms of thought. 

Succession 

The years of Stalin's climb to ascendancy, 1922-29, are so undra­
matic-blocs, alignments, bureaucratic reshuffles, and a certain 
amount of doctrinal wheedling about Permanent Revolution 
( later to be condemned as "Trotskyite contraband") and Social­
ism in One Country (Stalin's view that the USSR would have to 
survive without Communist revolutions in, for a start, Germany, 
France, England and the USA) :  these years are so undramatic 
that they are best sidestepped in favor of a brief glance at Trotsky 
and the question why, in the end, he gave Stalin so very little 
trouble. He gave Stalin trouble psychologically. But not politi­
cally. 

It was by any standards a remarkably thin field that Lenin 
left behind him. No one can reckon on dying at the age of fifty­
three; but the matter of the succession was one of the great inte­
gral carelessnesses of Leninism. The chain of command, accord-

• If  Stalin had been a modern American he would not have used the word 
"problem" but the less defeatist and judgmental "issue." Actually, when you con­
sider what Stalin tended to do to his enemies' descendants, the subst itution works 
well enough. 
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ing to State and Revolution (written in haste between the two 
revolutions of 1917 ) ,  depended on "unquestion ing obedience to 
the will of a s ingle person, the Soviet leader." And when that 
Soviet leader died-then what? Justified anxiety on this question 
shores up the sense of gloom and failure in Lenin's later, post­
stroke meditations. 

To begin with it looked as though the front-runner was the 
Petrograd-now Leningrad-Party boss, Grigori Zinoviev. This 
seems in  itsel f remarkable, because nobody has ever had a good 
word to say for him. Conquest is untypically categorical: " [Zino­
viev] seems to have impressed oppositionists and Sta l inists , 
Communists and non-Communists, as a vain, incompetent, in­
solent, and cowardly nonentity." Another party star was Lev Ka­
menev, a more restra ined and respectable personage but an 
incorrigible trimmer and haverer. Zinoviev and Kamenev were 
used to working in concert ( they would also be suppressed in  
concert ) ;  possibly their weaknesses might have balanced ou t  in 
some kind of ramshackle coali t ion. What else was there? Len in ,  
show i ng h i s  van i ty and,  in  sickness, h i s  muted wi l l ,  recom­
mended broad-based consensus ru le :  ru l e  by Pol i tburo .  But  the 
system he had ha l f-acc identa l ly const ructed was shaped for ru le  
by  t h e  s trongest  persona l i ty. The inev itab i l i ty of Sta l in : Richard 

P i pes t h i n ks t h a t  S ta l i n was i n ev i t ab l e. M os t  h i s tor i ans ,  when 

dea l i ng w i th  the Sta l i n  ascendancy, rejec t " i nev i tab le" i n  favo r o f  

" logica l . " . . .  Kamenev ,  by the way, pub l ic ly and  passiona te ly 

ca l l ed fo r S ta l i n 's ove rt h row on Decembe r 2 1 ,  1 9 25 (S t a l i n 's forty­

� i x t h  b i rt h d a y ) .  A t  t h i s  s tage he  and Z inoviev had e leven  yea rs to  

l i ve . · B u khar i n had t h i rtee n .  

· Do t h c: i r  dc:a t h �  bc:comc: thc:m?  Tucker q u otn a w i l n t·�� t o  the: fi > l lowing  
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Nikolai Bukharin ,  whom Lenin called " the darling of the 
Party," abased himself many times. " I  am so glad they have been 
shot like dogs," he said, referring to Zinoviev and Kamenev, in 
1936. At that time he was being vigorously menaced by Stalin. 
But he had abased himself earlier, when under no such pressure, 
at Lenin's "demonstration" trial of the Socialist-Revolutionists 
in 1922 (Pipes describes his role here as "sordid ." He behaved 
l ike a one-man lynch mob) .  Bukharin was by all accounts almost 
drunkenly volatile, equally likely to burst into tears or laughter. 
When the Mandelstams sought his help, in the early 1930s, Na­
dezhda was astounded by the rage he flew into-on their behalf. 
But Bukharin had eloquence and insight; he had a much sharper 
sense of reality than any of his peers. Consequently he was the 
only eminence uncontaminated by the critical Bolshevik vice: 
murderous contempt for the peasants. ("Enrich yourselves," he 
told them, thereby attracting a doctrinal rebuke. ) And Collectiv­
ization, when it came, provoked this response from him, a re­
sponse seldom found in these years, in these men: moral 
hesitation. Bukharin said privately that during the Civil War he 
had seen 

things that I would not want even my enemies to see. Yet 1919 

cannot even be compared to what happened between 1930 and 

exchange, as the two men faced their executioners. Zinoviev: "This is  a fascist 
coup!" Kamenev: "Stop it , Grisha. Be quiet. Let's die with d ignity." Zinoviev: "No! 
. . .  Before my death I must state plainly that what has happened in our country is 
a fascist coup." (Tucker goes on to argue that "fascist coup" was a reasonable 
analysis. ) Volkogonov gives this, via one of the prison guards: "Although they had 
both written to Stal in  many times begging for mercy and were apparently expecting 
i t  ( he had after all promised) ,  they sensed this was the end. Kamenev walked along 
the corridor in silence, nervously pressing his palms. Zinoviev became hysterical 
and had to be carried."  



n6 M A R T I N A M I S 

1932. In  1919 we were fighting for our l ives. We executed peo­
ple, but we also risked our l ives in the process. In  the later 
period, however, we were conducting a mass annihilation of 
completely defenseless men, together with their wives and chil­
dren . 

Conquest adds: 

[ Bukharin ]  was even more concerned with the effect on the 
Party. Many Communists had been severely shaken. Some had 
committed su icide; others had gone mad. In  his  view, the 
worst result of the terror and famine in  the country was not so 
much the sufferings of the peasantry, horrible though these 
were. It was the "deep changes in the psychological outlook 
of those Communists who part icipated in this campaign, and 
instead of going mad, became professional bureaucrats for 
whom terror was henceforth a normal method of administra­
tion, and obedience to any order from above a high virtue." 
He spoke of a "real dehuman ization of the people working in 
the Soviet apparatus." 

I t  i s  here, and not in the aftermath of the Ki rov murder (Decem­
ber 1 934 ) ,  that we see the qu ickening of the Great Terror. "Koba, 
why do you need me to d ie?" began the forty- third unanswered 
letter that Bukharin wrote to Stal in, du ring the long course of his  
house arrest, tr ia l ,  sentence. Why? Zaclz to? Bukharin said it him­
self, in 1 936 :  

[ S ta l in ] is unh appy at not be i ng able to  convi nce everyo ne,  
hi mse l f i ncl uded,  that  h e  i s  greater than everyone; and t h is 
u n happ i ness of h i s  may be h is most h u m a n  t ra i t , pe rhaps the  

on l y  hu man t ra i t  in him.  B u t  what  i s  not  hu man, b u t  ra t her  

so met h i n g dev i l i s h ,  i s  that  beca use of t h is u n h a p p i n ess he can­
n o t  help tak i ng reven ge on peop le , on a l l  peop l e hut especia l l y 
t h me who arc  i n  a n y  way hct te r or h igher t h a n  he .  
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Anyone better or higher: a numerous company. In earlier and 
happier days the two men, Stal in and Bukliarin, used to tussle 
playfully on the lawns of their dachas. Solzhen itsyn anecdotally 
reports that Bukharin would often put Stalin on his back. That 
would have been enough.*  

Which leaves Trotsky. Lenin credited him with the highest 
"ambition," but there was something fundamentally unserious 
about Trotsky's approach to the succession. In  late 1922 he had 
to ask directions to Lenin's dacha in Gorky-where Stalin was 
a frequent and faithful visitor. Then there was the elementary 
ineptitude of his failure to return from holiday in  order to attend 
Lenin's funeral. (It is not the case that Stal in duped him over the 
dates . )  Trotsky's absence was widely remarked-as was Stalin's 
from another funeral, in 1936. The Russian philosopher Alexan­
der S. Tsipko pinpoints two ingred ients of Bolshevik elan: dis­

dain for the trivial and the desire to astonish the world. Trotsky 
epitomized both. Stalin intended to astonish the world, as we 
shall soon see. But he had no disdain for the trivial. The Bolshe­
viks had created a world in which the activities of any group of 
two or more people had to be monitored by the state. Stalin 
accepted the implications of this. The totality of Trotsky's failure 

• Bukharin died with defiant dign ity. On balance he perhaps deserves the ca­
dences of Arthur Koestler's fictional conclusion in Darkness at Noon: 

A shapeless figure bent  over him, he smelt the fresh leather of the revolver belt; 

but what insignia did the figure wear on the sleeves and shoulder-straps of  its 

uniform-and in whose name did it raise the dark pistol barrel?  

A second smashing blow hit  him on the ear.  Then all  became quiet .  There 

was the sea again with its sou nds. A wave slowly l ifted h i m  up. I t  came from afar 

and travelled sedately on, a shrug of etern ity. 

Bukharin's wife spent six months in a small cell ankle-deep in water and went 
on to serve eighteen years. Their daughter survived. H is first wife and all her close 
family were wiped out. 



n8 M A R T I N  A M I S  

in the struggle for power is taken romantically by romantics. In  
fact h i s  effort was lame, obtuse, even valetudinarian (an elderly 
tremolo comes off the page as we read about his various indispo­
sitions and recuperations ) .  In the election to the Central Com­
mittee in 1921,  Trotsky came in tenth-"far below Stalin, and 
even after Molotov," as Pipes points out. Anyway, there was no 
doubt who was temperamentally more su ited to the job of nurs­
ing and patting and rubbing and generally tending to the gigantic 
paunch of the bureaucracy. 

Theory 

"Stop it, Koba, don't make a fool of yourself. Everyone knows 
that theory is not exactly your field ."  

This interruption came from the l ips of the old Communist 
sage David Ryazonov. I t  was a costly taunt .  

Very soon after Lenin's  death, in Apri l  1 9 24, Sta l in gave a 
course of lectures, later printed in a short book called The Foim­
da tiorzs of Len itz ism. It  consisted almost ent i rely of quotat ions 
(without them, says Volkogonov, the book would contain l i ttle 
more than punctuation marks ) .  The quotat ions were marshaled 
by a resea rch ass istant named F. A. Ksenofontov. He,  too, wou ld 
pay for h is contr ibu t ion .  

I n  1 9 25 S ta l i n appo i n ted Jan  S t e n ,  d e p u t y  h ead o f  the  M a rx­
Engels  I n st i tute, as  h i s  p r i vate  t u t o r. S t e n 's job w a s  to t i g h t e n  

Sta l i n 's gr ip on  d i a lect ica l  m at e r i a l i s m .  Twice a week,  fo r t hree 

yea rs ,  Sten  ca m e  t o  t h e  K re m l i n  apa r t m e n t  a n d  coa c hed h i s  p u p i l  

o n  H egel , K a nt ,  Feue rhac h ,  F ic h t c , Schel l i ng ,  Plckh a n ov,  Ka u t ­

' k y ,  a n d  r ra nc i s  B r a d l e y  (Appea ra nce a n d  Uca li ty ) .  S t a l i n ,  o m i ­

n o us l y, fo u n d  S t c n ' s  vo ice " m o n o t o n o u s , "  b u t  h e  ma naged t o  s i t  
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through the lessons, occasionally breaking in1 with such queries 
as "Who uses all this rubbish in practice?" and "What's all this 
got to do with the class struggle?" As Bukharin put it ,  Stalin was 
"eaten up by the vain desire to become a well-known theoret i ­
cian. He feels that it i s  the only thing he lacks." Sten, with that 
monotonous voice of his, would not get off lightly. 

The tutorials ended in 1928.  By December 1930 Stalin felt 
h imself equipped to lecture the lecturers. As the unchallenged 
dictator whose revolution from above (his "Second October" ) 
was already launched in a wave of unprecedented hysteria and 
havoc, he found the t ime to address the Institute of Red Profes­
sors in the following terms: 

We have to turn upside down and turn over the whole pile of 
shit that has accumulated in questions of philosophy and natu­
ral science. Everything written by the Deborin group [Acade­
mician Abram Deborin was a temporarily influential thinker] 
has to be smashed. Sten and Karev can be chucked out. Sten 
boasts a lot, but he's j ust a pupil of Karev's. Sten is a desperate 
sluggard. All he can do is talk. 

Sten and others were moreover accused of "Menshivizing ideal­
ism" and of "underestimating the materialistic d ialectic. " It was 
impossible to ascertain what Stalin was prescribing-or proscrib­
ing. The final result of his intervention was that "philosophy 
shriveled up," as Volkogonov puts it : "no one had the courage 
to write anything more on the subject ." 

Ksenofontov, Stalin's collaborator on The Foundations of Le­

nin ism, was told to abandon his work. He was later shot. Jan Sten 
was pronounced a "licksp ittle of Trotsky." He was later shot .  
The fate of David Ryazonov ("Stop it , Koba" )  was slightly more 
unusual. 
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Ryazonov had a protege, I .  I .  Rubin, who was among the 
defendants in the Menshevik trial of 1931.  On his arrest Rubin 
was confined in what Solzhenitsyn calls the box ( "constructed in 
such a way that [ the  prisoner] can only stand up and even then 
is squeezed against the door" ) .  This went on for some time, but 
Rubin held out. The Chekists broke him by producing a stranger 
whom they threatened to shoot if Rubin's resistance continued. 
He witnessed two such murders before he signed. At his trial 
Rubin implicated Ryazonov as the possessor of  documents ad­
umbrating the full scope of the Menshevik conspiracy. "You 
won't  find them anywhere unless you've put them there your­
self," said Ryazonov, when summoned to the Politburo. He was 
sacked, expelled from the Party, and sentenced to internal exile. 
He was later shot. 

It seems that the sole survivor of these theoret ical exchanges 
was Abram Deborin, who died ( in poverty) at the amazingly late 
date of 1 963 . 

The Second October and the Breaking of the Peasantry 

Collec t iv i za t ion ( 1 9 29-33 ) was the opening and defin ing phase of 
St a l in 's u n tra m meled power: it was the first thing he d i d  the  mo­

m e n t  h is hands were free. As a cri m e  aga i n st h u m a n i ty i t ec l ipses 
the  Great Terror, which i t a lso po ten t iated , in two senses,  render­

i n g  the p u rge both m o re certain and m o re severe. Collec t i v i za ­

t io n  makes yo u wo nder  what  the  fi fty years o f  the  g u l a g  wou l d  

have bee n l i ke i f  telescoped i n  t i m e  ( to h a l f  a deca de)  a n d  d i s ­

t ended i n  space ( to fi l l  t h e  e n t i re co u n t ry ) .  O n l y  i t  w a s  worse, 

d e m ogra p h i c a l l y  worse. D u r i ng Col l ec t i v i za t i on  S t a l i n  is rec k­

oned to  h a ve k i l l ed  abo u t 4 m i l l ion  ch i l d re n .  Po r t h e  man h i m -
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self, though, and for the man's psychology, the most salient 
feature of Collectivization was the abysmal depth, and gigantic 
reach, of its failure. In h is introductory administrative push, Sta­
lin ruined the countryside for the rest of the century. It was here, 
too, that he lit out of all real i ty, and did so with full Bolshevik 
aggression. As the Party economist S. G. Strumilin put it : "Our 
task is not to study economics but to change it . We are bound 
by no laws ." This was the first stage in Stalin's opaque-indeed 
barely graspable-attempt to confront the truth, to bring it into 
line, to humble it, to break it. 

I was in my late twenties when I first realized-the moment 
came as I read a p iece about Islam in the TLS-that theocracies 
are meant to work. Until then I thought that repression, censor­
ship, terror and destitution were the price you had to pay for 
living by the Book. But no, that wasn't  the idea at all: Koranic 
rule was meant to bring you swimming pools and hydrogen 
bombs. Collectivization, similarly, was meant to work. Stalin had 
earl ier expressed doubts about  the "Left-deviation"  ( i . e . ,  ex­
tremely doctrinaire) attitude to the peasantry: its policies, he 
said, would "inevitably lead to . . .  a great increase in the price 
of agricultural produce, a fall in real salaries and an artificially 
produced famine." And his preparations for Collectivization, in 
the initial burst, were frivolously lax. Yet Stalin believed that Col­
lectivization would work. Collectivization would astonish the 
world. This was a Stal inist rush of blood. And that is how Stalin­
ism is perhaps best represented: as a series of rushes of blood. 

In Bolshevik terms the peasantry was (as psychologists say 
when referring to a huge and unmentionable family dysfunction) 
"the elephant in the living room." The peasantry, in the Marxist 
universe, wasn't really meant to be there. In the Marxist universe 
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Russia was supposed to be more like Germany or France or En­
gland, with their well-developed urban proletariats. Yet the Rus­
sian peasants were intransigently actual: they comprised 85 
percent of the population. And, as landholders, they were techni­
cally bourgeois, technically capitalist. *  Lenin had tried to social­
ize the countryside. Grain requisitioning was enforced by 
terror-and followed by famine. His agrarian policies also gave 
rise, in 1920-21 , to a vast national uprising that proved a greater 
threat to the regime than all the armies of the Whites: part of a 
fa iled but genuine revolution that utterly dwarfed those of 1905 
and February 1917. H is response was the abashedly capitalistic 
New Economic Policy; and this was an enduring doctrinal em­
barrassment to the Bolsheviks. Originally an enthusiast, Lenin 
seemed to lose h is appet ite for Collectivization and what it would 
mean. The Right bloc in the Politburo concurred. The Left bloc 
was more rest l ess f<?r bold action but was reluctantly resigned to 
a soc ia l iza t ion  of the countryside that m ight take ten or twenty 
years. In  1928, wi th  Trotsky finished, no one was talking with 
m u ch ardor about forced Col lectivizat ion, let alone im media te 

fo rced Col lec t iv iza t i o n .  t D u r i ng the earl ier years of the  1920s 
Sta l i n  had p resented h i m se l f as  a god fea r in g centrist .  Then, wi th 
t h e  oppos i t i o n  d e fea ted , he veered w i l d l y  Left .  The a rgu me n t  

w i th t h e  profess io n a l s  was eas i l y se t t l ed .  As  1 929 wo re o n ,  writes 

· The pea�a n t s ,  n o w  t i ed to t h e i r  co l l ect i ve fa r m \ ,  con t i n ued to he dcspi sl·d as  
e��e n t i a l l y  " u moc ia l i � t "  wel l  in to  t h e  t l)6os.  

+ Th i '  i \  more  or  less  the comen s u s  v i ew.  M a l i a  d i \\ e n t s  from i t ;  he sees Col ­
lec t i v i zat i o n  a\ s t ruc t u ra l  to t h e  Len i n - S t a l i n  con t i n u u m ,  a n d  he i s  cloqul·n t .  " Fo r  
; r  Bol ,hrv rk  part y t h e  rc:a l l h o i c c:  i n  1 y 2 y  w a '  n o t  bet ween S t a l i n 's ro;rd a n d  B u k h a r ­
i n \; 1 1  wa � bet wec:n d o i ng a p p ro x i m a t e l y  what  !:>ta l i n  d i d  a n d  g i v i n g  u p  t h e  whole 

L eni n i \ 1  c n t er p r i \e "  ( Tit <' .\ovil't Tmx•·tfy ) .  The q ue,t ion n:m. r i m :  h o w  a p p ro x i ­
m a t d y  d o  Wl' t a k e  t h e  word " a pp ro x i m .t t c l y " ?  
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Conquest, Soviet economists "had the choice of supporting the 
politicians' new plans or going to prison." 

Stalin's aims were clear: crash Collectivization would, through 
all-out grain exports, finance wildfire industrialization, resulting 
in breakneck militarization to secure state and empire "in a hos­
tile world." According to Robert Tucker, Stalin was beginning to 
picture himself as a kind of Marxist Tsar; he hoped to improve 
and replace Leninism (with Stalinism) ,  and also to buttress the 
state "from above," as had Peter the Great. What remains less 
clear is whether his strategy was thought through, or simply and 
intoxicatedly ad hoc. The Five Year Plan, after all, was not a plan 
but a wish list. I t  was certainly Stalin's intention, or his need, to 
regalvanize Bolshevism, to commit it, once again, to "heroic" 
struggle. And yet, unlike Hitler, who announced his goals in 1933 

and, with a peculiarly repulsive sense of entitlement, set about 
achieving them, Stalin is to be seen at this time as a figure con­
stantly fantasticated not by success but by failure. 

To get things going he needed an enemy and an emergency. 
The emergency was a "grain crisis" after the disappoint ing but 
undisastrous harvest of 1927. The enemy was the village kulak. 
The kulaks ( kulak means fist) were a pre-Revolutionary stratum 
of rich peasants: they were usurers and mortgagers and "exploit­
ers of labor"; and they all but disappeared during the rural terror 
of War Communism. Of course, under NEP, some peasants con­
tinued to be richer than others (by about half as much again, in 
extreme cases) .  I t  came down to one extra cow, one extra hired 
hand during the harvesting, one extra window on the face of the 
log cabin .  On December 21, 1929, Stalin celebrated his fiftieth 
birthday, to hyperbolic acclaim; this date also marks the birth 
of the "cult of personality," which would take such a toll on 
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his mental health. Eight days later he announced his policy of 
" liquidating the kulaks as a class ." 

Solzhenitsyn is insistent ("Th is is very important, the most 
important thing") that Dekulakization was chiefly a means of 
terrorizing the other peasants into submission: "Without fright­
ening them to death there was no way of taking back the land 
which the Revolution had given them, and planting them on that 
same land as serfs." (And Molotov spoke of dealing the kulaks 
"such a blow" that "the middle peasant will snap to attention 
before us." )  The Bolshevik "class analysis" of the countryside 
seems, even by Party standards, desperately willed, vague, igno­
rant and contradictory;* but it did have the supposed virtue of 
s iding with the least fit-the virtue of downward selection. There 
were meant to be three kinds of peasant (poor, middle, kulak) ,  
and three kinds of  kulak (numerically bulked ou t  by  various 
"subkulaks" or "near-kulaks" or podkulakniki, meaning "hench­
men of kulak" ) .  A plan approved in January 1930 stated that the 
fi rst kind of kulak ( the  richest) was "to be arrested and shot o r  
imprisoned,"  wri tes Conquest ,  "and their families exi led; and  the 

• A poem o f  1 936 about Col lect iviza t i o n  pict u red S ta l in  on a n  ebony s teed: 

Past lakes, t h ro ugh hills and woods and fields 

Along the road he r ides 
In his grey l renchcoat wi t h  h is  pi pe. 

St raigh t on h i s  horse he guides .  

l i e s tops  and •peak.. 

To pca•a n t fu lk  

Throughou l  I he co u n l ryside 
And mak i ng nccc"ary nules ,  

Coc' o n  ahou t  h i '  r ide .  
Quoted by Tucker .  � ta l  i n  was not  u n  t h a t  horse. Vol k ogonov:  " Th roughout  h i s  l i fe 

he v i � i t ed an agri c u l t u ra l  n:gion o n l y  on ce, a n d  t h a t  wa� in 1 92K ,  when he we n t  t o  

'-, r hc:r ia  t o  o,c e  t o  gra i n  del i ver i es. l i e r u:wr s e t  foot i n  a v i l l agl' a ga i n . "  
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second exiled merely; while (at this stage) the 'non-hostile' third 
section might be admitted to the collective farm on probation." 
The poorer peasants (who do not get a good press in the h istori­
ography: "drunks," " layabouts," "windbags," "unemployables," 
and so on) were encouraged, and paid, to denounce the richer 
peasants. Again, the extraordinary persistence of this theme: that 
a ruling order predicated on human perfectibility should reward, 
glorify, encourage and indeed necessitate all that is humanly 
base. In the context of the Bolsheviks' "unprecedented hypoc­
risy" (N. Mandelstam),  we may consider, here, how the battle 
cry against "exploitation of labor" accompanied the reenserf­
ment, not just of the kulaks , but of the entire peasantry . . . .  The 
Bolsheviks found bourgeois morality, and bourgeois law, hypo­
critical. This belief somehow encouraged a fabulous expansion 
in hypocritical possibility. The Bolsheviks took hypocrisy to 
places it had never been before; their hypocrisy was h ighly inno­
vative, h ighly refined, and almost wittily symmetrical. I t  was neg­
ative perfection. 

Working in consort with tens of thousands of Party activists, 
the punitive organs fanned out from the cities, with rifles, and 
bundles of orders and instructions. Not all Soviet villages con­
tained kulaks, but all Soviet villages had to be terrorized, so ku­
laks had to be found in all Soviet villages. Stalin was, of course, 
using a quota system (as he would in the Great Terror) .  He 
seemed to have in mind just under 10 percent: about 12 million 
people. The agitators and Chekists had had three years of strident 
indoctrination (and active service: grain requisitioning, the exac­
tion of levies ) ,  with all the usual mach ismo emphases on hard­
ness and mercilessness; and they were themselves half-terrorized 
( from both sides ) ;  and Stalin's quotas were always minimums 
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which it was an honor to exceed. This is from Vas i ly Grossman's 

Forever Flowing: 

The fathers were already imprisoned, and then, at the begin­
n ing of 1930,  they began to round up the famil ies too . . . .  They 
would threaten people with guns, as if they were under a spel l ,  
call ing small ch ildren " kulak bastards," screaming "B lood­
suckers !"  And those "bloodsuckers" were so terrified that they 
hardly had any blood of their own left in their veins. They 
were as white as clean paper. 

Stal in  had for a while been pu tt ing it about that the poor and 

m idd le peasants were flocking to the collective farms "spontane ­

ously"-a discordant adverb, because spon t ane i ty was not a 
qual i ty he usual ly pra ised. Collectivizat ion, to the peasants, 
meant the su rrender of their goods, an imals and even t he i r phys­

ical bei ngs to the state .  The choice t hey faced was to col lec t ivize 
or be themselves dekulakized. S tal in 's object ive was Len in 's  ob­
ject ive of  192 1 :  state monopoly of food. 

Thus anarchy, p lunder , mania and  sad ism were visi ted on 
the coun trys ide . Peasan t  res is tan ce took t wo ma in  fo rms,  one 

p red ictable ,  t h e  othe r un fo resee n . F i rs t , ou t r igh t i n s ur rect ion .  

The Cheka repor t ed 4 0 2  r io ts a n d  revo l ts in January 1930,  1 ,048 
i n  Februa ry, and 6 , 5 2H in  .M arch . �  These were o ften q uel led by 

the  a rmed forces: caval ry, armored ca rs a n d  even figh ter a i rcraft .  
The  peasa n t � '  o t h e r main � t ra t cgy, t h o ugh , wh ich  showed a 
d read fu l  deco r u m ,  co u l d  n o t  be a n swe red or  reversed . Th is  i s  t he  

acco u n t  of  a n  ac t iv i� t q u oted br  Tucker :  

I ca l b .i a v i l l age meet i n g,  and I to ld  t h e  people t h a t  t her had 

to  jo in  the  col l cl l i ve ,  t h a t  t h c:-.c were  Mmcow\ o rders ,  a n d  i f  

• " In  a l l  o f  I <J \O l ll"Miy  l . S  m i l l i on  pt:. J , . J l l l '  look par i  i n  a p p ro x i m.1 1 d y  l ·I ,OOo 
rc\ o ( l \ ,  n o h ,  �nd m.1 " d<" l ll l l l l , l r .l l l o m  Jg.u ml  t h <· rt:gi m t: "  ( N i < o l . l \  \\'<· r t h ) .  
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they didn 't they would be exiled . . . .  They aU signed the paper 
that same night, every one of them. Don't ask me how I felt 
and how they felt .  And the same n ight they started to do what 
the other villages of the USSR were doing when forced into 
collectives-to kill their livestock. 
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"Everyone had a greasy mouth," as another activist disgustedly 
noted: "everyone blinked like an owl, as if drunk from eating." 
This was the peasantry's last supper. And it accounted for 
roughly half of the national herd. 

Launched over the latter part of 1929,  Collectivizat ion was 
already a clear catastrophe by late February 1930.  There were dif­
ferences, but Stalin had reached Lenin's impasse of 1921 .  In the 
earlier case, Lenin accepted defeat, withdrawal and compromise. 
In other words, he accepted real ity. Stalin did not. The peasantry 
no longer faced a frigid intellectual. I t  faced a passionate low­
brow whose personality was warping and crackl ing in the heat of 
power. He would not accept reality. He would break it . 

Stalin's first move was a feint toward accommodation. On 
March 2 ,  1930,  al l  Soviet newspapers ran the famous article 
"Dizzy with Success" (which Stalin had not shown to the Polit­
buro ) .  Causing consternation at every Party level, the piece jo­

vially blamed the recent abuses and excesses on a tr iumphalist 
apparat. In April, showing a prim itive, semi-subliminal self­
awareness, Stalin elaborated as follows: 

[The unfortunate consequences ] arose because of our rap id 
success in the collect ive farm movement. Success sometimes 
turns people's heads. It not infrequently gives rise to extreme 
vanity and conceit. That may very easily happen to representa­
tives of a party l ike ours, whose strength and prest ige are al­
most immeasurable. Here, instances of Communist vainglory, 
which Lenin combatted so vehemently, are quite possible. 
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The new l ine brought temporary concessions. Collectivization 
was slowed and even partly reversed. But  Dekulakization acceler­
ated . The gulag could not expand fast enough to contain the 
deportees. In his long novel Life and Fate Grossman describes 
the feelings of a Soviet cit izen threatened by arrest ( here he coin­
cidentally echoes Stal in :  " How much does the Soviet Union 
weigh?" ) :  

He could feel quite tangibly the d ifference in  weight between 
the fragile human body and the colossus of the State. He could 
feel the State's bright eyes gazing into his face; any moment 
now the State would crash down on him; there would be a 
crack, a squeal-and he would be gone. 

The peasantry would now experience what Grossman repeatedly 
calls " the rage of the State ." When Pasternak t raveled to the 
countryside in the early 1930s to "gather material about the new 
l ife of the village," he fell ill and wrote not a word for an ent i re 
year. "There was such inhuman, unimaginable m isery, such a 
terrible d isaster, that it began to seem a lmost abstract . . . .  " What 
he saw "would not fit within the bounds of consciousness. " No, 
not h is consciousness. What he saw was the reificat ion of anoth­
er 's consciousness, another's mind, another's rage. 

I n  the autumn of 1930 the cycle of violence became a s p i ra l :  
kaleidoscopic and vert ig inous. Here is pa rt of a requis i t ioner's 
report : 

• • .  12  per cent of a l l  t he farm ers have been t ried already,  and 

t h a t  doesn ' t  i n c l ude the  depor t ed k ula ks, peasan t s  who were 
fi n ed, etc .  . . .  The prisons are fu ll to burst i n g  po int . Balac hevo 

p r i son co n t a i n s  m ore than five t i mes as many peopl e  as it was 

o riginally des igned t o  h old , and t h ere arc 6 1 0  people cra m med 

i n t o  t he t iny d i s t ric t  pr i �on i n  Elan . Over the last m o n t h ,  Ba Ja -
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chevo prison has sent 78 prisoners back to1 Elan,  and 48 of 
them were less than ten years old . . . .  [V] iolence seems to be 
the only way of thinking now, and we always "attack" every­
thing. We "start the onslaught" on the harvest ,  on the loans, 
etc. Everything is an assault; we "attack" the n ight from nine 
or ten in the evening till dawn. Everyone gets attacked: the 
shock troops call in everyone who has not met his obligations 
and "convince" him, using all the means you can imagine. 
They assault everyone on their list, and so it goes on, n ight 
after n ight. 
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Listing five types of torture used to force peasants to reveal grain 
reserves, the writer Mikhail Sholokhov added, in a letter to Sta­
lin: " I  could give a multitude of similar examples. These are not 
'abuses' of the system; this is the present system for collecting 
grain."  On August 7,  1932, Stalin promulgated one of the most 
savage laws in all h istory. The peasants called it the "five-stalk 
law" or simply the "ear law." " [A) ny theft or damage of socialist 
property" became punishable by ten years or, as the saying went, 
by nine grams (of lead) .  A whole family could be shattered for a 
pilfered handful. Sentences given between August 1932 and De­
cember 1933 ran to 12s ,ooo, with 5,400 executions. 

Where can Stalin's rage go next, how can i t  expand and in­
tensify? A woman widowed that fortnight by starvation is given 
ten years in the gulag for stealing a few potatoes. It starts to be 
the practice that orphaned children are shot en masse. The 
Cheka executes vets and meteorologists. Suddenly 20,000 Com­
munist activists and managers are arrested ( for "criminal com­
placency" in the struggle) ,  to terrorize the terrorizers, to pile 
terror upon terror, and then more terror, and then more, until 
Stalin, the escalationist, turns to nonconventional or nuclear ter­
ror: famine. 
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As harvest yields fel l ,  requisit ioning quotas grew, with only 
one possible outcome. Stal in just went at the peasants until there 
was nobody there to sow the next harvest. 

Women 

He was twice a widower. 
Of his first wife, Yekaterina ( Kato) Svan idze ( m. c. 1905 : two 

years after h is first arrest) ,  Conquest writes in Stalin: Breaker of 

Nations: 

We know li ttle about their brief l ife together, though acquain­
tances say that while she prayed for his redemption from his 
dangerous career she was, in the Georgian t radit ion, obedient 
to his wishes; on his side, the official Social Democratic notion 
of the equality of the sexes played no part . Nonetheless, though 
occasionally brutal , he is reported to have been very fond of 
her. 

Kato d ied of typh us i n 1907. In his Stali11 ,  Dmi t ri Volkogonov 
descr ibes (bu t  does not reproduce ) photographs of her funeral 
showing Koba "short and t h i n ,  h is  shock of ha ir  uncombed, 
s tand ing at  the graves ide with a look of  gen u i ne gr ief on h is 

face . "  After the ceremony Sta l i n  sa id to a n  old friend:  "Th is  c rea ­

t u re softened my s tony hear t .  She i s  dead a nd wi th  her have d ied 

my last  warm fee l ings for a l l  h u m a n  be i ngs . " Some h i s tor ians  

take S ta l i n 's l i t t le  speech on such good trus t tha t  they eschew 

quo ta t ion ma rks and s i mpl y pa raph rase i t i n  t he  th i rd person .  I t  
was not tha t  s i m p le , or not that na tu ra l .  I f, i n  a work of  fic t ion ,  

I were  to put t hose words in to the  mouth of  a cha rac ter, i t  wou ld 

be on t he  fo l lowi ng u n dersta n d i ng: Here is a num who has a lways 

been p1 1zzled by-ami perhaps even ashamed of-his lack of 
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human feeling. The death of the young wife ' relieves him of that 

puzzlemen t and shame (it is  not his fault; the world did it). He can 

henceforth ally h imself with feelinglessness. Kato left behind her a 
six-month-old son, Yakov. As Koba threw himself into the cycle 
of arrest, exile and escape (one year of freedom in the next dec­
ade ) ,  Yakov remained in Georgia with his maternal aunt and 
uncle. Certainly, Stalin never showed anything but contempt for 
him, and played a strange part in  his terrible death. 

Stalin made the acquaintance of his second wife, Nadezhda 
(Nadya) Alliluyeva, when she was an infant of two or three. The 
Alliluyevs were cultured Old Bolsheviks who regularly put Stal in 
up during his visits to prewar St. Petersburg. I t  is said that he 
once saved Nadya and her sister Anna from some risk of drown­
ing; and there's no question that she idealized him over the 
years-the gruff agitnik, with his mustache, his tousled quiff, his 
multiple arrests. After the Revolution, at the age of s ixteen, she 
became Stalin's secretary, and then, a year later, h is wife. Vasily 
was born in 1921,  Svetlana in 1926. Nadya shot herself in the head 
after a party in the Kremlin to celebrate the fifteenth anniversary 
of the Revolution. November 1932: in a sense, as we shall see, she 
was just another victim of Collectivization. While he contem­
plated her in the open coffin Stalin was seen to make a gesture 
of dismissal and heard to mutter, "She left me as an enemy. " 

During his longest exile, it is said, Stalin s ired a child in Sibe­
ria. And there were rumors that in his later years he would some­
times sleep with h is housekeeper, Valentina Istomina. And that 
is about all. Considering what he could have got up to, and con­
sidering what Beria ( for instance) actually did get up to, Stalin's 
sexual life was remarkably prim. One can hardly avoid a compar­
ison with Hitler (whose only "great love," Geli Raubal, shot her-
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self in September 1931 ,  and whose companion, Eva Braun , 
attempted suicide in the autumn of 1932, and again in 1935 , and 
again in 1945, successfully, with her husband at her side ) .  Both 
Stal in and Hitler felt threatened by intelligent women. Stalin: "a 
woman with ideas . . .  a herring with ideas: skin and bones." 
Hitler: "A highly intelligent man should take a primitive and 
stupid woman . "  Both responded to ( frequent) complaints of ne­
glect with a curse or a taunt; and both enjoyed inflicting humilia­
tion. Hitler's sexual ity, or  asexuality, was by far the more 
extreme: he was a monarchic neuter, an impotent, a terrible vir­
gin. In him the will to power entirely subsumed the erotic ener­
gies. More generally Nazism,  and also Bolshevism,  exude the 
confusions of crypto-homosexuality, homosexuality enciphered 
and unacknowledged-the cult of hardness, with all the female 
quali ties programmatically suppressed . Heterosexuality has clar­
ity, and homosexual ity has clarity; but much violence waits in 
the area in between .  Nazism, of course, killed many thousands 
of homosexuals . Bolshevism, with its contradictory traditions of 
permissiveness and sans-culotte puritan ism, a l ighted only rarely 
on a sexual enemy-"German bedstraw," for example (women 
suspected of fraternizing with the occupat ion forces during the 
war ) . 

There are variations in the accoun ts of  Nadya 's last n igh t .  
Du ri ng the K remlin banquet ( hosted by the cret i nous  K l iment  

Vo rosh i lov ) Sta l in  " i nsu l ted " Nadya; there seems to have been 

an  exchange a long t he li nes of  "Hey, you ,  have a dr ink !"  ( Nadya 

was al lergic to a lcoho l ) ,  fo l lowed by " Don ' t you hey me ! " He 

a l so t h rew a do used cigaret t e at  her  ( or, i n  a va r ian t ,  a l i t  c iga re t te  
which wen t  down he r d ress ) .  Nadya walked out ;  she was fol ­

lowed by  her  fr iend Pol i n a  M olotov, who jo i ned her  i n  a ca lm i ng 
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stroll round the Kremlin courtyard. Back in the Stalin apartment, 
Nadya sought her bedroom ( it was separate bedrooms by now) , 
and shot herself with a German revolver. She had written a 
note . . . .  In  a long-suppressed section of his memoirs Khru­
shchev reports that Nadya telephoned the dacha and was told by 
an oafish duty-officer that Stalin was "with a woman ." This feels 
discountable. It is the only rumor of an infidelity in Stalin's four­
teen-year marriage; and it goes against our sense of the parochial 
diffidence of his sexuality ( there are glints of disgust, too: that 
"herring") .  Nor i s  there much cogency in another rumor, that 
Stalin assisted in or expedited Nadya's suicide. There was, after 
all, the suicide note. 

Svetlana Stal in, then seven, would go on to reveal that the 
note was "partly personal, partly polit ical ."  I t  was November 
1932: one wonders if Stal in was still divisible in  these terms. He 
was already nearly all poli t ical, and after the events of this night 
he would finally dispense with the personal. . . .  The precipitant 
of Nadya's suicide was almost certainly political, too. She had 
recently enrolled as a chemistry student at the Industrial Acad­
emy in Moscow. A good Communist, she would ride there in the 
tram. It tests the empathetic powers to imagine even a tenth of 
the gangrenous nausea experienced by Nadezhda Alliluyeva (a 
serious, cultured, strong, pretty, motherly woman of thirty-one ) ,  
seated a t  her desk, while classmates told her about the real situa­
tion in the Ukraine (where they had spent the summer, as activ­
ists) .  Nadya challenged her husband, and again we must imagine 
the tenor of this exchange. Stalin, typically, seems to have bra­
zened his way out (as he did with Lenin  over the Krupskaya 
business, in a letter which arrived just after Lenin's final incapac­
itation) .  He told Nadya that such talk was "Trotskyite gossip." 
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But she came back at him, later, having heard more from her 
classmates, including an account of two brothers who were ar­
rested for trading in human flesh .  This time Stal in's response was 
to rebuke Nadya for pol i t ical indiscipline, to arrest the students 
at the I ndustrial Academy, and to order a purge of all colleges 
that had contributed manpower to Collectivizat ion .  Talking 
about  famine would soon become a capital crime in the USSR. 
Nadya's execution was self-execution, but i t  an ticipated that law. 

At this time, Svetlana writes, her mother succumbed to "dev­
astating disil lusionment ." Nadya came to see that "my father was 
not the New Man she had thought when she was young." But 
Stali n was a New Man, right enough: he had dreadfu lly bur­
geoned. Unprecedented power was his, and he had launched it 
on an experiment .  The experiment had fa iled (and become, sim­
ply, a war of exterm ination waged against the guinea pigs ) .  In 
the countryside, now, instead of growing fa t on the loya l ly 
thrumming grain factories of  which a German phi losopher had 
fleet i n gly dreamed, the peasants were ea t ing each other, and 
eat ing themselves. 

Nadya Al l i luyeva d i d n ' t  know the hal f of it. She was ignorant 
of the fact that 5 mil l i o n  would die in the Ukra ine  a lone. She 
was ignora nt of the fact that they would die o f  her h usband 's set 
purpose. 

I f  you wa nt  to know h ow a man  fel t  about his  wives then 
you look at h o w  he t reated h is ch i ld ren .  We sha l l  do so. You 
wo u ld aho look at how he treated hi� wives ' fa m i l ies .  A n d  S ta l i n 's 
fee l i n gs ,  a �  a lways,  arc written i n  cr i mso n .  T h i s  is A l a n B u l lock's 

s u m ma ry: 

O n  the ' ide o f  h i '  fi r� t  w i fe ,  Eka t e r i n a  Sva n i d ze ,  her b ro t h e r  

A l ex a n der ,  o n c e  one  o f  St a l i n ' s  c l me't  fr i end, ,  w a s  � h o t  . .  , a 
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spy; at the same time h is wife was arrested and died in camp, 
while their son was exiled to Siberia as "a so·n of an enemy of 
the people." Ekaterina's sister, Maria, was also arrested and 
died in prison. On the side of his second wife, Nadezhda Alli­
luyeva, her sister Anna was arrested in  1948 and sentenced to 
ten years for espionage; Anna's husband, Stanislav Redens, had 
already been arrested in 1938 as "an enemy of the people" and 
was later shot. Ksenia, the widow of Nadezhda's brother Pavel, 
and Yevgenia, the wife of Nadezhda's uncle, were both arrested 
after the war and not released until after Stalin's death. 
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Afterword. When Milovan Djilas personally protested that 
the Red Army was raping Yugoslav women, Stalin said of his 
universal soldier: "How can such a man react normally? And 
what is so awful in his having fun with a woman, after such 
horrors?" The women of Yugoslavia, it seems, were treated less 
harshly than certain of their sisters. Solzhenitsyn, an artillery of­
ficer in  East Prussia at the time of h is arrest ( 1945 ) ,  later wrote: 
"All of us knew very well that if the girls were German they could 
be raped and then shot. This was almost a combat d istinction." 
To what extent, in  Stalin's view, was this also a matter of "having 
fun with a woman"? 

Men and Mountains 

All the Party bosses had institutions named after them. As well 
as the Stalin  Chemical Works, there was the Voroshilov Weaving 
Mill, the Zinoviev Paper Mills, the Bukharin Glass Factory, and 
so on. Old towns were also renamed: there were suddenly places 
called Ordzhonikidze, Kalin in ,  Ki rov. In h is Stalin Conquest 
comments: 
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Meanwhile over the years, the country had to endure not only 
Stalingrad and Stal ino (eventually six Stalinos in al l ) , but also 
Stalinabad, Stalinsk, Stalinogorsk, Stalinskoye, Stalinski, Sta­
l iniri (the capital of South Ossetia) ,  Mount Stalin (the h ighest 
peak in the USSR-later to be joined by the h ighest peaks in  
Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria) , Stalin Bay, the  Stal in Range, and 
various villages simply "name of Stalin" . . .  

I n  1938, a year that saw 4·5 mill ion supererogatory arrests and 
perhaps soo,ooo executions, the Cheka chief, citing "workers' 
suggestions, ' '  put before the Politburo the notion that Moscow 
should be renamed Stal inodar. Showing, now, a more tradit ional 
Bolshevik self-effacement, Stal in vetoed the change. He always 
said that the cult of personal ity, wh ile useful polit ical ly, was dis­
tasteful to him. " I n  general , ' '  writes Conquest, "h is sporadic and 
ineffectual criticisms of the cult may be seen as a ploy to add 
modesty to the rest of the panoply of his virtues ." 

When J anusz Bardach, prodded by obscenit ies and r ifle 
butts, staggered out of the slave ship (h is dest inat ion was the 
isolator at Kolyma) ,  he saw, emblazoned on the cl iff face, the 
words 

GLORY TO STA LI N , T H E  G R EATEST G E N I US OF M A N ­

K I N D. 

G LORY TO STA L I N ,  T H E  G REATEST M I LI TA RY L EA D E R. 

G LORY TO STA LI N , T H E G R EATEST LEA D E R  O F  T i l E  I N ­

T E R N AT I O N A L  PROLETA R I AT. 

G LO R Y  TO STA L I N ,  T H E B EST F R I E N D  OF WO R K ERS 

AND PEASA NTS. 

And m u c h  more . 
The " cu l t o f  persona l i t y, ' '  of  co urse ,  beca me t he offic i a l  e u ­

phem i s m  fo r t h e  Twe n t y  M i l l i o n .  We m a y  fee l t h a t  t he ph rase i s  
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both derisory and appropriate. According to Marx, personality 

played no part in h istory: the course of that locomotive was de­
termined by the railtracks of political economy, and not by the 
quirks of the stoker. Well, the Bolsheviks submitted this theory, 
among many others, to graphic refutation. Stal in did have a per­
sonality, and so did Lenin .*  Personality made a difference. In 
Stalin's case, the difference was the Andes of dead bodies, one of 
whose peaks ( call that  mountain after him) disgorged its con­
tents before the eyes of Varlam Shalamov. 

1 93 3 :  The Terror-Famine 

We speak of famine "raging," "stalking the land," holding people 
" in its grip." Describing the immobility and silence within the 
villages, Vasily Grossman writes: "Only famine was on the move. 
Only famine did not sleep. "  Metaphorically we invest famine 
with volition and intent, but famine is just an absence-an ab­
sence of food, then an absence of life. I t  has a smell, noted for its 
extreme longevity: that of purulence. And Grossman writes that, 
despite the stillness, "everything felt fierce and wild . . . .  And the 
earth crackled." . . .  In considering the Terror-Famine of 1933 , it 
is now asked of the reader forcefully to repersonify famine and 
call him Stalin. I t  is Stalin who is holding people in his grip, 
Stalin who is stalking the land, Stal in who is raging. 

* And so did Khrushchev, whose "secret speech" of 1956 was entitled "On the 
Cult of Personality and Its Consequences" (and dealt only with the purge of the 
Party, and not of the nation) .  One of Stal in 's  more energetic admin istrators (in 
1937 he was sent to the Ukraine to kill JO,ooo people) ,  Khrushchev showed, none­
theless, that it was possible to recross Solzhenitsyn's "threshold" and pick up the 
remains of his humanity. 
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The use of famine as a weapon of the state aga inst the popu­
lace is generally considered to be a Sta l in ist innovation ( later 
taken up by Mao and other Communist leaders ) ,  but Len in's 
famine of 1 921-22 had its terroristic aspects. Both famines had 
the same cause: punit ive food-requis it ion ing. Whereas Stalin 
nurtured and consol idated the mass starvation, Len in, by con­
trast, reluctantly and tard ily permitted the American interven­
tion, which saved over 10 mil l ion l ives. Yet in the Ukra ine, at 
least, Len in ' s  famine overlapped with terror .  As the h istorian 
H. H. Fisher put i t  in 1927: "The Government of Moscow not 
only failed to inform the American Rel ief Admin istration of the 
situation in the Ukraine,  as i t  had done in the case of much more 
remote regions ,  but deliberately placed obstacles in the way . . . .  " 
Conquest adds: " I ndeed, between 1 August 192 1  and 1 August 
1 922,  1 0 . 6  m ill ion hundredweight of gra in was actual ly taken 
from the Ukra ine for distribution elsewhere. " All h i s  adult l ife 
Len in  had been an admirer of famine as a " radical izer" (and 
secularizer) of the peasantry. And what  else bu t  terror- fam i ne 
co u l d  he h a ve had in  mind wh en , i n  1922, he warned Kamenev: 

" I t  i s  a grea t mi stake to t h i nk  tha t  the NEP put a n  end to te rror ; 
we sha l l  aga i n  have recourse to terror and to economic terror. " 
So, once aga in ,  S t a l i n  i n  1 933 was merely sh ow i ng h imsel f to be 
" Le n i n 's most  able p u p i l . "  H is on ly  q ua l i ta t i ve novel ty ,  apar t  

from th e  Par ty  p u rge, w a s  the  s h o w  t r i a l . And w e  may reca l l 

Solzhen i tsyn 's  comment  of  t h e  " d e m o n s t ra t i o n "  t r i a l  o f  t h e  SRs 
i n  1 9 2 2 :  Le n i n was " so n ea r ly t h e re . "  

B o t h  Len i n and S t a l i n  cons idered the U k ra i n e  t h e  most re­

frac t o ry  of a l l  t he rep ubl ics .  D u r i n g  the ch aos o f  1 9 1 8-20, when 

the ad m i n i s t ra t i o n  i n  Kiev c h a n ged ha nds  t h i r teen  t i mes ,  t he 
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Bolsheviks invaded, or reinvaded, in annual campaigns. And 
throughout the Stal in push of 1929-33, and beyond, every imag­
inable Ukrainian institution was repeatedly purged. The thor­
oughness of Stal in's attempt at de-Ukrainianization can be 
gauged from an account given in Shostakovich's Testimony. I t  
concerns the fate of the kobzars-peasant poets (many of them 
blind) who went from village to village with their verses and 
songs. They were not, one would have thought, an immediate 
threat to Soviet power, though they could be listed in separate 
categories of undesirables ("outdated elements," for example, or 
simply "others"-a much-used classification ) .  But they nonethe­
less reminded the Ukrainian peasants that they had once had a 
country. The kobzars, several hundred of them, were invited to 
their first All-Ukrainian Congress . "Hurting a blind man," la­
mented Shostakovich, "-what could be lower?" Some were im­
prisoned, but "almost all" were shot, because (as Conquest notes) 
a blind man would not be worth feeding in the gulag. 

Stal in, then, had two reasons for assaulting the Ukrainian 
peasants: they were peasants, and they were Ukrainian. Thus the 
USSR continued to export grain, and continued to store it. The 
food requisit ioning continued until March 1933-the epicenter 
of the famine. By now the collection brigades only bothered with 
households that weren't  obviously starving. The Ukraine had 
other similarities to the "vast Belsen" of Conquest's description: 
armed guards, and watchtowers, manned day and night, to de­
tect and deter thefts of the crop. Despite blockading, and barri­
cading, hundreds of thousands of peasants made their way to the 
cities, where they crawled around at knee height among the 
crowds, who themselves formed swaying, howling l ines in front 
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of the "commercial" bread shops"" ( the cities, too, were ravaged, 
Stavropol losing 2o,ooo, Krasnodar 40,ooo, Kharkov 12o,ooo) .  In  
December 1932, to combat "kulak infiltration of the  towns," the 
regime tightened restrictions on internal travel: 

The Central Committee and the government are in possession 
of definite proof that this massive exodus of the peasants has 
been organized by the enemies of the Soviet regime, by counter­
revolutionaries, and by Polish agents as a propaganda coup 
against the process of collect ivization in particular and the So­
viet government in  general. 

Within the villages, within the families, Grossman writes, 
"Mothers looked at their children and screamed in fear. They 
screamed as if a snake had crept into their house. And this snake 
was famine, starvation, death ." This snake was Stalin. At first the 
children cried all day for food; then, in addition, they cried for 
food all night. Some parents fled their children. Others took 
them to the towns and left them there. The I talian consul m 
Kharkov gave this report :  

So for a week now, the town has been patro l led by dvom iki, 

attendants in white u n i forms, who collect the  ch i ldren and 
take them to the nearest pol ice s tat ion . . . .  Around midn ight 
t hey are a l l  t ransported in t rucks to the fre igh t  stat ion a t  Scver­
odonetsk. Tha t ' s  where all the ch i ldren who are found  in sta­
t ions or  on  tra ins ,  the  peasant  fa mi l ies ,  the old people . . .  are 
ga the red together . . . .  A medical  team docs a sort of  select ion 
p rocess . . . .  Anyone who i s  not yet  swol len up  and s t i l l  has a 
chance of s u rvival is d i rected to the  K holodnaya Gora bui ld­
ings , where a constant  populat ion of  R ,ooo l ies dyi n g  on  straw 

· ·1 he� were b lack - m a rket o u t le ts  r u 11 by t i le  go\'t'TIIIIIt"l l l .  The i r pr ices were 
h igh.  
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beds in the big hangars. Most of them are1children. People 
who are already beginn ing to swell up are moved out in goods 
t rains and abandoned about forty miles out of town . . . .  
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Some parents killed their children. And other parents ate their 
children. Zachto? "Why, what for, to what end?" as Grossman 
asks. His narrator goes on: 

I t  was then that I saw for myself that every starving person is 
l ike a cannibal. He is consuming his own flesh, leaving only 
his bones intact. He devours his fat to the last droplet . And 
then his mind goes dim, because he has consumed his own 
mind. In the end the starving man has devoured himself com­
pletely. 

Twenty pages earlier Grossman similarly defines the fate, not of 
the victim, but of the executioner: 

[ O ] nly one form of retribution is visited upon an execu­
tioner-the fact that he looks upon his victim as something 
other than a human being and thereby ceases to be a human 
being himself, and thereby executes himself as a human being. 
He is his own executioner. 

This, perhaps, is the meaning of the Terror-Famine of 1933: the 
self-cannibalized were destroyed by the self-executed. And this is 
the surreal moral gangrene of Stal inism. 

About s mill ion died in the Ukraine, and about 2 million 
died in the Kuban, Don and Volga regions and in Kazakhstan. 
These were formerly the richest agricultural lands in the USSR. 

Poison Pen 

In the 1930s, Nadezhda Mandelstam tells us, the verb to write 

assumed a new meaning. When you said he writes or does she 
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write? or (referring to a whole classroom of students) they write, 

you meant that he or she or they wrote reports to the organs. 

(Similarly, the Cheka's rigged cases were called "novels." )  To 
"write" meant to inform, to denounce. Solzhenitsyn calls it 
"murder by slander." 

Denunciation in Russia has a long history, going back at least 
as far as the s ixteenth century and the test ingly protracted reign 
of Ivan the Terrible ( 1533-84) . "Spy or die" was, more or less , the 
oath you swore. This practice, increasingly institutionalized 
under the old regime, was a tsarist barbarity that Lenin might 
have been expected to quest ion. And he d id waver, to the extent 
that he unsuccessfully proposed ( in December 1 9 1 8 )  that false 
denouncers should be shot. More moderate voices prevailed, and 
the punishment arrived at was one or two years depending on  
the  gravity of the case. Solzhen itsyn i s  scandal ized by this laxi ty. 
In the gulag a five-year term, compared to the far more usual 
tenner or quarter ( twenty-five years ) ,  was colloqu ial ly known as 
"noth ing. " 

I t  was during the Collect ivizat ion period that den u nciat ion 

made i ts great leap forward . In the vil lages, as we have seen, the 
poorer peasants  were inc i ted to denounce the r icher .  " I t  was so 
easy to do a man in ," expla ins Grossman: "you wrote a denu nc i ­
a t i o n ;  yo u d id not even have to s ign i t . "  By t he mid-1930s, when 

te rro r tu rned toward t he  towns and c i t ies ,  den u n c i a t io n  was 

be ing pra i sed in  the press as " t he sac red du t y of every Bolshevik, 
party and no n pa r t y . " Q u ick l y and pred ic t ab l y , de n u n c i a t ion  now 
we n t  t h rough t h e  roo f. The process was q u i n t esse n t i a l l y  S ta l in i s t 

i n  t h a t  a )  i t  c u l t iva ted a l l  tha t is most rept i l i a n  i n  h u ma n  na t u re , 

and b )  i t se lected downwa rd ( t hose t h a t  were l as t  wou ld  now he 

fi r s t ) .  
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And it was also, again, surreal. You mighr'?enounce someone 
for fear of their denouncing you; you could be denounced for 
not doing enough denouncing; the only disincentive to denunci­
ation was the possibility of being denounced for not denouncing 
sooner; and so on. There were cases of denunciation for sta te 

bounty. From The Great Terror: 

In one Byelorussian village depicted in a recent Soviet article, 
fifteen rubles a head was paid, and a group of regular de­
nouncers used to carouse on the proceeds, even singing a song 
they had composed to celebrate their  deeds. 

A single Communist denounced 230 people; another denounced 
over a hundred in four months. "Stalin required," as Conquest 
says, "not only submission ,  but also complicity. " After his release 
from the gulag, just as he was finding himself as a writer, Sol­
zhenitsyn came under extremely menacing pressure to become a 
writer in Nadezhda Mandelstam's sense. It has been estimated 
that in an average office every fifth employee reported to the 
Cheka.  As Dmitri Volkogonov writes: "Who could have imag­
ined how many 'spies and wreckers and terrorists' would be dis­
covered. I t  was almost as if they were not living among us, but 
we among them!" 

Tribute must now be paid to the most prodigious denouncer 
of all, the great Nikolaenko, scourge of Kiev. This unbelievable 
termagant was singled out for special praise by Stalin himself: "a 
simple person from down below," she was nonetheless a "hero­
ine." In Kiev, pavements emptied when Nikolaenko stepped out; 
her presence in a room spread mortal fear. Eventually Pavel Post­
yshev (First Secretary in the Ukraine, candidate member of the 
Pol itburo) expelled Nikolaenko from the Party. Stalin reinstated 
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her "with honor ." In a speech of 1937 he said, marvelously ( for 
this episode is another example of the epiphanic, multifaceted 
negative perfection of Stal in ism) :  

[ I n  Kiev, Nikolaenko ] was shunned like a bothersome fly. A t  
last , in  order to get rid of her, they expelled her from the  Party. 
Neither the Kiev organizat ion nor the Central Committee of 
the Communist Party of the Ukraine helped her to obtain jus­
t ice. I t  was only the intervent ion of the Central Committee of 
the Party which helped to disentangle that twisted knot. And 
what was revealed by an examination of the case? It was re­
vealed that Nikolaenko was right, wh ile the Kiev organ ization 
was wrong. 

Assuming that this translation is a sensit ive one (and I think it 
is) : "justice" is rich , and so is "obtain" justice; "bothersome fly" 
and "that twisted knot" are rich; the rhetorical question near the 
end is r ich; that clos ing "while" is rich. 

A v ind i cated Nikolaenko wen t  back to her denunciat ions, 
and K iev was in any case most viciously purged. Postyshev, chas­
tened, demoted, transferred, now developed a reputa t ion for ex­
cept iona l  ferocity in  his funct ion of purg ing h i s  new fief, 
Ku ibyshev. Later, as the  Terror tu rned, he was attacked by M os­

cow fo r ( o f  all t h i ngs ) excep t iona l feroc ity:  "by cries of  'v ig i l ance' 

hid i ng his b ruta l ity in con nection with the Party. " He was ar ­

rested in  February 1 938 ,  and la ter  shot .  

M e a n w h i l e , a t wice- v ind ica ted N ikolaenko w a s  s t i l l  hard a t  

work-on h e r  denunc i at i o n s . There i s  much ta lk of t h e  " l i t t l e  

Sta l i n s "  a l l  over t h e  USSR ,  bu t  N i ko laenko was a t rue S ta l ine t t e :  

acce�s ion to  power  d i sman t led her sense  of  rea l i t y. When the  

new, post - p u rge bw.�es, h eaded by K h rw.hchcv,  had est ab l i shed 

thcms lvcs in K i ev, N ikolaenko denounced Kh rushchev's deputy, 
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Korotchenko. Khrushchev defended his man,  a posture Stalin 
adjudged to be " incorrect": "Ten percent truth-that's already 
truth, and requires decisive measures on our part, and we will 
pay for it if we don't  so act." But then Nikolaenko denounced 
Khrushchev, a first-echelon toady and placeman, for "bourgeois 
nationalism," and Stalin finally conceded that she was nuts. She 
helped destroy about 8,ooo people. 

Anyone who has ever received a poison-pen letter will have 
been struck by a sense of the author's desperate impotence. In 
the USSR, under Stalin, the poison worked: it had power. That 
was how it was: the writer and the poison pen. 

I have not read any account of the fate of Nikolaenko. Either 
she was reexpelled, or her subsequent denunciations were for 
the most part tactfully ignored. She might of course have been 
shot-though Stalin showed a slight but detectable squeamish­
ness about killing Old Bolshevik women. 

As for the impressionable Postyshev, condemned by Moscow 
for h is lack of moderation and restraint. . . .  This is The Great 

Terror: 

Postyshev's oldest son, Valentin, was shot, and his other chil­
dren were sent to labour camps. His wife, Tamara, was vi­
ciously tortured night after n ight in the Lefortovo, often being 
returned to her cell bleeding all over her back and unable to 
walk. She is reported shot .  

Heavy Industry 

Soviet industry moved forward, and staggered about the place, 
like a titanic infant, with every manner of thunderous accident 
( collisions, explosions ) ,  with peasant boys twirling off frozen 
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scaffolding, with many deaths, sudden or premature, in the usual 
atmosphere of myth and coercion, of error and terror-but it did 
move forward. John Scott, an American volunteer at the Morlock 
newtown of Magnitogorsk ( 250,000 workers) ,  wagered that 
"Russia's battle of ferrous metallu rgy alone involved more casu­
alties than the battle of the Marne." And there were also fabulous 
inefficiencies: the regular unavailability, in the whole of Moscow, 
of a single "light bulb or a bar of soap" (Tibor Szamuely) , for 
instance, or the inability of the White Sea-Baltic Canal, con­
stru cted by the " fart power" (Solzhenitsyn ) o f  hundreds of 
thousands of  slaves, to carry heavy shipping. Inefficiencies, 
when undeniable, had to be b lamed on someone; and so Stalin 
( fol lowing Len in )  inst i tut ionalized the crime of wrecking­

"notwithstanding," as Solzhenitsyn says, "the nonexistence of 
this concept in the entire h istory of mankind."* Whereas the real 
wrecker, the "superwrecker" (Tucker) ,  was of course Stal in. 

One of the partial and deforming "tr iumphs" of industrial­
izat ion was ideological. Until now the Bolsheviks, contra Marx, 
formed a "superstruct ure" without a proper proletarian "base ."  
Dur ing the decade of the B ig  Break, about 30 million peasants 
were fo rced to find work in the cit ies. Mart in  Malia is character­
istically panoptic : 

[ S t al i n ] l a u n ched fro m  above a seco n d  revol u t io n  that  rebu i l t  

M ot h e r  R u s s i a  as  a Sovie t  pseudo-A mer ica  a n d  co n verted h e r  

s u pe r fl u i t y  o f  peasa n t s  i n to r e a l  p ro le t a r i a n s .  Th u s  t h e  Par t y ' s  

su preme ach ievement  wa s t o  t r a n smogr ify i t s  s t a t u s  as  " s u pcr­

� t r u c t u re" i n t o  the dem i u rge fo r crea t i n g  t he i n d u s t r i a l  and 
wo rker " base" that  was su pposed to  h a ve crea t ed i t .  

• J o h n  �co l t  d i d  \ e c  one  L a \e d u r i n g  h i '  \cvcra l yea r'  a t  M agn i t ogor,k :  \orne 

o u t go 1 n g  k u l � k!. 'Piked .1 t u rb i ne .  
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Soviet Communism can look back on tw,o achievements. In­
dustrialization made up for what Malia calls· Russia's "deficit of 
modernity" -though i t  deepened the systemic abnormality that 

led to the state's collapse. That was one achievement. The other 
was the defeat of Hitler. Both owed everything to the Russian 
people: their tears, their sweat, their blood. 

Kazakhstan 

Until 1930 the economy and culture of Kazakhstan, in Soviet 
Central Asia, was based on nomadism and transhumance ( the 
seasonal movement of l ivestock) .  The plan was to Dekulakize 
these wanderers, and then Collectivize them. Once denomadized, 
the Kazakhstanis would devote themselves to agriculture. But the 
land was not suitable for agriculture. What it was suitable for 
was nomadism and transhumance. The plan didn't work out. 

Over the next two years Kazakhstan lost 8o percent of its 
livestock. And 40 percent of its population: famine and disease. 

The plan didn't work out. 

Congress of Victors-1 

"The year 1937 really began on the 1st of December 1934. " This 
is the famous opening sentence of Eugenia Ginzburg's journey 

In to the Whirlwind. The year 1 937 refers to the onset of the Great 
Terror; and December 1, 1934, refers to the murder of Sergei 
Kirov. The Terror did "begin" in 1934-but earlier in the year. I 
think we can pinpoint it. 

On January 26 the Seventeenth Party Congress opened in the 
conference hall of the Great Kremlin Palace. The Congress styled 
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itself the Congress of Victors. In  Stalin in Power Robert Tucker 
redubs it the Congress of Victims, and on understandable 
grounds: of its 1,996 delegates, 1,108 would perish in the Terror. 
One can think of other names for this Congress. Congress of 
Vultures, one might say, after briefly consulting the reality of the 
countryside-or Congress of Vampires. And Congress of Vaude­
vill ians, too: in January/February 1934 the Party began to absent 
itself from actuality. It entered the psychotheater in Stalin's head. 

As the Congress of Victors opened, the USSR was just steady­
ing itself after veering back from total ruin. Collectivization had 
resulted in a series of world-historical catastrophes. Something 
like 10 million peasant dead ( this was Stalin's own figure, in con­
versat ion with Churchill ) might be acceptable to a good Bolshe­
vik, the political objective having been ach ieved ( unmediated 
control of peasant produce ) .  But a moment of tranquil thought 
would have told anyone that Stalin's Big Break had turned out 
to be a primit ive fias·co. The USSR had lost more than half of its 
livestock. About a quarter of the peasantry had fled the country­
side for the cities, where the housing crisis was already legendary. 
In  1932 Moscow itself tottered with hunger-and Moscow, as 
Reader Bullard noted, was "much better off for food than the 
p rovinces ,  even a short distance away." (The long entry on 
"shortages" in Bullard 's  index item izes, among other things, 
books, candles, cement, clothing, coal, door handles and locks, 
electri city, fer t i l i zers, fuel, gl ass, household utensi ls ,  ligh tbulbs, 
matches, metal , on ion -seed, paper , pe tro l, rubber, sa l t ,  soap, and 
str ing. When you sen t  a parcel, yo u asked t he rec i p ien t to return 
the wrappi ng . ) S ix - fo ld  i n fl a t ion co i n c ided w i t h  sha rp cu ts i n  

wages and the  extort i o n  o f  regu l a r "state loans ." I t  was a Russ ia  

o f  ra t i o n  cards a nd l abor  books-and  of  i n c reas i n g  " passport i za -
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tion," a most un-Leninist, not to say frankly tsarist, imposition. 
Such was the background, then, as the Old Bolsheviks (most of 
the comrades were of  the October generation )  gathered in Mos­
cow for the Congress of Victors. These aging idealists would also 
have been aware that the showpiece advances of industrialization 
had been achieved through a vast and burgeoning network of 
slave labor.* 

It  would not be true to say that Stalin got through the cata­
clysms of 1929-33 without hearing some skeptical murmurs from 
h is colleagues. Zinoviev, Kamenev and Bukharin were by now 
abject and impotent figures (who would humble themselves fur­
ther in the course of the Congress) .  But the Bolshevik fetish of 
unity, or of helpless and desperate cohesion, was not quite uni­
versal. Dissidence emerged most strongly in the person of M.  N. 
Ryutin, who serves, in the present context, as something of a 
hero-minor, tarnished, yet unbroken. In 1930 he circulated an 
anti-Stalin treatise later known as the Ryutin Platform, was de­
nounced, arrested, imprisoned, released and reinstated "with a 
warning." In 1932 he circulated the much shorter and more tren­
chant "Appeal to Party Members ." He was again denounced, ar­
rested, imprisoned. And here we see a crucial escalation in the 
level of the Stal in malevolence: its glandular sensuality, and its 
passionate attention to detail . . . .  The Politburo was now faced 
with Stalin's demand that Ryutin be executed for treason. With 
Kirov leading, the Politburo refused to cross that l ine: it refused 
to kill an old comrade (or, more precisely, it refused to seal an 
old comrade's fate before trial ) .  Even Molotov was against it .  

• Agriculture, it would eventually emerge, did not  subsidize industry: industry 
subsidized agriculture. And Dekulakization was a net loser, too. Total dispossession 
of the supposed peasant plutocrats failed to cover the cost of their deportat ion. 
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Stalin could only carry Kaganovich. In  the meantime he had 
Ryutin transferred from a political prison to a tougher one in Verhne­
Uralsk. We can imagine h is continuing interest in Ryutin's wel­
fare. And this went  on for five years: Stalin, we may be sure, 
threw absolutely everything he had at him, and Ryutin never 
confessed. (He was shot in 1937, as were his two sons; his wife 
was killed in a camp near Karaganda . )  Dissidence, in the end, 
was effortlessly crushed; it simply informed Stalin, with incens­
ing clarity, that there were things he couldn't yet do, and that h is 
vers ion of reality had not yet prevailed. 

So, just after "the culmination of the most precipitous peace­
time decline in l iving standards known in recorded history,"* 
Stal in took the podium at the Congress to a standing ova­
tion--of which, said Pravda, "it seemed there would be no end." 

But then something went wrong with the authorized reali ty, 

and eight days later the Terror was entrained. 

Prolonged and Stormy Applause 

No doubt Stalin ended the applause himself, on tha t  occas ion­

with a diffident elevation of  the palms, perhaps . But end ing t he  

applause for Stal i n  was a morta l ly  ser ious bus iness. Who could 
end the applause for Sta l in  when Sta l i n  wasn ' t  t here? 

At a Party con ference in Moscow Prov i nce , du r i ng  the Terror 

years,  a new secretary took the  place of  an  old secre ta ry ( who  

had  been arrested ) .  The  proceedi ngs wou nd up  w i t h  a t r i b u t e  t o  

Sta l in .  Everyone  got to t he i r  feet and s t a rted a pp laud i ng ; and  no 

• From Alec Nove'�  even h a n d ed A n  J:conomic l listory uf tiJ,• US.'iU: 1 9 17- 199 1 .  
The cover of  m y  paperback be;l r\  the \ l r i ki ng a d v i ,ory,  " 1\:ew ;1 n d  H n ;l l  hl i t i o n . "  



Lenin disguised (July, 1917). Krupskaya.

Koba between arrests. Trotsky.
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Besprizornye: a group of the homeless millions.

Ix-nin's famine.



The Cheka assembles

evidence for a literary

investigation.

Gorky with Cheka chief Yagoda (right).

Solzhenitsyn



Evgenii Kibrik's "Lenin Arrives at

the Smolny during the Night of

October 24". StaUn was elsewhere

at the time.

Ivsij lusiiij^ tiiialisls ul a LUiiipLtitiun spoiisortd by llic Hungarian Wotkcis' I'.irl). 1 he

winner, a sixty-foot bronze, was destroyed in the hiungarian uprising lA 1956.



Lenin in 1923.

Trotsky lies dying

in a hospital in

Mexico City,

August 21, 1940.



The White Sea-Baltic Canal.

Iroops fighting in the Red October hactory in Sl.llln^r.Hi.
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Boris Efimov's caricature of Trotsky and
others wallowing in a trough entitled

"Vaterland" (1938).
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one dared stop. In  Solzhenitsyn's version of;this famous story, 
after five minutes "the older people were panting with exhaus­
tion." After ten minutes: 

With make-believe enthusiasm on their faces, looking at each 
other with faint hope, the district leaders were just going to go 
on and on applaudi ng till they fell where they stood, till they 
were carried out of the hall on stretchers! 

The first man to stop clapping (a local factory director) was ar­
rested the next day and given ten years on another charge. 

There existed at the time a gramophone record of one of 
Stalin's longer speeches. It ran to eight sides, or rather seven, 
because the eighth consisted entirely of applause. 

Now close this book for a moment and imagine s i tting there 
and listening to that eighth side, at n ight, in the Moscow of 1937. 
It must have sounded l ike the approach of fear, l ike the music of 
psychosis, l ike the rage of the state. 

Congress of Victors-2 

As the Congress of Victors proceeded, the Stalin confabulation 
seemed remarkably robust. Six months after the culmination of 
the worst famine in Russian history, the country's rulers pro­
ceeded in a spirit of raucous triumphalism. The smile of Stalin's 
mustache pres ided over the self-abasements of his most distin­
guished adversaries. Bukharin :  

I n  his  brilliant application of Marx-Lenin  dialectics, Stalin was 
enti rely correct when he smashed a whole series of theoretical 
premises of the right deviat ion which had been formulated 
above all by myself. 
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Zinoviev: 

We now know that in the struggle which Comrade Stalin con­
ducted on an exclusively high level of principle, on an exclu­
sively h igh theoretical level, we know that in  that struggle there 
was not the least hint of anything personal. 

And Kamenev, incredibly, described Ryut in  and his bloc as 
"rabid kulak scum" who deserved "more tangible" discipl ining 
than mere theoretical refutation. Kirov was posit ively boyish: 

O u r  successes are really tremendous. Damn it al l ,  to put it 
humanly, you just want to live and l ive-really, j ust look 
what's going on. It 's a fact !  

I t  was not a fact .  I t  was data from Stal in 's parallel un iverse. When 
unpleasant truths did succeed in fighting their way to the surface, 
the Bolshevik template supplied the expected scapegoats: those 
stunning losses of l ivestock, for example, were attributed to the 
characteristic barbarism of  the kulaks. 

The fact was that facts were losing the ir  va lue. Stalin had 
broken the opposit ion.  He was also far advanced toward his 
much stranger objective of breaking the truth. Or i t  may have 
been the other way about: actual i ty, under Stal in ,  was such that 
dread and di sgust fo rbade you to accept it-or even to contem­
plate i t .  As the onet ime Marxis t  Lcszek Kolakowski persuasively 
writes :  

H a l f- s t a rved peop le , l ack i ng the bare n ecess i t ies o f  l i fe ,  a t ­
tended mee t i ngs a t  wh i ch t h ey repea ted t h e  gove rn m e n t's  l ies 
about  how wel l off t h ey we re, and in a b i za r re way they  ha lf­
be l i eved w h a t  t hey were sa y ing  . . . .  Tru t h ,  t h ey k n ew, was 
a Party m a t t er ,  a n d  t h e refore l i es beca m e  t rue even i f  they 
co n t rad i ct ed the  p l a i n  fach of exper ience .  The co n d i t i o n  of  
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their livi ng in two separate worlds at once was �me of the most 
remarkable achievements of the Soviet system:. 

153 

The astounding servility of the Victors of 1934, who were as yet 
unterrorized, is usually explained as follows: if Stalin could not 
now be removed ( they reasoned) ,  he could at least be softened 
and mollified, flattered, humored. What this amounted to was 
collusion in psychosis. They acted out Stalin's psychosis, and in 
so doing, predictably and disastrously, they fed and fattened it .  

But now reality intervened. 
On the last day of the Congress the delegates were as usual 

given their say on the composition of the new Central Commit­
tee. While neither universal nor equal, the vote was at least direct 
and secret. Just over 1 ,200 delegates were handed a list of nomi­
nees and then crossed out the names of the men they were voting 
against. Volkogonov describes the result as "unbel ievable ! "  Most 
of the vote-counters were, of course, later shot, but one survivor 
claimed that Stalin had received 120-odd negative votes (to Ki­
rov's three) .  Other sources, including Khrushchev, give a figure 
of 300. Stalin fudged the figures and went on, in any case, to 
pack the Central Committee with Stalin ists . . . .  

Those 300 votes would mean the death of a generation. As 
Tucker points out, Stalin had always suspected that he was sur­
rounded by dissemblers and double-dealers: now he had proof. 
How many of the Congress eulogists had struck his name from 
the ballot? Tucker adds that he had further evidence of treachery. 
He knew of another person who had dissembled, who had 
feigned moderation and indifference to advancement, who had 
schemed and dreamed and finally prevailed. That person was 
himself. 

Meanwhile, in the world outside the Stal in psychosis . . . .  A 
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population that is utterly crushed, in all senses, has only one 
means of protest: in  a kind of genetic hunger strike, i t  starts to 
cease to reproduce itself. Since 1917 the Bolsheviks had systemati­
cally undermined the family. Divorce was encouraged (to achieve 
it you were simply obliged to notify your spouse by postcard) ;  
incest, b igamy, adultery and  abortion were decriminalized; fami­
lies were scattered by labor-d irection and deportation; and chil­
dren who denounced their parents became national figures, 
hymned in verse and song. This is Moshe Lewin: 

The courts dealt with an incredible mass of cases test ifying to 
the human destruction caused by [ the ]  congestion of dwel l ­
ings. The fall ing standards of  living, the lines outside stores, 
and the proliferat ion of speculators suggest the depth of  the 
tensions and hardship. Soon the cumulat ive results of such 
condit ions were to cause widespread manifestat ions of neuro­
sis and anomie, culm inating in an alarming fall in the birth­
rate. By 1936, in fact, the big cities experienced a net loss of 
populat ion,  with 'more children dying than being born, wh ich 
explains the alarm in governing c i rcles and the famous laws 
against abort ion proclaimed in that year. 

Even Stal in best i rred h imself. He was photographed w i t h  h i s  

sm i l i ng ch ildre n ,  a n d  du l y  t rund led down to  T ifl i s  t o  p a y  t h a t  

s i ng le  v i s i t  to h i s  mother .  

Kolyma Tales 

Va r lam S h a l a m o v  was a rres ted a n d  sen t  to ca m p  i n  1 9 2 9 .  He was 

t we n t y- o n e ,  a n d  a l a w  s t u d en t ;  a n d  u n l i ke man y o t he r m i l l ions 
50 d e 5 i gn a ted , he real ly  was a Trotsky i te .  That  "T" i n  h i s  cr ime­

d escription fo ld er ( " A n t i - So v i e t  T ro t s kyi te A c t i v i t i es " )  wo u l d  

h a ve dramatical ly  wo r�e n ed h i �  fi r�t t wo t erms .  H e w a s  t r ied a n d  
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sentenced a third time in 1943-for having pr�ised Ivan Bunin­
and reclassified as a mere Anti-Soviet Agitator. He got out of 
Kolyma in 1951  and,  after two years of  internal exile, he got out 
of Magadan .  Then he wrote Kolyma Tales. 

Nature simplifies i tself as it heads toward the poles (and we 
head north now because so many scores of thousands were doing 
so, as Stalin's rule developed, and as the camps crazily multi­
plied ) .  Nature simplifies itself, and so does human discourse: 

My language was the crude language of the mines and it  was 
as impoverished as the emotions that l ived near the bones. Get 
up, go to work, rest, citizen chief, may I speak, shovel, trench, 
yes sir, drill , pick, it 's cold outside, rain ,  cold soup, hot soup, 
bread, ration, leave me the butt-these few dozen words were 
all I had needed for years. 

Life was reduced. Kolyma Tales is a great groan from someone 
chronically reduced. Solzhenitsyn captured the agony of the 
gulag in the epic frame, in 1 ,8oo unflagging, unwavering pages. 
Shalamov does it in the short story-for him, the only possible 
form. His suffering in the gulag was more extreme, more com­
plete and more inward than that of Solzhenitsyn, who candidly 
observes: 

Shalamov's experience in the camps was longer and more bit­
ter than my own, and I respectfully confess that to him and 
not me was it  given to touch those depths of best iality and 
despai r  towards which l ife in the camp dragged us all. 

Shalamov told Nadezhda Mandelstam that he could have spent 
a l ifetime "quite happily" in the camp described in One Day in 

the Life of Ivan Denisovich . Whereas Kolyma, in the late 1930s 
(after Stalin's speech demanding worse conditions ) ,  amounted 
to negative perfect ion. Osip Mandelstam was on his way to 
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Kolyma, in 1938, when he died of hunger and dementia in the 
transit prison at Vtoraya Rechka. 

Kolyma Tales . . . .  Two prisoners take a long trek, at night, to 
exhume a corpse: they will exchange its underwear for tobacco. 
One prisoner hangs himself in a tree fork "without even using a 
rope." Another finds that his fingers have been permanently mold­
ed by the tools he wields (he "never expected to be able to 
straighten out his hands again") .  Another's rubber galoshes "were 
so full of pus and blood that his feet sloshed at every step-as if 
through a puddle." Men weep frequently, over a lost pair of socks, 
for instance, or from the cold (but not from hunger, which pro­
duces an agonized but tearless wrath) .  They all dream the same 
dream "of loaves of rye bread that flew past us like meteors or 
angels." And they are forgetting everything. A professor of philoso­
phy forgets his wife's name. A doctor begins to doubt that he ever 
was a doctor: "Real were the minute, the hour, the day . . . .  He 
never guessed further, nor did he have the strength to guess. Nor 
did anyone el se. " "I had forgotten everything," says one narrator: 
" I  d idn't even remember what it was like to remember. " All emo­
tions evaporate: all emotions except bitterness. 

In Volume Two of The Gulag A rch ipelago Solzhen i tsyn sharply 
d isagrees with  what he takes to be Shalamov's conclusion , tha t  

" [ i J n the  camp s i tua t ion h u man beings never rema in  human be­
i ngs--the camps were created to this end ."  Arguing for a more 

generous es t i mate  of  sp i r i t ua l res i l ien ce , So lzhen i tsyn add uces 

Shalamov's own person. Shalamov, after  a l l ,  never  bet rayed any­

one,  never denou nced, never i n formed, never sought the lowes t 

l evel . " Wh y  i s  t ha t ,  Va r lam Tikhonovich?" asks Solzhen i tsyn ( a nd 

note the coax i n g  pat ronym i c ) .  " Docs i t  mean tha t  you fou nd a 

foo t ing  o n  �omc stone-a nd d id  not  s l ide down a n y  fu rther? . . .  
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Do you not refute your  own concept with your character and 
verses?" A footnote then adds, "Alas, he decided not to refute it," 
and goes on to tell of Shalamov's "renunciation" of his own work 
in the Literatumaya Gazeta of February 1972. Here, for no clear 
reason, Shalamov denounced his American publishers and de­
clared himself a loyal Soviet citizen . "The problematics of the Ko­

lyma Stories," he wrote, "have long since been crossed out by life." 
Solzhenitsyn adds: "This renunciation was printed in a black 
mourning frame, and thus all of us understood that Shalamov had 
died. ( Footnote of l972. )"  In fact, Shalamov died in 1982. And even 
so, even metaphorically, Solzhenitsyn got the date wrong. 

Shalamov "died" in 1937, if not earlier. Despite its original i ty, 
its weight of voice, and its boundless talent, Kolyma Tales is an 
utterly exhausted book. Exhaustion is what it describes and ex­
haustion is what i t  enacts. Shalamov can soar, he can ride his 
epiphanies, but his sentences plod, limp and stagger like a work 
gang return ing from a twelve-hour shift .  He repeats himself, 
contradicts himself, entangles himself, as if in a dreadful dream 
of retardation and thwarted escape. In  a poem that made Sol­
zhenitsyn "tremble as though I had met a long-lost brother," 
Shalamov spoke of his vow " [ t ] o  sing and to weep to the very 
end." And this he did, with honor. But he had encountered nega­
tive perfection, as Solzhenitsyn had not; and it broke him. 

On the other hand, the book l ives, and to that extent Sol­
zhenitsyn's point remains pertinent. In "The Red Cross" Shala­
mov writes: 

In camp a human being learns sloth, deception and vicious­
ness. In "mourning his fate," he blames the entire world . . . .  
He  has forgotten empathy for another's sorrow; he simply does 
not understand it  and does not desire to understand it .  
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Shalamov did not forget empathy. In the four-page story "An 
Individual Assignment" the young prisoner Dugaev is working 
s i:xteen hours a day and fulfilling only a quarter of his  norm. He 
is surprised, one night ,  when his workmate Baranov rolls him a 
cigarette. 

Greedily Dugaev inhaled the sweet smoke of home-grown to­
bacco, and h is head began to spin .  

' ' I 'm gett ing weaker," he said. 
Baranov said noth ing. 

Dugaev has difficulty sleeping, and is losing the inclination to 
eat; his work deteriorates further. The story ends: 

The next day he was again working in the work gang with 
Baranov, and the fol lowing n ight soldiers took him behind the 
horse barns along a path that led into the woods. They came 
to a tal l  fence topped with barbed wire .  The fence nearly 
blocked off a small ravine, and in  the night the prisoners could 
hear t ractors backfir ing in the distance. When he rea l ized what 
was about to happen, Dugaev regretted that he had worked for 
nothing. There had been no reason for h im to exhaust h imsel f 
on this ,  his last day. 

The c iga ret te  Baranov  gave h i m :  tha t  was Dugacv's fi n a l  smoke. 
At the  momen t  of a r res t , wrote the poet , " yo u  t i re as in a 

l ifet ime ."  I n  Sha la mov's Kol yma , every moment  was tha t  k ind of 
moment .  

T h e  K i rov Murder 

O n  l kcember  2 ,  1 �3 4 ,  fJra wla so le m n ly i n formed i ts  readers t h a t  

on  December  1 ,  a t  J 6 : J o ,  i n  t h e  c it y  o f  Le n i ngrad i n  t h e  b u i l d i n g  

of  t he Len i ngrad Sovie t  ( fo rmer ly  Smol n y ) ,  a t  t h e  ha nds o f  a 
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murderer, a concealed enemy of the working dass, died Secretary 
of the Central and Leningrad committees of the All-Union Com­
munist Party (Bolshevik) and member of the Presidium of the 
Central Executive Committee of the USSR, Comrade Sergei 
Mironovich Kirov. The gunman was under arrest. 

As Pravda hit the stands, a special t rain containing Stalin and 
a numerous entourage was arriving from Moscow. 

At this point Borisov, Kirov's personal bodyguard, had only 
hours to l ive. 

The gunman , a "misfit" called Leonid Nikolayev, lasted till 
j ust after Christmas. Together with many other alleged conspira­
tors, he was shot (at night, in the cellars of Liteyni Prison ) .  About 
a million would follow in the Terror. 

On the open ing page of Stalin and the Kirov Murder Con-
quest writes: 

Single events-even accidental ones-have often turned the 
path ofh istory. The assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdi­
nand, j ust over twenty years previously, brought on a perhaps 
otherwise avoidable Great War. At any rate, that is the only 
individual crime (or dual crime, since the Archduke's morga­
natic* wife was also kil led) with which the Kirov murder can 
be compared. 

Enormous and sanguinary convulsions were helped into being 
by Nikolayev's bullet. Soviet society, wh ich had steadied into a 
kind of breadline normality after the epic flounderings of 1929-

33, was set to experience a new crescendo of the state's rage. For 
all its drama and complexity, however, the Kirov murder was 

* This word repays a visit to the dictionary: " (Of marriage) between man of 
high rank and woman of lower rank, who remains in her former station, their issue 
having no claim to succeed to possessions of father." So: a kind of pre-nup. 
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essentially a monstrous diversion: a red herring the s ize of a killer 
whale. It was something of an irrelevance even for Kirov. The 
Terror was coming anyway, and he would have been among its 
chief vict ims. 

Nearly al l historians are 99 percent certain that Stal i n  over­
saw the Kirov murder through the Moscow Cheka (and one wel l­
placed commentator, Volkogonov, calls it "certain" ) .  I am now 
told that post-glasnost research has rendered this view more 
doubtfu l . *  All cui bono? considerat ions point to Stalin: he had at 
least a dozen reasons for wanting Kirov dead (or 300 reasons: 
those votes at the Congress of Victors ) .  No other event would 
have served Stal in so well as a springboard for mass repression . 
And the subsequent fates of nearly every key player in the mur­
der (no man, no problem) speaks of Stalinist assiduity. True, the 
crime and the cover-up were haphazardly managed; it is particu­
larly hard to understand the Cheka's selection of Nikolayev, a 
figure of a lmost epi leptic i nstability. But he finished the job: 
Kirov was dead. Anyway, Stal in's gu ilt i n  the matter, when set 
bes ide h is greater guilt ,  is another near- i rrelevance. Perhaps we 
should throw our hands in the air and attribute Nikolayev to 
mere Stal i n ian voodoo, l ike h is magically timed, stroke- inducing 
affronts to Len in in  1922-23 . The point is that the momentu m 
for terror had already ga thered. K i rov's murder gave rise to  a 
prodigious ly exaggerated version of the Rohm pu rge ( J une 30 ,  

1 934 ) ;  bu t  i ts rea l eq u ivalen t was the Reichstag F i re of the previ -

' J . A r c h  C .c: t t y  a n d  I t  T.  M a n n i n g  ( ed� . ) :  Srali11isr Terror: New l'aspc·crivt·s . 
( ,c:t t y  ca l l s  t he  � ta ndard i n t e rpret a t ion  " fo lk lor ic ."  Rev i , ion  lwgt· t�  rev i s ion .  ( A  st i l l  

m o r e  rrccnt  hook �wing� t h e  a rgu men t  hack t h e  o t h e r  way. ) J f ( ;ct t y goes o n  revis­

mg a t  hi� cur ren t  ra te ,  he wi l l  e\ 'cn t ua l l y  he t e l l i ng u '  that  o n l y t wo peoplt• d ic:d in 

the  C reat Ter ro r ,  and that one  vc:ry r ich pea,a n t  wao; ' l i gh l l y  hurt  d u r i n g  Col lec t i v -
1 /..at lon .  
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ous year. Nikolayev simply saved Stalin the trouble of torching 
the Kremlin. 

The top Leningrad Chekists were in attendance when the 
night  train from Moscow pulled into the station. Stalin ap­
proached their chief, Medved, and, instead of patting him on the 
back, slapped him across the face. A student of Machiavelli, Sta­
lin knew that the Prince must be an actor. At Kirov's state funeral 
there was a more sinister piece of showmansh ip: Stalin kissed 
Kirov's corpse. 

Borisov, the personal bodyguard, was not with Kirov when 
Nikolayev struck ( it is thought that some Moscow Chekists de­
tained or distracted him at the door) . Late in the morning of 
December 2, he was sent by lorry to the Smolny, there to be 
interrogated by Stalin. On Voinov Street there was a minor acci­
dent. The driver and the three Cheka guards were unhurt .  
Borisov was dead. They had used iron bars on him in the back 
of the truck. 

Downward selection had long been about its work, and the 
cadres were ready; the punitive organs were ready. As Sergo Ord­
zhonikidze, who would kill himself three years later, remarked to 
none other than Sergei Kirov in January 1934: "Our members 
who saw the situation in  1932-33 and who stood up to it are now 
tempered like steel. I think that with people like that, we can 
build a state such as history has never seen." 

Children 

Svetlana was the Cordelia of the Stal in  children, in that love 
flowed, or seeped, between the tyrant and the daughter. This, 
unbelievably, is from Stalin's pen: 
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My little housekeeper, Setanka, greet ings!  
I have received al l  your letters. Thank you for the letters! I 

haven't replied because I 'm very busy. How are you passing 
the t ime, how's your  English, are you well? I 'm well and cheer­
ful, as always. I t 's lonely without you, but what can I do except 
wait .  I kiss my little housekeeper. 

One assumes that the above predates Nadezhda's suicide in 1932 

(when Svetlana was s ix ) .  At that point, Svet lana would write, 
someth ing "snapped ins ide my father"; " inwardly things had 
changed catastrophically." Outwardly, too: Stal in, at the time, 
was personally supervising one of the greatest man-made disas­
ters in history; and Nadezhda's death, as we have seen, was a 
political as well as a personal indictment. Thereafter, in any case, 
family life and family feeling quickly evaporated. 

Stal in's relationship with Svetlana effect ively ended in 1 943. 

The daughter's activities, l ike the sons' ,  were monitored by the 
organs, and wiretaps revealed that Svetlana was having an affa i r  
wi th a Jewish scenarist cal led Alexei Kapler, whom Stal in 
promptly d ispatched to Vorkuta (esp ionage: five yea rs ) .  "But I 

love h im !"  protested Svet lana. 

" Love ! "  screamed my fa ther, with a ha t red of the very wo rd I 
can sca rcely  con vey. And fo r the  fi rst t i me i n  h i s  l i fe he s lapped 

me across the fa ce, tw ice . " J ust  look,  n u rse, how low she 's 

s u n k ! "  H e  c o u l d  no  longer  rest ra i n  h i msel f. " S u c h  a wa r go i n g  

o n ,  a n d  she 's  busy t h e  w h o l e  t ime  fuc k i n g ! "  

There fo l l owed a lo n g  es tra ngem e n t ,  p u n c t u a t ed b y  occasion a l  

c r u e l t ies ,  occas iona l  t h a ws . W h e n  t hey spent  so m e  t i m e  toge t her  

in  the  ear ly  1 9 50s ,  Svet l a n a  repo rts  tha t  " [ w ] e  had  n o t h i n g  to  say 
to  o n e  a n o t h e r . "  Th i s  i �  K h ru�hchcv :  
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He loved her, but he used to express these feel ings of love in a 
beastly way. His was the tenderness of a cat for a mouse. He 
broke the heart first of a child, then of a young girl, then of a 
woman and mother. 

Stalin l inked Svetlana to Nadezhda and to his own most spectac­
ular failure. Still , there had been paternal love-reflexive and 
perfunctory, perhaps, but love. The boys had to get along with­
out it. And while Svetlana, with her marriages, her wanderings, 
went on to have a pained but articulate l ife, Yakov and Vasily 
were doomed. 

Vasily ( 1921-62 ) ,  Svetlana's ful l  b rother, has a present-day 
analogue in the person of Uday Hussein. *  The children of these 
autocrats, unl ike the autocrats, grew up in a scripted real ity, and 
faced a different kind of assault on their mental health. Nor were 
Vasily Stal in's prospects improved when, after h is mother's sui­
cide, Stal in absented h imself too, entrusting Vasily's nurturance 
to Vlasik, the head of h is security guards. Also Stalin is said to 
have regularly beaten Vasily, a l i ttle implausibly, given his other­
wise religiously observed indifference to him ( there is no doubt 
that he beat Yakov, with method and invention ) .  The main dif­
ficulty facing the child of an autocrat, I imagine, is that reality 
won' t  tel l you what you ' re worth . Later you will notice that 
everyone is terrified of you (except of course your father ) .  Vasily 
decided to become a fighter pilot. In his Stalin: Triumph and 

Tragedy, Colonel General Dmitri Volkogonov takes a scandalized 
look at the personal dossier of Lieutenant General Vasily Stalin. 

• A reputedly prolific rapist and murderer, Uday, we are rel ieved to learn , is 
now in a wheelchair following an assassination attempt. Like Uday, Vasily was 
the kind of young man who thinks it's funny to fire l ive rounds at restaurant 
chandel iers. 
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A record of dazzling promotions ( "deputy and later commander 
of the Air Force" )  is  interleaved with numerous confidential re­
ports about Vasily's incompetence (and brutishness ) .  "Showered 
with honors and the blessings of well-wishers seeking their own 
ends," Volkogonov goes on,  "Vasily had, almost unnoticed, be­
come a fully-fledged alcoholic. " 

Three weeks after Stal in's death Vasily suffered a demotion :  
he was, in  fact, dismissed from the service (and forbidden to  
wear mil itary uniform) .  He was thirty-two, and died n ine  years 
later. Khrushchev found him uncontrollable. There were periods 
of prison and exile. He said that he was thinking of becoming 
the manager of a swimming pool. At the age of forty he was an 
invalid. There were four wives. There were seven children; three 
of them-to stress, in parting, an apparently sympathetic anom­
aly-were adopted. 

Yakov ( 1907-43 } ,  the half-brother, Yekaterina's boy, suffered 
the most dramat ically and movingly. Stalin really hated him. It 
took me several days of subliminal work to accept this. The stan­
dard interpretation may seem ridiculous, but i t  i s  probably the 
right interpreta t ion. We have seen something of Stalin's violent 
insecu r i t y  about his provenance. This insecurity was now tu rned 
on Yakov. S ta l in hated Yakov because Yakov was Georgian .  
Yakov was Georgian because h i s  mother was Georgian; Yakov 
was Georgian because Stal in was Geo rg i a n; yet S ta l in  ha ted 
Yakov because Yakov was Georgia 1 1 .  The rac ia l  and reg ional  ten­
sions within the USSR cons t i tu te an enormous subject , but  Sta­

l i n 's case was, as usua l ,  ou t landish.  We h ave to imag ine a 

p r i m i t i ve p ro v i n c ia l  wh o ( by 1 930 or so )  had s ta rted to t h i nk of  
h i msel f as a se l f- made Pe ter  t h e  G reat :  an I van the Terr ib le  w h o  

h a d  go t  where he  wa s 0 1 1  merit. Thus S ta l i n  was R u s s i a  person i -
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fied; and Yakov was Georgian. Yakov is said also to have been of 
a mild and gentle disposition, to his father's additional disgust. 

Raised Ly h is maternal grandparents, Yakov joined the Stalin 
household in the mid-1920s. He spoke little Russian, and did so 
with a thick accent ( l ike Stalin) . Nadezhda seems to have l iked 
him and fully accepted him. But Stalin's persecution was so sys­
tematic that toward the end of the decade Yakov attempted sui­
cide. He succeeded only in wounding h imself; and when Stalin 
heard about the attempt he said, "Ha! He couldn't even shoot 
straight" (Volkogonov has him actually confronting h is son with 
the greeting, "Ha! You missed !" ) .  Soon afterward Yakov moved 
to Leningrad to l ive with Nadezhda's family, the Alliluyevs. 

Like Vasily, Yakov joined the armed forces, as a lieutenant 
( rather than a field marshal ) ,  reflecting his more peripheral 
status. He was the better soldier, and fought energetically until 
his unit was captured by the Reichswehr. This placed Stalin in a 
doubly embarrassing position. A law of August 1941 had declared 
that all captured officers were "malicious tra itors" whose famil ies 
were "subject to arrest ." Thus Yakov came under the first cate­
gory-and Stalin came under the second. As a kind of compro­
mise, Stalin arrested Yakov's wife. When the Nazis tried to 
negotiate an exchange, Stal in refused ("I have no son called 
Yakov") .  He feared all the same that the supposedly feeble Yakov 
might be pressured into some propagandist exhibition of disloy­
alty. He need not have so feared. Yakov passed through three 
concentration camps-Hammelburg, Lubeck, Sachsenhausen­
and resisted all intimidation. I t was precisely to avoid succumb­
ing (Volkogonov believes ) that Yakov made his decisive move. In 
a German camp, as in a Russian, the surest route to suicide was 
a run at the barbed wire. Yakov ran .  The guard did not miss. 
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We have seen what Stalin did to the famil ies of Yekaterina 
and Nadezhda. Yakov's wife was Jewish , and Stalin had opposed 
the marriage for that reason. Nonetheless she was released after 
on ly two years in prison: a rare manifestation of slaked appetite. 

Reason and the Great Terror-! 

The question of Stalin's san i ty is one we will keep having to come 
back to. Compromised by power ( and by increasing isolation 
from unwelcome truths ) ,  his sense of real ity was by now unques­
t ionably very weak; but i t  would be wrong to think of him in a 
continuous state of cogn it ive disarray. Th is underestimates h is  
vani ty and h i s  pedantry. He habitually assessed himself in the 
context of legit imizat ion :  world-historical legi t imizat ion.  And at 
times his i n ternal world was lu ridly cogent .  

Fi rst he looked to Lenin .  I t  hadn't  been d i fficult to find a 
Len in ist warrant for Collect ivizat ion :  state monopoly of food had 
always been considered a worthy socia l ist goal . F inding a Leni n ist 
warrant for the massacre of Len in ists was more up h i l l . Pondering 
the impl icat ions of the Kirov m u rder, Stal in wou ld have reca l led 
A ugus t 1 9 1 8 .  The attempted assass inat ion of Len in  (and,  on the  
same day, the  successfu l  assassi nat ion of  U r i t sky, h ead of  the Pe­
t rograd Cheka ) had lau nched the Red Terror, which, however, 
wa� d i rec ted o u tward . S ta l i n  wa nted it d i rected inward, too.  
Len i n  fwd p u rged t h e  Par ty ,  a n d  a p p ro ved of  pu rges ( q uo t ing 
La�'>a l l e  to M a rx :  "a  party  grow� s t ro nger by pu rg ing  i t sel f" ) ,  b u t  
h i �  w a '>  a pape r pu rge, a " q u ie t" t error,  deal i n g o n l y  i n  ex p u l ­

� i o m ,  l i ke t h e  o n e  S t a l i n  wa� prmec u t i ng i n  t h e  pe riod I l)JJ-35 · 

Robert  C. Tucke r e l a bora t e� :  
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After 1917, when membership in  what was now a ruling party 
grew attractive to careerists and the l ike, Lenin  looked to the 
purge as a means of weeding out such people . . .  and on one 
occasion he even called for a "purge of terrorist character"­
specifically, summary trial and shooting-for "former officials, 
landlords, bourgeois and other scum who have attached them­
selves to the Communists . . . .  " 

For Stalin these were tantalizing words. 
He spoke often and interestedly about purging from as early 

as 1920. "The purge theme in [ Lenin's] What Is To Be Done?," 

writes Tucker, "struck a responsive chord in the young man." 
He praised purging again in 1927: " What did Len in  seek then 
[ in his Party reshuffle of 1907-08 ] ?  One thing only: to rid the 
Party as quickly as possible of the unstable and sniveling ele­
ments, so they wouldn't get in  the way. That, comrades, is how 
our party grew." Tucker continues, in a rather uncharacteristic 
passage: 

After saying this, Stal in went on: "Our party is a living organ­
ism. Like every organism, i t  undergoes a process of metabo­
lism: the old and outworn moves out; the new and growing 
l ives and develops. " In  brief, party people opposed to him were 
shit. 

The drive to purge was career-long. Purging was hard, and hard­
ness was a Bolshevik virtue. Stalin was never really sure that he 
was the cleverest or the bravest or the most visionary or even the 
most powerful. But he knew that he was the hardest. 

In his quest for precedent, Stalin went further back (skipping 
Marx and Engels, who were contemptuous of terror as malum 
per se) . When he mused about  his historical destiny, Stal in's 
thoughts turned to the great Russian tyrants, in particular Ivan 
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the Terrible ( the first to style himself Tsar) and Peter the Great 
( the first to style h imself Emperor) . By his various interventions 
in historiography and the arts, Stalin personally rehabili tated the 
image of Peter I ,  transforming him from "the premature indus­
trial capitalist and syphilitic sadist"* of  the orthodox view to an 
altruist ic modernizer and statebui lder. In Paris in 1937 Alexei 
Tolstoy ( the supreme hack and opportunist ) drunkenly admitted 
to direct influence on his own fiction and drama: 

[While I was working on Peter] the "father of  the peoples" 
revised the h istory of  Russia. Peter the Great became, without 
my knowing it, the "proletarian tsar" and the prototype of our 
Ios if! I rewrote i t  all over again in accordance with the party's 
discoveries . . . .  I don't give a damn!  These gymnastics even 
amuse me. You really do have to be an acrobat. 

Th us the Pe t ri ne  epoch ( 1682-1725 ) provided the model: bureau­
cratization , the deepening of enserfment, the la rge-scale use of 
slave labor, the entrenchment of the  punit ive o rga ns-and,  later, 
imper ial expans ion . 

Peter I was S ta l i n ' s lodes t a r d u r i ng the  Col lect iv iza t io n  pe­

riod. Lat e r  in the 1 930s ,  as the Terro r a pp roached , S ta l i n  looked 
to I va n  I V, I va n  Vas i l iev ich G rozn y-l va n t h e  D read.  A recre­

a t i o na l  h a n d s - o n  t o r t u rer,  a fro t h i n g deba u c h ee ( seven w i ves ,  
a n d  boasts  o f  " a  thousand v irgi n s" ) ,  and a para n o i d  psyc h o t i c  

( he m u rde red h i s  o w n  son ,  as i nc ide n t a l l y  wo uld  Pete r ) ,  o l d  I va n  

�eems a n  u n l i ke ly  ca n d i d a t e  fo r C o m m u n ist  rehab i l i t a t i o n .  B u t  

h e  w a s  a p u rger .  A n d  s o ,  i n  t h e  Sta l i n -sponso red h isto ry textbook 

o f  1 937 ,  Sovie t  schoolc h i l d re n  were now leade n l y  a d v i sed t ha t  

· · 1 h "  \ a l u .• hl�  fo r m u l .l l w n  1 \ ,  ;J t-:a l l l ,  Roh�rt  " I  U l k r r \ .  I I � ha� m. llk t h e  T�a r 
<, t.1 l 1 n t h � m �  v�r)' m ll l h  h i .,  own , a n d  i n  t h i �  \c:l l io n  I a m  �-:ra l c: fu l l y  i n d � h l l'd l o  h i �  

�talm J / 1  l'owa. 
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[ u ] nder the re ign of Ivan IV, Russia's pos�essions were en­
larged manifold. His kingdom became one of the biggest states 
in the world . . . .  Ivan discovered that he was being betrayed 
by the big patrimonial boyars. These traitors went into the 
service of the Poles and Lithuanians. Tsar Ivan hated the boy­
ars, who l ived in their patrimonies l ike l itt le tsars and t ried to 
l imit his autocratic power. He began to banish and execute the 
rich and strong boyars. 

As early as 1934, at the Congress of Victors, Stalin repeatedly used 
the obsolete word vel 'mozhi (which, l ike boyar, means grandee) to 
describe the laxer Party chieftains. And in a 1937 conversation with 
Sergei Eisenstein, even more ominously, Stalin echoed the Ivanian 
principle of destroying every traitor "together with his clan" ( rod: 

family and retinue) . In his correspondence with the organs during 
the Terror, Stalin used the alias "Ivan Vasilievich." . . .  

Iosif the Dread already had something else i n  common with 
Peter the Great and Ivan the Terrible: failure. The "enlightened" 
brutality of Peter's revolution from above, i t  i s  generally felt, did 
more to divide and deform the country than it did to elide it 
with Europe. Ivan's fai lure, by contrast, was near- infinite. The 
state simply disintegrated around him. His reign was followed by 
the Time of Troubles, a period of chaos and spasm c ivil war­
and a huge secondary purge of the population, cutting the census 
by about a third .  In  his attempt to account for Ivan's fai lure, 
Stalin said ( to the filmmaker Eisenstein) that Ivan was fatally 
hampered by religion. After murdering a boyar clan, Stalin in­
credulously related, Ivan would repent for a whole year instead 
of just getting on with the work. (This is a good example, not 
only of Stalin's ghoul ish practical i ty, but also of his congenital 
deafness to the spiritual ity of other people; he did not recognize 
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the souls of other people. ) ""  Also, Stalin said, there were "five" 
clans that Ivan had failed to liqu idate. Ivan's fai lure was a fai lure 
of rigor. 

In 1934, 1935, 1936, for Stalin ,  failure was the elephant in  the 
Kremlin office, study and living room, in the light and space of 
the various dachas, in the billiard saloon of the Crimean villa. 
During these inter im years Stalin was digesting failure, massive 
and irreversible failure. He had had political success, true. ( I t  
seems t o  be an oddity of the  Communist system that fa i lure, if  
sufficien t ly massive, and irreversible, tends to consolidate 
power. ) But his Second October had fa iled. 

Stalin couldn't fully bring himself to know what everyone 
knew. The most precipitous economic decline in  recorded his­
tory does not exactly go unnot iced. And there was the matter of 
the mi llions of dead, common knowledge throughou t the Party, 
and of some concern\ no doubt, even to an assembly as somnam­
bulist ic as  the Congress of Victors .  

The Great Terror was an emanation from Stali n 's body. I ts 
source lay in  the effort of the m ind to overcome the evidence of 
the gut .  

Show Trial 

Sta l i n  to ld Eisens te in ( whose two-part  /wm the Terrible a ppea red 

in the 1 940s )  t h a t  I va n  had u nwise ly  spa red " fl ve"  boya r  c la ns .  

He d i d n ' t  get th i s  fro m t h e  h i s tory books:  no such  n u m ber has  

ever  been spec i fi ed .  I t  appears that  S ta l i n  was t h i n k i n g  o f the 

· " The Pope? I !  o w  m . m y  d i v i � i o m  doc� l it' h a ve? " i s  S t a l i n ' s  m o s t  fa m o u s  

expre�\ I < Jn  of t h i '  m d i ffercncc .  
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popular n ineteenth-century play, Tsar Fidor Iovannovich, in 
which a character says that Ivan was survived by "five boyars." 

Nearly every night there were screenings in the private pro­
jection rooms in the Kremlin or the various dachas. Khrushchev 
says that Stalin was particularly keen on Westerns: "He used to 
curse them and give them proper ideological evaluation, but then 
immediately order new ones." Milovan Djilas was also invited 
to the Kremlin  movie theater; he noted that "throughout the 
performance Stalin made comments-reactions to what was 
going on, in the manner of uneducated men who mistake artistic  
reality for actual ity." One is  reminded, here, of the magnificent 
paragraph in The Truce, when Primo Levi joins the largely Rus­
sian audience at a p icture show in a Ukrainian transit camp:* 

I t  seemed as though the people in the film were not shadows 
to them, but flesh-and-blood friends or enemies, near at hand. 
The sailor was acclaimed at every exploit ,  greeted by noisy 
cheers and sten-guns brandished perilously over their heads. 
The policemen and jailers were insulted with bloodthirsty 
cries, greeted with shouts of "leave him alone," "go away," 
" I 'll get you," "kill them all . "  After the first escape, when the 
exhausted and wounded fugitive was once more captured, and 
even worse , sneered at and derided by the sardonic asymmetri­
cal mask of John Carradine, pandemonium broke out. The 
audience stood up shouting, in generous defence of the inno­
cent man; a wave of avengers moved threateningly towards the 
screen . . . .  Stones, lumps of earth, splinters from the demol­
ished doors [ earlier there was a showtime stampede ] ,  even a 
regulation boot flew against the screen, hurled with furious 

• The film was Tlze Hurricane ( 1 937) .  "Through miles of raging ocean he defied 
man's law!" ("The simple l ife on a South Pacific island is disrupted, not only by a 
vindict ive governor but by a typhoon. Tolerable island melodrama"-Hall iwell . )  
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precision at the odious face of the great enemy, which shone 
forth oversize in the foreground. 

Such a-what to cal l it?-lumpen, credulous primitivism, or 
imaginative semil iteracy, might help explain an aspect of the later 
Show Trials of the period 1936-38, in  which renowned Old Bol­
sheviks, including Bukharin, Kamenev, Zinoviev (and, in ab­
sentia, Trotsky) ,  "confessed" to a series of phantasmagoric 
crimes: namely, Stalin's confidence ( not at all widely shared by 
his circle) that world opinion would, as he said, "swallow it." 
Some \Vestern observers, it is true, took these unnatural melo­
dramas at face value; others ( like the American Eugene Lyons) 
were left "l imp with the impact of horrors half-glimpsed." The 
horrors were half-glimpsed, and Soviet citizens, it seems, half­
bel ieved the extorted confessions of the accused. This remark of 
Solzhenitsyn 's feels doubly significant: "I was keenly in terested 
in polit ics from the age of ten ; *  even as a callow adolescent I did 
not believe [ Judge Andrei ]  Vyshinsky and was staggered by the 
fraudulence of the famous trials . . . .  " Even a youth could in ­
st an t ly penetrate the imposture. Still , one can imagine a less ex­
ceptional child gradually losing this innocent certa inty and 
succumbing to the moral rot ,  and the floating reality, of mature 

Stal i n ism.  

I n  l a ter  years, as we have already ment ioned, Sta l i n 's c ine­
mat ic  tastes na rrowed.  Out  went the cowboy fi lms ,  the comed ies 
and m u s icals .  Sta l i n  preferred to watch propaga nda:  pseudo ­
newsreels abou t  l i fe on the  col lect ive farms. The boards groan 

' I . e . ,  fro m  1') 2 1l ,  t h e  yt:a r  of t he i n a ugura l  " S h a k h t y "  c a s e  ((i ft y - t h rcc lcch n i ­

C J a m  a n d  cngineo:r'  were acc u ,ed of i n d u , l r ia l  sahoto�ge ) .  T h e  S h o w  T r i a l s  were 

'> t a l m \  L O n t n b u u u n ;  t h ey rema i n  d i , t i n c t  fro m Len i n 's "d e momt ra t io n "  t r ia ls  o f  
the  earl y  1 1) 2< 1 \ ,  which  were  li xo:d h u t  n o t  \C r i p tcd.  ! loth  t ypes o f  t r i a l  u , c d  t o r l u ro:. 
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with fruit and vegetables, with suckl i ng p ig, with enormous 
geese. After the i r  banquet the reapers retu rn singing to the 
fields . . . .  What kind of pleasure did these portrayals give h im? 
Did he "believe" them-did he th i nk  they were "real"? 

Reason and the Great Terror -2 

"In my opinion," sa id  Khrushchev, "it was duri ng the w::tr th::t t 
Stalin started to be not qu i te right in  the head." Wel l ,  h� shou lrl 
know, but Khrushchev's view is a cur ious  o n e .  �m ggec;t ing  ;1. s i t  
does that the Stal in of 1 929-33 and 1 93t;-38 enjoyerl clnndJec;c; 
mental health. Not quite right? Stal i n  did many profoundly crazy 
things during the war, particularly in the period 1 941-43 . But 
common intuition turns Khrushchev's j udgment on i ts head . 
The Nazi invasion irrefutahly informed Stal i n  that h i s  a l ternate 
world was nonexistent, and this is why , as we'l l see, it stupefied 
and unmanned h im.  The Nazi i nvasion was an avalanche of rea l ­
ity. It made a colossal demand :  Stal i n  had to  reach down. reach 
back, and find and resurrect what was left of his  sanity. 

As early as September 1 941 ,  th ree months after the invas ion ,  
when Stalin was shown the trial protocols and "draft sentence" 
of his floundering commander- in -chief on the western front ,  he 
said, " I  approve the sentence [ execut ion ] ,  but tell Ulrikh to get 
rid of all that rubbish about 'conspi ratorial activ i ty. ' " And as late 
as 1946 (just before the psychosis resumed ) ,  Stal in summoned 
the rather-too-popular Marshal Zhukov to the Kremlin and side­
li ned him, saying, "Beria has just written me a report of your  
suspicious contacts with the  Americans and the British. He  
thinks you'll become a spy for them. I don't bel ieve that non­
sense ." So, dismayingly but with factual candor, Stal in  calls the 
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"reason" for the Great Terror exactly what i t  was: rubbish and 
nonsense . . . .  Analogously, he never asked his cit izens to fight 
the Great Patriotic War in order to defend Marxism-Leninism, 
the Revolution, or the dictatorship of the proletariat. He asked 
them to fight it in the name of Rus', of the Orthodox Church, of 
spangled tsarist generals . . . .  

There have been several attempts-none of them, perhaps, 
very ardent-to adumbrate a "rational" Terror. Stalin did it to 
preempt a fifth column in the event of war. Stalin did it to Rus­
s ify (or at least de-Semitize) the Party machine. Stalin did it to 
forestall any opposit ion to his intended rapprochement with Hit­
ler. Stal i n  did i t  to obli terate all memory of his indifferent per­
formance in the Revolution and the Civil War. Stal in did it to 
prevent the d issemination of the fact that he had once been an 

agent of the Okh ra na ( the Tsar's secret pol ice ) .  The absurdity of 
this last suggestion . (offered by certa i n  Old Bolsheviks, on no 
evidence ) prompts me to make one of my own: Stal i n  did it to 
create a favorable reception for his History of the Conmu m ist 

Pa rty of the Soviet Un ion (Bolsheviks): Short Co urse ( 1 938 )-thc 

ul t imate how-to  book on avo id ing arrest. 
I t is  m il d l y  and briefly tempting to argue th a t , d u r ing  t he 

1 9JOS ,  Sta l i n  p u rged every section of society t h a t  was capa b l e  of 
det h ro n i n g  h i m .  The peasan t ry co u l d  br ing  h im down ( as i t  had 

very nea r l y b ro u gh t Len i n  d own i n 1 9 2 1 ) ,  so h e  p u r ged i t ;  the  

Part y c o u l d  b r i ng h im d o w n ,  so  he p u rged i t ;  t h e  Cheka co u l d  

b r i n g  h i m  d o w n ,  so h e  p u rged i t ;  t he m i l i t a ry co u ld b r i n g  h i m  

down,  s o  h e  p u rged i t .  B u t  t he Co m i n t e rn  cou l d n ' t  b r i n g  h i m  

d o w n ,  a n d  h e  p u rged t h e  Co m i n tern-a l o n g  w i t h  every o t her  

Sov ie t  i ns t i t u t io n .  l i e n: i s  a n  o fte n - q u o ted joke :  t h e  Chek is t s  rap 
o n  t he d o o r  a t  fo u r  i n  t h e  morn i ng,  t o  be to ld , " Yo u 've go t t he 
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wrong apartment. The Communists l ive upstairs ."  Yet the num­
ber of Party members swept away in  the Terror has been de­
scribed as proportionately " tiny" and even " negligible. " The 
purge was truly exponential in character. Arrests were carried 
out on the basis of a quota per area; the arrestees were then 
pressured to implicate others; these others were then pressured 
to implicate yet others . . . .  

For the USSR the Terror constituted a vast and multiform 
deficit. Most obviously, and most irrat ionally, Stalin decapitated 
the armed forces, whose weakness could (and almost did) bring 
him down. According to the Soviet press (in 1987) ,  the military 
purge accounted for: 

3 of the 5 marshals 
13 of the 15 army commanders 
8 of the 9 fleet admirals and admirals Grade I 
so of the 57 corps commanders 
154 of the 186 divisional commanders 
16 of the 16 army political commissars 
25 of the 28 corps commissars 
58 of the 64 divisional commissars 
11 of the 11 vice commissars of defense 
98 of the 108 members of the Supreme Military Soviet 

Lower down, 43,000 officers were "repressed" between 1937 and 
1941. One soldier likened the purge to "a Tartar massacre," but 
even this understates the case. As Roy Medvedev put it : "Never 
has the officer corps of any army suffered such losses in any war 
as the Soviet Army suffered in this time of peace. " 

These "losses" were not only emblazoned across the pages of 
Pravda: as Alan Bullock notes, the government "took the trouble 
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to have the proceedings t ranslated and publ ished abroad." How 
were they interpreted in London , Paris and Washington, and in 
Berl in ,  as war neared? Moni tors of the purge would have to as­
sun te ei ther a) that all �ov1et society was writhing with incensed 
d1�affecuon or b) that Stal i n was a maniac . Berl in ( for instance) 
wo uld have known that  commanders Yakir and Feldman, both 

of them j ew:, (and both ot  them executed) ,  were uot working for 
the N azis. �o interpreta t ion b)  would have been l ikely to pre­
dominate.  After the army purge of 1937-38, it is certain, Hitler 
felt eas ier about Soviet m i l i tary strength , and his assessment was 
con tirmed by the Red Army 's prolonged humil iat ion at the 
hands ot t iny Finland in  the land- grabbing Winter War of 1939-
40, the Slavit:  mu l t i tudes being h orribly mauled by the blue-eyed 

�n 1pers in the i r  camouflaged ski su i t s .  H it ler  decided he could 
take Russia in a s ingle cam pa ign . 

Beria to Stal in on J une 2 1 ,  1 941 :  "My peop le and I ,  Iosif Vissa­
r io nov ic h S ta l in,  remember you r w ise pred ict ion : Hitler will not 
at tack i n  1 94 1 ! "  H i tler attacked the ve ry next day; and Stal in,  in 
Khrushchev's words , became overn ight "a bag of bones in a gray 

t u n i c . " Th i s  was the s trategic fru i t  of  the G rea t Terror . 

W-h y ,  t h e n �  LadJ tu(  fhe  br i�kest a n d  most ma t ter- of- fact kind 
o l  ,m �wer wo u l d go somet h i ng l ike:  to  ob l i tera te al l  poss ib le op­

p m i t i o n  t o  the develop m e n t  of  to t a l i t a r i a n  rule ( and ,  by se lec t i ng 
d o w n wa rd ,  to i n s ta l l  fres h  cad res o f  ca l low obed ience a nd bru ta l­
I t y ) .  Yd t h i � does n ' t  acco u n t  fo r t h e  ra n ge ,  dep t h a n d  d ura t i o n  
o f  t h l:  Te rro r ;  n o r, i n  p a r t i c u l a r, d o c s  i t  exp la i n  Sta lin 's  need for 

wnji:H iO I I ) .  'I he  u n t ra m mekd u�e  o f  t h e  dea t h  pen a l t y was somc­
t h mg S t ;1 l i n  ncnkd,  p h y � i <.. a l l y ,  v iscera l l y .  He a l so n eeded co n fcs­

� I u n .,-a n d  i n n u ml: rab h:  m a n - h o u r., were devo ted to  ex t ract i ng 
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them even in cases that were never intended to be made public. 
I t  had to do with the s ize-the totality, the negative perfec­
tion-of the surrender Stalin demanded of his victims. In  an 
especially fascinating chapter of The Great Terror ( "The Problem 
of Confession")  Conquest writes: 

The principle had become established that a confession was 
the best result obtainable. Those who could obtain it were to 
be considered successful operatives, and a poor [ Chekist ] had 
a short life expectancy. Beyond all this, one forms the impres­
sion of a determination to break the idea of the truth, to im­
pose on everyone the acceptance of official falsehood. In  fact, 
over and above the rational motives for the extraction of con­
fession, one seems to sense an almost metaphysical preference 
for it. 

Thus the Terror enforced Stalin's vers ion of reali ty (past and 
present ) .  I t  endeavored to concretize his alternate world. 

Again it is perhaps helpful to see Stal in,  not as a fixed or 
static entity, but one constantly warped and distended by office. 
The Terror brought Stalin more power; but it was in itself an 
unprecedented exertion of power, too: a double escalation. If, as 
the commonplace has it , power is a drug, then in some cases the 
drug will stop working unless the dosage is  increased­
exponentially in this instance. For Stalin, power was a thing of 
the senses and the membranes. And he invariably sought the 
upper l imit . Collectivization ended when the peasants were all 
collectivized (and the kulaks all dekulakized) .  The Terror-Famine 
ended when there was no one left to sow the next harvest. Gulag 
went on expanding until it seemed about to burst. The Terror 
continued until even the temporary prisons, the schools and the 
churches, were all full, and the courts were sitting twenty-four 
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hours a day. By then, 5 percent of the population had been ar­
rested as some sort of enemy of the people. It is often said that 
not a family in the country remained unaffected by the Terror. If 
so, then the members of those famil ies were also subject to sen­
tence: as members of the family of an enemy of the people. By 
1939, it is fair to say, all the people were enemies of the people. 

The question "why?"-in any kind of  narrative-is never 
quite satisfied by the answer "individual psychosis"; such an an­
swer feels l ike a hole or a loose end. Hence the revisionist talk of 
1936-38 as being a "consensus operation" ( 1 .  Arch Getty) ,  or as 
a time of "terror, progress, and social mobil ity" (Sheila Fitzpa­
trick ) .  These writers are in quest of something that isn't there: 
common sense. Another way round the lone-madman theory is 
to v iew the purges as a "logical" outcome of Bolshevik ideology 
and praxis. Having gone ahead with the dogmatic pol icy of Col­
lectivizat ion, and having reached the unexpected result of eco­
nomic and moral penury, what can a good Bolshevik do but 
become even more radical? One can say that  Stal in's psyche was 

perhaps u n iquely amenable to such a course. * Apropos, here, is 
Santayana's  defini t ion of the fanat ic :  he redoubles his efforts 
wh ile forgett ing h is a ims.  He doesn ' t  want to th ink or to know. 
He jus t  wants to believe. 

Nor sh o u l d  we neglect the obv ious poin t- t hat S t a l i n  did i t  
becau se S ta l i n  l iked i t .  H e  cou ldn ' t  he lp h i mself. The Terro r  was, 
in part, an ep isode o f  sens u a l  i ndulgence .  I t  was a bacch a n a l  

· On l y  � ta l i n ,  perhap� .  was capah le  o f p re�id i n g  over t h l· sy� t l· m i c  dl-fo rm i t y  

h e  had c rea ted.  H i '  d o u bled m i nd w a '  wd l � u i ted t o t h e  m e t h odology o f  " t he t wo 

t r u t h \ , "  a\ t h e  tlflfltl m l  p r i v a t e l y  c a l led i t .  M ;J J i a evoke� t h e u h i q u i t o m  u nr ea l i t y  
.J \  fo l l ow\ :  " I n  \h or t ,  t h ere i '  no \ U C h  t h i ng as  \oc i a ) i , m ,  a n d t h e  S o v i et U n i o n  
b u i l t  i t . "  
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whose stimulant was power; and the cycle became ever more 
vicious. Typically, Stalin emerged from his lost weekend much 
strengthened and refreshed; typically, too, the titanic hangover 
was reserved for his doppelganger, his alter ego, his fairground 
mirror-the USSR. 

I will close this section with a little kaleidoscope of unreason: 
"They don't put old women l ike me on tractors," a peasant com­
plained to her cellmates, thinking she had been denounced as a 
traktoristka (tractor-driver) rather than a trotskista (Trotskyite) ;  
when the time came to  acknowledge "excesses" in the unmask­
ing of Trotskyites, Stalin officially noted that these excesses were 
the work of Trotskyites as yet unmasked; all the directors of the 
major foundries in the Ukraine were arrested, and a few months 
later their replacements were arrested too (it was only the third 
or fourth batch that managed to keep their seats ) ;  one Byelorus­
sian commissar was arrested ( and shot ) for refusing to use tor­
ture, and other chiefs were killed simply for not killing enough; 
early in his reign Chekist Yezhov decreed that prison windows 
should be boarded up and prison-yard gardens asphalted over; 
any genuine spy was treated as an exotic and a celebrity by fellow 
prisoners; footballers, gymnasts, philatelists and Esperantoists 
were arrested for their connections abroad; a science student was 
arrested for having a pen pal in Manchester, even though his 
letters consisted almost entirely of Soviet propaganda; after a 
n ight-long interrogation, a ten-year-old boy admitted his 
involvement with a fascist organization from the age of seven 
(what happened to him? Before exact ing the supreme penalty, 
did they wait for his twelfth birthday? ) ;  a twelve-year-old boy 
was raped by his interrogator, protested to the duty officer, and 
was duly shot . . . .  I t  was later-in the 1940s-that a man was 
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sentenced to fifteen years for, among other things, "unfavorably 
contrasting the proletarian poet Mayakovsky with a certain bour­
geois poet," the bourgeois poet being Pushkin ,  whose centenary, 
as it happened, passed with some fanfare in that year of 1937. 

And so we must imagine the railway station at Kiev and the 
arrival of the special t ra in from Moscow conta in ing a large 
Cheka force led by Khrushchev, Molotov and Yezhov. The Chek­
ists have a quota: the enemies of the people they will be expected 
to unmask must comprise a minimum of 30,000 souls .*  That 
will mean 30,000 confessions. Given a ( low) "conveyor" average 
of forty grilli ngs per prisoner, that will mean over a million inter­
rogations. The Chekists will need their special rubber aprons, 
their special rubber hats, their special rubber gloves. 

Interventions 

Ph i losophy and polit ical economy were not the only specialisms 
in which Stalin ( that fabu lously overweening ignoramus) put 
h imself about .  Hitler confined his  cu l tu ra l  interventions to the 
fields where he fel t ,  wrongly ,  that he had a competence: a rt and 
arch i tectu re. But Stal i n 's su perbi ty was omn ivorous. H is i n ten ­

t ion ,  or  need , was t o  i n u ndate an en t i re society wi t h h i s  own 
qu idd i t y. And among Sta l i n 's cha racter is t ics we m ust now i n ­

c lude an i n fi n i te i m m u n i t y  t o  em ba rrassmen t . I n  Septe mber  

1 938 ,  as i f  s igna l i ng an  end to the  fu l m inan t  phase of  t he Terror, 

the Short Cou rse appea red and en t renched i tsel f  as S t a l i n 's offic ia l  

b i ography. By tha t  t ime most o f  t he  O ld  Bolshev iks ,  who knew 

· /·or  L o m p a r i v uJ :  t h ere were J .( ,ooo cxcL u l iom,  n a t ionwide ,  i n  t h e  l a � t  ha l f  
cen t u ry o f  · r  \ a r i � t  ru l e .  
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it to be false, were dead-but not all of them were. Over five 
hundred Old Bolsheviks put their signatures to a thank-you note 
to Stalin in the pages of Pravda in 1947 ( "with words of love and 
gratitude") . And there remains the impenetrable anomaly of the 
inner c ircle: Voroshilov, Molotov, Kaganovich, and so on. They 

knew, for example, that it was Trotsky, not Stalin, who had dom­
inated October and the Civil War; and they knew that Trotsky 
was not "a fascist spy. " How could Stal in tolerate the existence, 
let alone the constant proximity, of this little reservoir of silent 
truth? Was it not a daily, and a n ightly, reproach and reminder?* 
As earlier noted, Stalin had inflicted a blood wound on most of 
the men in his sanctum. This was int imate humiliation; and the 
collusion in Stalin's aggrandizement took the humil iation fur­
ther. Sti l l ,  the survival of the cronies ( increasingly precarious for 
all of them after the war) remains a serious lacuna in Stalin's 
personality mechanism. One thing it suggests is that he never 
"came to believe" in his own novel. 

You are inclined to imagine Stalin muttering a few words to 
Molotov (say) about the political ut ility of his personal deifica­
tion, but it must have been far more aggressive than that. After 
all, one of the purposes of the Terror, as Tucker asserts, was to 
impose on the Party a dramatic revision of Marx. I t  was a tenet 
of Marxism, as we have seen, that "personality" remained an 
" insignificant trifle" ( in Len in 's  phrase) when set against the 
master forces of h istory. Well , Stalin himself was a bellowed re­
buttal of that notion. His Marxism would have room for "he­
roes"-great men who, as he saw it, could detect pattern in the 

• Stal in worked with these men and spent most evenings in  their company. 
Dinner would usually end around 4 A . M .  Day became night for all the apparatchiki, 
to the further detriment of their Kremlin complexions. 
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tormenta of events and thus urge history fonvard. Such a one 
was Iosif Vissarionovich, " the universal genius," as he now came 
to be called. He owned the physical spaces of Russia. But he 
wanted the mental spaces too. He wanted to fan out into every 
mind. 

We cannot hope, as Stalin hoped, to be all- inclusive. Here 
are just a few examples. 

Astronomy. Research on sunspots was felt to have taken an un­
Marxist turn . In  the years of the Terror more than two dozen 
leading astronomers disappeared. 

History. This was naturally a dangerous trade in a period when 
the past was undergoing revision from above. But Party history 
and Russian h istory were far from being the only sensitive areas: 
parenthetical observations on Joan of Arc, the M idas legend, and 
Christian demonology, for example, could be taken as criminal 
deviations from the Moscow l ine. Stalin's gavel was of cou rse a 
heavy instrument. I n  1 937 the main school of Party h istorians 
was arrested en masse and accused of " terrorism." " [ I ) t  is ex­
t raord inary," writes Conquest, "how many of the leading te rror­

ist bands were headed by histor ians ."  Of the 1 83 members of  the 
Instit u te of  Red Professors just u nder  ha l f  were supp ressed .  

L ingu i s t ics .  I n  t h e  ea r ly 1930s  S ta l in  champio ned the  teach i ngs of  
N.  M a rr ,  who held a )  t ha t  language w a s  a c l a ss phenomenon 

( a  superst ruc t u re ove r the  re la t ion s of p roduc t io n ) , and  b)  tha t 
a l l  wo rd s d e r i ved fro m  t h e  so u nds  " ros h , "  " sa l , "  "bcr"  a nd 

"yo n . "  I . i ngu i s t i c i am who he ld otherwi  .. e were j a i led o r  sh o t .  I n  
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1950, when Stal in was seventy (and up to h is �rmpits in the Ko­
rean crisis) , he nonetheless found the time to write or at least 
supervise an enraged 10,ooo-word denunciation of the Marrists. 
This is Conquest, in a quietly typical strophe: " 'These academi­
cians,' [Stalin ] was horrified to have to report, 'had arrogated to 
themselves too much power."'  The Marrists were now removed 
in their turn. 

Biology. "Stalin made his most notorious intervention into sci­
entific life ," Tucker succinctly notes, 

by supporting an upstart plant b reeder, Trofim Lysenko, in a 
series of sensational projects to make agriculture flourish, 
which came to nothing, and a crusade to destroy the science 
of genetics, which succeeded. 

The USSR was full of little Stalins, but Trofim Lysenko was a 
middleweight Stalin ( l ike Naftaly Frenkel ) :  he was a vicious char­
latan who fought the truth with the weapon of violence. Of peas­
ant stock, and semi-educated, Lysenko followed Lamarck on the 
inheritance of acquired characteristics, in  defiance of elementary 
Darwinism. Twice in 1935 Lysenko had the opportunity to ad­
dress an audience that included Stal in .  On both occasions he 
attributed his most recent fa ilures to sabotage by hosti le col­
leagues. Stalin, who naturally responded to this theme (wrong­
headed debacles blamed on enemies ) ,  greeted the first speech 
with a cry of "Bravo, Comrade Lysenko, bravo ! ,"  and greeted the 
second with the bestowal of an Order of Lenin ( the first of eight ) .  
Serious biologists were now subject to arrest, and Lysenko "was 
on his way to the total pogrom of genet ics that he would carry 
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through in 1948 with Stalin's blessing." He remained influential 
well into the 1960s. * 

Religion. I t  may seem inapt to consider this matter under the 
heading of "interventions": Stalin's activities here were hardly a 
matter of theological nicety. From the outset the Bolshevik line 
had been "militant atheism." Apart from the imposition of pau­
perism and oppression, "no action of  Lenin's government," 
Richard Pipes believes, 

brought greater suffering to the population at large, the so­
called "masses," than the profanation of its rel igious beliefs ,  
the closing of the houses of worship, and the mistreatment of 
the clergy. 

I n  common with any other gathering of two or more people, 
organized worsh ip was "viewed as prima facie evidence of counter­
revolutionary intent ."  The brutal mauling of the church,  and 
part icularly the Russian Orthodox Church (backward, co rrupt, 
and fatally compromised by its l i nks with the Tsarist gendar­
merie ) ,  was perhaps pol i t ically in telligible: hence the loot ings and 
lynchings, the priest-hunts, the rigged trials,t the executions. But 

" To t h e  mort i ficat ion o f  Sergei N iki t i c h  Kh rushchev, who was a rocke t scien­
tb t  and kept  t el l i ng his  fa ther  that  Lysenkoism was without  rat ional  fou n d a t ion.  

See th e memoir  Kh rushchev 011 Klr rushclrcv, a pa rt ia l , l i m ited,  a n d  s t rangely hunor­
ablt:  book.  

tin t h ese t r i a l s  o f  1 9 22 d ozen s of pre la t es were cha rged w i t h  obs t r u c t i n g  the 

c o n fi sca t i o n  o f  c h u rch va l uab l es . Len i n  was aga in u s i n g t h e  192 1  fa m i n e  as  a po l i t i · 
ca l  convenience:  he cla i med t h a t  t h ese val u ables  would he u sed to dc:fray h u man i ­
t a r i an  a id .  They w o u l d  n o t  he so u sed .  Solzhen i t syn  giVl's us a moment  of 
t ramcendenta l  h ypocr i sy du r i ng t h e  t r i a l  of P a t r iarch T i khon . " I S J o i t  w;� s s;lc r i l t•ge 

acco rd i ng to t h e  I J w s  of t h e c h u r c h , "  sa id  t h e  l ' n: s i d i n g  J udge, " h u t  what was i t  

from t he  pomt of  v iew o f  lllt"rt}'? " 
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it was the regime's extraordinary intention to stamp out private, 
even individual, worship too ( aiming to replace "faith in God 
with faith in science and the machine") .  In one of their eerily 
postmodernist convulsions, the Bolsheviks deployed the weapon 
of orchestrated mockery: blasphemous and semi-pornographic 
street carnivals , with cavorting Komsomols garbed as priests, 
popes, rabbis. The press claimed that these parades were greeted 
with spontaneous delight, but the people, as a witness feelingly 
wrote, looked on with 

dumb horror. There were no protests in the silent streets-the 
years of terror had done their work-but nearly everyone tried 
to turn off the road when it met this shocking procession. I, 
personally, as a witness of the Moscow carnival, may certify 
that there was not a drop of popular pleasure in it .  The parade 
moved along empty streets and its attempts at creating laugh­
ter were met with dull silence . . . .  

Yes, and what kind of laughter would that  have been? During 
this period, church weddings were declared void (and funeral 
rites forbidden) .  Laughter and Leninism: the unholiest marriage 
of all. 

Quiescent in the later years of NEP, the assault on religion 
was resumed in 1929. While he collectivized and dekulakized, 
Stal in also desacralized. Priests were associated with kulaks, and 
classified with them, and shared their fate. One admires the scan­
dalized tone of this Chekist's accusation: "the local priest . . .  
came out openly against the closing of the church." Normally the 
bells were taken first ( their tolling, it was perfunctorily explained, 
disturbed the rest of hardworking atheists ) and later melted 
down for industrial use; icons were smashed or burned; the pro­
fane harlequinades were revived, with, assuredly, even less sue-
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cess than in the cit ies. By the end of 1930, So percent of the village 
churches had been closed, or converted to such uses as storage 
points for kulaks awaiting deportation.  Meanwhile, "proper 
steps" had been taken "to prevent prayer meetings at home." 

It  seems safe to say that by June 1941 religion had disappeared 
from Stalin's alternate world. But then reality reintruded, in the 
form of a rampant Wehrmacht: the greatest war machine ever 
assembled, and heading straight for him. He knew that h is citi­
zens would not lay down their l ives for socialism. What would 
they lay down their l ives for? Consulting this sudden reality, Sta­
l in saw that religion was sti l l there-that rel igion, funnily 
enough, belonged to the real. 

Voices from the Yezhovshchina * 

( i . )  
This is the  vo ice of Stepan Podlubny (b . 1 9 14 ) ,  a facto ry-school 

apprent ice :  

Decem ber 6 ,  1937. No one wi l l  ever know h o w  I made i t  

t h rough t h e  yea r o f  1 937 . . . .  I ' l l  cross i t  o u t  l i ke an u n necessa ry 
page, I ' l l  cross it o u t  and  ban ish it fro m my mind t h ough the 

b lack spo t  the  massive ugl y black  spot l i ke a th ick blood sta i n  

• Cen r ikh Ya goda hhot  i n  1 931! )  w a s  rep laced a s  head of t h e  C l ll' k a  hy N i k o l a i  

Yez h o v  ( �hot  i n  1 940 ) ,  who wa� i n  t u rn rep l aced h y  La v r e n t i  Be r i a  ( shot  i n  1 9 53 ) .  

Yezh o v ' s  per iod i n  o ffi ce  ( 1 936 -31! ) ,  a n d t h e  C real  Te r ro r  i h c l f, a rc �omct i nws 
La l lcd the rezii O \'Shcll i l la :  the t i m e  o f  Yczhov\ r u l e  . . . .  The q u o t es in the p re�cn t 
�ec t ion  a rc a l l  from l tl l i macy t l l ld "I<·rror: S111•it'l /Jia r it•s of ti l < '  I <JJOS , l·d i t l·d hy Vl-ro ­

n iq u c  ! .a r rm , :-.: a t .J i ia Kon:m·v�kaya a n d  T h o rn J '  L1 h uscn .  T h e  hoo k i s  hy t u rn s  

bo n n g, � t a r t l i n g ,  � i l ken i n g  a n d  i m p i r i ng. �onll' k n o w  i t  ;md M l l l l C  d o n ' t - h u t  a l l  

t h e  v o i ( C\ a rc u i pp lc:d .  
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on my clothes, will be with me most likely for the rest of my 
life. 

I t  will remain because my life during these 341 days of 1937 
has been as ugly and disgusting as the clotted blood that oozes 
out in a thick red mass from under the corpse of a man dead 
from the plague. 

The source of Stepan's distress is revealed in an earlier entry: he 
has been an informer since 1932. (Solzhenitsyn writes: "I  hesitate 
to sully the shining bronze countenance of the Sentinel of the 
Revolution, yet I must: they also arrested persons who refused to 
become informers ." )  The Podlubnys had been dispossessed as 
kulaks in 1929. Stepan's mother concealed her origins and was 
sentenced to eight years for this crime. The extracts end as fol­
lows: 

They consider her a danger to society. You'd think they'd 
caught a bandit, but even bandits get lighter sentences than 
that. Well, so what, you can't break down a stone wall with 
just your head. Can this be the end of justice on earth . No 
there will be justice. Many people have perished in the name 
of justice, and as long as society exists, people will be struggl ing 
for justice. Justice will come. The truth will come. 

Many years later Stepan Podlubny donated his diary to the Cen­
tral Popular Archives as "an act of repentance." 

( i i . )  
This is the voice of Leonid Potyomkin (b. 1914) , an engineer who 
would later be Vice Minister of Geology ( 1965-75 ) :  

Welcome to  the year 1935 in the country o f  Socialism! . . .  After 
class I go to a lecture: "The Low-life Scum of the Zinoviev 
Group and the City Administrative Committee Decision about 



188 M A R T I N  A M I S  

the Party Meet ing at the Mining Institute." The speaker is a 
charming young woman, a student in  our institute's graduat­
ing class. She is a good speaker and her Party spirit is enchant­
ing to watch and to listen to . . . .  

[ 10 July 1935 ] .  The perfect speech of the commissar of the 
regiment serves as an example of cogency in its presentation 
of clear thoughts penetrating the entire depths of the essence 
of phenomena. In terms of its enthusiasm, the clarity of its 
sound structure and the delightful culture of its language. With 
a deep awareness of the meaning of the words I uplift my voice 
with astounding force and join the chorus as we march to my 
favourite song, the march from the film Happy Fellows. 

Leonid had been to see Happy Fellows (which was incidentally 
the toast of Stalin's screen ing-room) back in January, when he 
doggedly noted that its "cheerfulness and musicality make for a 
pleasant spectacle, arousing cheerfulness in the spectator." 

( i i i . )  
This i s  the vo ice of Vladimir Stavsky (b. 1900 ) ,  General Secretary 
of the Un ion of Soviet Writers and Chief Ed i tor of Novy mir.* 

What  happ i ness !  
To celebrate the  New Yea r  w i th t h e  people nea rest and 

dea rest to  m y  heart !  My dear ,  darl i ng Lyu lya ! We 've been 

t h rough s o  m uch s u ffe r i n g ,  so m uch so rrow! But now the path 

to  happ iness is  befo re us!  The path o f  heroism a nd 

t r i u m ph ! . . .  Yo u a re so dear to me!  A fe l low h u m a n  be i ng in 

• \tav�ky  was k n o w n  a\ t h e  " exec u t ioner  of Soviet  L i tera t ure ."  For exa m ple, i t  
W a \  h l· who d en o u n ced ( hi p  l'vl a ndd s t a m . I l e  abo had a h i \t ory of  a l cohol ism ( the 
e d i t o r '  o l  lr l / 1 11 1 1 1<"}' awl  ·rerrur rern. trk o n  h i s  " t o r m e n t ed h a n d wri t i ng ,"  which was 

"dec i phered o n l y wi t h  gre.H d i ffi c u l t y" ) .  We c;l l c h  h i m  here i l l  a v u l nerable mo­

ment ( m id n i gh t on �ew Yea r \  l ·. ve ,  I <HK/J<J ) ;  .md i t  i s  o f  w u ne p<t i n fu l l y  dea r on 
m t crnal  ev Jdenle � lone  t h.u '> l i l v , k y  i �  \ l i n k i n g  d r u n k. 
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the best sense of the word. The snow is pouring down from 
the spruces and pines, I know. The night is darkest blue, and 
there's not a star in  the sky. But in our hearts, yours and mine, 
we have stars, and sky, and happiness! . . .  

My darling! The whole richness of l ife appears before my 
eyes, all of l ife beats in my heart, my beloved! 

And I want to live, together with the epoch, together with 
Stalin,  together with you, my beloved, my darling! 

And we will triumph! 
And we will be happy! 
I love you!  My darling! 

(iv. ) 

This is the voice of Lyubov Vasilievna Shaporina (b .  1879 ) ,  the 
founder of the Leningrad Puppet Theater and the wife of the 
composer Yury Shaporin: 

[October 10, 1937 ] .  The nausea rises to my throat when I 
hear how calmly people say it :  He was shot, someone else was 
shot, shot, shot. The words . . .  resonate through the air. People 
pronounce the words completely calmly, as though they were 
saying, "He went to the theatre ." . . .  

[October 22, 1937 ] . On the morning of the 22nd I woke up 
about three and couldn't get back asleep until after five . . . .  
Suddenly I heard a burst of gunfire. And then another, ten 
minutes later. The shooting continued in  bursts . . .  u ntil just 
after five . . . .  That is what they call an election campaign. 
And our consciousness is so deadened that sensations just slide 
across its hard, glossy surface, leaving no impression. To spend 
all n ight hearing l iving people, undoubtedly innocent people, 
being shot to death and not lose your mind. And afterwards, 
just to fall asleep, to go on sleeping as though nothing had 
happened. How terrible . . .  . 

[November 2, 1937] . . .  The poor girls, what they've had 
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to go through : in the morning their mother is taken away, and 
then they're picked up and taken to a place that is no better 
than prison . . . .  

I don't understand anything, i t  a l l  seems l ike a dream to 
me. In  the  morning they were still a family, and now there's 
nothing, everything has shattered. 

[ February 6, 1938 ] .  Yesterday morning they arrested Veta 
Dmitrieva. They came at 7 in the morning, locked them in  
their room and conducted a search . . . .  Veta sa id  goodbye to  
Tanechka (age 4 ) ,  she  said, "When I come back, you' l l  be  a l l  
grown up ."  

[ March u ,  1 938 ] . . . People i n  Moscow are in such a panic, 
i t ' s  made me sick, l i teral ly . . . .  I r ina's aunt, a lawyer, said that 
every night two or th ree defense lawyers from her office are 
arrested. lvlorloki was arrested on December 21, and on Janu­
ary 15  Le\·a , our s imple-minded theatre fan and prop man,  was 
exi led to Chita. At that rate they m ight as wel l  arrest the table 
or sofa . . . .  

l January 24, 1 939 ] . . . The city is freezing for lack of coal 
and firewood . Our theatre is us ing the bui ld ing of the Tram 
Wo rkers'  Park. You'd th ink that, even i f  they wo n 't g ive you 
any  books, you 'd at least be able to get some coal . There's not 
a n y, not a s peck , t h e y  do n ' t  even g ive it out t h rough offic ia l  
cha n n el s ,  and there won' t  be any befo re summer.  There's no 
fi rewood.  No electr ica l  su ppl i es , no stock i ngs,  no  c loth ,  no 
p a per.  If you wa nt t o  buy some ma nufact ured p rod u ct you 
have to spend a l l  day i n l i ne ,  and  stay overn igh t too . . . .  

[ Februa ry 1 9 ,  1 939 ] . . .  I .  I .  Rybakov d i ed-i n p ri so n .  

l\ l a ndeb t am d i ed i n  ex i le. People everywhere a rc i l l  o r  d y i n g . I 

h .tvc t he i m pre�� i o n  t h a t  t h e  w h o le wuntry i �  so c o m p le te ly  
exh..tu.,t ed t h a t i t  ca n ' t  l ight  off d i sease,  i t\ a fa t a l c o nd i t i o n .  
I t  ., be t t e r  t o  d i e  t h a n  t o  l i ve i n  co n t i n u a l  t e rro r,  i n  abject pov­
eny.  � t ;uv i ng. 

' ( h e  " e l ed i o n " refe r red to on October  22, t l)j7 ( " I r i n a  ca me 

horne fro m '>C hoo l  . t l ld  �:-� i d ,  ' They to ld  u �  t he re a rc m a ss a r rests 
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going on right now. We need to rid ourselves bf undesirable ele­
ments before the election ! ' " ) ,  was a charade designed to cele­
brate the new Stal in  Constitut ion.  On December 1 2  Lyubov 
Vasilievna Shaporina went along to cast her vote: 

Quelle blague! I went into the booth, where supposedly I was 
going to read the ballot and choose my candidate for the Su­
preme Soviet-"choose" means you have a choice. There was 
just one name, already marked. I burst out laughing uncon­
trollably, right there in the booth, just l ike a child. I t  took me 
a long time to compose myself. I leave the booth, and here 
comes Yury, stony-faced. I l ifted my collar and ducked down 
into it so that only my eyes were visible; it was just hilarious. 

Outside I ran into Petrov-Vodkin and Dimitriev. V.V. was 
going on and on about some irrelevant topic and laughing 
wildly. Shame on them for putting grown people in  such a 
ridiculous, stupid position. Who do we think we're fooling? 
We were all in st itches. 

There has never been a regime qu ite l ike it, not anywhere in the 
h istory of the universe. To have i ts subjects simultaneously quak­
ing with terror, with hypothermia, with hunger-and with 
laughter. 

Ech . . . .  

The day before Lyubov Vas il ievna Shaporina basked in  "the sun 
of the great Stal in Constitut ion," Stali n  himself addressed the 
voters and candidates who had gathered in the vast auditorium 
of the Bolshoi Theater: 

Never before in the world have there been such genuinely free 
and genuinely democratic elections, never! H istory knows no 
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other example [ applause] . . .  our elections are the only genu­
inely free and gen uinely democratic elect ions in the whole 
world [ loud applause) . . . .  

Stal in's appearance was an unexpected treat, that night at the 
Bolshoi. "The audience rose as one as he took the rostrum," 
wri tes Volkogonov, and the "storm of applause lasted for several 
minutes . "  Stalin began his oration in jovial style: 

Comrades, I must admit I had no intention of speaking. But 
our respected Nikita Sergeyevich [ Khrushchev ] dragged me 
here, I m ight say, by force . . . .  

Of course, I could have said something light about any­
thing and everything [ laughter ) . . . .  I understand there are 
masters of that sort of thing not just in the capitalist countries, 
but here, too, in our Soviet country [ laughter, applause ] . . . .  
But sti l l ,  as I 'm out here now, I rea lly should say something 
[ loud applause ] . I have been put forward as a cand idate for 
Deputy . . . .  Wel l ,  i t 's not done for us Bolsheviks to decl i n e  

responsib i l i ty. I accept i t  wi l l ingly [ stormy, prolonged ap­
plause ] .  For myself, comrades, I wa nt t o  assure y o u  that yo u 
c a n  co un t on Com rade Sta l i n  [ a  sto rmy, prolonged ovation ] .  

Th i s  was some scene.  G ro u n d  zero o f  the G rea t Terror-a nd 

here was t h e  Pa rty, j o i n ed i n  a pa n ic a t tack of co l l us ion in  ye t 
a n other  e n o r m o u s  l ie. They c la pped , they l a u gh ed . D i d  he l a ugh? 

Do we hea r  i t- t h e  "soft ,  d u l l ,  s ly l augh , "  the " gr im , da rk l a u gh ­

t e r ,  w h i c h  comes u p  fro m t h e  depths"?  

Whi le  I was get t i n g  t h ro ugh t h e she l f o f  hooks I ha ve read a b o u t  
h i m , t h e re w e r e  fo u r  occa s i o n s  w h e n  S t a l i n  m a d e  me l a u gh . 

La ugh u nd i sgus tcd l y  a n d  w i t h  wa rm t h ,  a s  i f  he we re a com i c  
c rea t i o n  go i ng enjoya b l y  t h ro u gh h i s  h o o p s .  These a rc a l l t h i ngs 
S t a l i n  sa id. N o t h i n g  S ta l i n  did m a kes yo u l a u gh .  
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One. On hearing that his grain-collectioil campaign of 1927 
had fallen far short of its norm, Stalin identified the situation as 
"a kulak strike ! "-reaching, with charming reliability, not for 
one but for two categories of execration .*  

Two. There is something inimitably Stalin in the remark he 
was "in the habit of  repeating" after the war, according to Svet­
lana. He was in the habit of repeating: "Ech, together with the 
Germans we would have been invincible." I t  is not so much the 
shocking cynicism (and ideological debauchery) of the senti­
ment; rather, one thrills to the boundless realpolitik packed into 
that humble, provincial, mountain-dwelling three-letter exple­
tive, Ech . . . .  

Three. This concerns the terrible case of Pavel Morozov. 
Pavel ( "Pavlik" ) was a fourteen-year-old peasant boy who, in the 
early 1930s, denounced h is father ( for kulak leanings ) .  The father 
was shot. And Pavlik was soon after murdered by a band of vil­
lagers said to include h is grandfather and his cousin. Stalin 
briefly interrupted h is preparations for exalting Pavlik as a hero 
and martyr of socialism ( statues, songs, stories, inscription in 
the Pioneer "Book of Heroism," the Moscow Palace of Culture 
renamed in his honor) , to remark, privately: "What a little swine, 
denouncing his own father ."t 

Four. On June 29 ,  1941 ,  a week into the Nazi invasion, S talin 
attended a meeting with the mil itary and learned the true d imen­
sions of the discomfiture-and the true dimensions of his own 

• I would later read that Stalin was simply echoing Len in,  who, faced with a 
similar disappointment, referred rather less pithily to "a kulak grain strike." 

tConquest makes the parenthetical point that Stal in,  it would seem, harbored 
no decisive resentment toward his father. Iosif Vissarionovich was perhaps mildly 
susceptible to the verities he set out, in the interests of political security, to eradi­
cate. 
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miscalculation, paralysis, wil led myopia, and lack of nerve. 
"Lenin left us a great inheritance and we, his heirs ," said Stalin 
"loudly," and searching for the appropriate modulation at this 
world-historical node, "have fucked it all up." *  

In  the nightmare of the dark I 

All the dogs of Europe bark 

We should consider him, for the time being, not as a political or 
ideological entity but as a physical system, a will, a consti tut ion, 
a quivering organism. 

Stalin's summary of the situation on June 29 seemed fa irly 
accurate-and would have seemed entirely so if he had recast the 
sentence in the first-person singular. Soviet unpreparedness for 
the Nazi invasion is of course legendary. And Stal in's refusal to 
believe in its imminence was no mere perversity or derel iction: i t  
was the result of herculean self-hypnosis. He  staked his be ing on 
it ;  and he lost. When the news came through (" they are bombing 
our  cities" ) ,  S ta l i n's psyche s imply fell away. I t  p rostrated h i m; 

he became a bag of bones in a gray tun ic; he was nothing bu t  a 
power vacuum.  

Desp i te  the  global astonishment i t  caused, the  Nazi -Soviet 
Pact of  1 939 was a const ruable move on Sta l in 's part, even an  
obvious one, given the  d i l a to ry hauteur of  t h e  Allies' approaches 

' I  fol low Vo l kogonov's  ph ras ing .  The: less  e l a bo ra te " Lc:n i n  fo u n d ed t h i s  s t a l e ,  

a n d  wc:'vc fucked i t  u p "  i �  g i v e n  hy m o s t  h i s t or ia n s ( a nd I h a ve c o m e  a c ross " A l l  

t h a t  Len i n  c rea t ed we have lo� t . "  pres u m a b l y  i n  � o r n e:  t r a m i t i o n a l  vers ion o f  
cvcn t s ) .  B u t  Colone l  Cenera l  Vo l kogo n ov h a s  a n a t u r a l  a u t h o r i t y  o n  t hc w a r  yea rs.  

H ereabo u t s  his pages arc a n ecdo t a l l y  r ich w i t h  t h ree gen e ra t i o n s  of  t o p - h rass  t a ble 

ta l k. 



K O B A  T H E  D R E A D  195 

to Moscow. It was the later, supplementary �greement, the Bor­
ders and Friendship Treaty, that Volkogonov regards as "Stalin's 
greatest mistake." In  the USSR Nazism had always been 

properly defined as a terroristic, m ilitaristic, d ictatorial regime 
and the most dangerous phalanx of world imperial ism. To So­
viet minds, it was the embodiment of the class enemy in con­
centrated form . . . .  I t  is now difficult to establish p recisely who 
suggested introducing the word "friendship" into the t i tle of 
the treaty. If  i t  was the Soviet side, i t  testifies to political mind­
lessness. 

The way Stalin saw it, the imperialist powers would embroil 
themselves in a marathon bloodbath in Europe, after which a 
strengthened Red Army would do some empire-building of  its 
own among the ruins. This dream was rather seriously under­
mined when Hitler took France in six weeks-leaving Stalin pac­
ing the floor and giving vent to many a "choice" obscenity ( the 
adjective is Khrushchev's) .  By June 1941 Hitler's war record went 
as follows: Poland in twenty-seven days, Denmark in twenty-four 
hours, Norway in twenty-three days, Holland in five, Belgium in 
eighteen, France in thirty-nine, Yugoslavia in twelve, and Greece 
in twenty-one. Hitler had never been diffident about his plans 
for the USSR. In Mein Kampf (1925) he had proposed to cut 
a path eastward with fire and sword, and to enslave the Slavic 
undermen. After he came to power Mein Kampf was aggressively 
reissued "with no deletions." Even Stalin fully accepted that i t  
was only a question of when. In  the broadest sense Soviet prepa­
rations for war were gargantuan, but they were off-center, and 
fatally medium-term. 

Stalin received not fewer than eighty-four written warnings 
of the coming attack, from sources as various as Richard Sorge 
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(his masterspy then stat ioned in the German Embassy in Tokyo) 
and Winston Churchill (who had decryptions from Bletchley 
Park ) .  Any reasonably observant passenger on the Moscow­
Berlin railway line would have prophesied war; for weeks, men 
and munit ions had been thundering east , to form the largest 
concentration of poised violence ever. In the early months of 1941 

there were 324 violations of Soviet airspace by German recon­
naissance planes (which, if  forced to  land, were repaired and 
when necessary refueled by Soviet engineers ) .  The German am­
bassador in Moscow d ismantled all precedent by giving the exact 
day; a German deserter earned summary execution (as a provo­
cateur) by giving the exact hour. Russian  commanders who put 
their troops on alert were sharply menaced from above (even 
by such comparative real ists as Zhukov) .  On June 14 an official 
statement dismissed rumors of war as "clumsy fabrications. " At 
this time all German vessels left al l  Russian ports. On June 21 

Lavrenti  Beria demanded the recall of the Soviet minister in Ber­
l i n  for "bombarding" him with dis information, promising, 
moreover, " to grind him to dust" in the gulag. 

J ust after midnight  on June 22 the goods tra in laden with 
Sovie t-donated materiel , bound for Berl in ,  crossed the border. * 
Soviet front ier guards could hear the eng ines of  the tanks as they 
maneuvered into pos i t ion . . . .  At three o'clock in the  m o rn i ng, 

j u s t  outside M oscow, Stal in sought his couch in the K u n tsevo 

dacha.  The even ing  meal had perhaps been l igh ter  a n d br iefer  
than u s u a l :  many o f  the top co m m issa rs we re al ready head ing 

' I n accord.ul Ce w i t h  t h e  Pact \ rec i p rocal  t rade deal\ ,  ( ;erm a n  comignmen t s  
were genera l l y  \ k i rn p )' a n d  t a rd y. R u \� ian  comigu mcl l l \  Wl'rc  a l wa y� fiercd y p u n c ­

t ua l  ( a nd  o ft e n  t op ped u p  hy d i rect o r d e r  from S t a l i n ) .  Th i s  par t i c u l a r  goods t ra i n  
w a �  of  c o u r\e t h e  l a \ 1 .  
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south for their summer holidays. "Stalin had hardly laid his head 
on the p illow," writes Volkogonov, when Zhukov called the 
dacha and told the duty officer: "Wake him up immediately. The 
Germans are bombing our cit ies ."  When Stalin came to the 
phone Zhukov told of the air attacks on Kiev, Minsk, Sevastopol, 
Vilna . . . .  "Did you understand what I said, Comrade Stal in?" 
He could hear the sound of Stalin's breathing. Again he asked: 
"Comrade Stalin, do you understand?" Only when the German 
embassy confirmed that the two nations were now at war ("What 
have we done to deserve this?" cried Molotov) did Stalin give the 
order to begin fighting back. 

Before we consider the psychological peculiarities of the case, 
i t  is necessary to register the gravity of Stalin's misreading, and 
the price of his tenaci ty in error. In the first weeks of the war the 
Soviet Union lost 30 percent of its ammunition and so percent 
of its reserves of food and fuel. In the first three months the 
air force lost 96.4 percent of its planes ( th is staggering figure is 
Volkogonov's) . By the end of 1941 Leningrad was besieged and 
German troops were approaching the southern suburbs of Mos­
cow. By the end of 1942, 3·9 million Russian sold iers had been 
taken prisoner-65 percent of the Red Army. Only a few days 
after the launch of Operation Barbarossa (original, and more 
brutal, codename: Operation Fritz ) ,  informed opinion in  Lon­
don and Washington-and Moscow-held that the war was al­
ready lost . 

How is it to be explained, Stal in's posture as hostilit ies ap­
proached? It would be pat, but also accurate, to say that from 
1933 to 1941 the only human being on earth that Stalin trusted 
was Adolf Hitler. (One assumes, too, that the latter gave his per­
sonal assurance that any trouble on the border would be the 
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work of mutinous generals; this would strike a chord with the 
susceptib le Stalin, who was still purging his army. ) Different h is­
torians give different emphases. For example, Stalin bel ieved that 
Russian mobilization would repeat the blunder of 19 14, leading 
to a German ultimatum, and war (Conquest ) ;  Stalin was ener­
vated, mentally wiped out, by the speed of the German success 
in France (Tucker) ;  Stal in's rapprochement with militant fascism 
induced a generalized confusion in his polit ical reflexes (Volko­
gonov) . In h i s  lopsided but very busy book, Blood, Tears and 
Folly: All Objective Look at World War II, Len Deighton makes 
the poin t that Stalin was the victim of his own paranoia-or 
reverse-paranoia. He felt that the imperial ists were trying to lure 
him into a quagmire: this, after all, was what he had wanted to do 
to the imperialists. All writers agree that Stal in underestimated 
Hitler's fanaticism. Germany, Stal in thought, would never risk a 
wa r on two fronts .  B u t  there was no second front, unti l  1944. 

In R ussia 's Wa r (and how much of i t was Russia ' s  war)  Rich­
ard Overy says that in 1 941  Stal i n  was engaged in "a  personal 
bat t le  wi t h  rea l i t y . "  Th is is sure ly righ t ,  and we can take the point 
fu rther .  For  years that battle had seemed to be go i ng very wel l ,  
wha t w i t h  the i n n u merable l i t t l e  victor ies  of  1 937-38 .  S ta l i n , re­

m e m ber,  was a fi g ur e  u nstoppably giga n t ic ized by power. He  had 
beco me a Sa t u rn .  A nd he very m uch wa u tcd H i t l e r  t o  refra i n  

from a t t ack ing h im i n  1 94 1 . A n d w h a t  he very m u ch w a n t ed had 

a h ab i t , by now , of  co m i ng t o  pass .  Sta l i n  fe l t  t h a t  rea l i t y  was 

obed i e n t  to h i s  w i l l ;  l i ke K i ng Lea r , h e  t h o ugh t  the t h u n d e r  

wo u l d  peace a t  h i '>  b i d d i n g . H i t l e r  w a s  fa n tas t i c ,  i no rd i n a te ,  u n ­
bel i evab le .  B u t  h e  was do u r l y rea l . 

A ft e r  t h e G rea t  Wa r,  Churc h i l l  sa id  t h a t  he  had bea t e n  a l l t h e  

l i o m  a n d  t i ger�-a n d  d i d  n o t  no w i n tend to he bea ten  b y  " t he 

baboo m. " l i e m ea n t  t h e  B o l s h ev i ks .  I t  i �  o f  c o u rse a l wa ys a 
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moral error to compare your adversaries to be�sts, and such "an­
imalization" is a considerable twentieth -century theme (Lenin 
was already talking about the " insects" and "vermin" arrayed 
against him, in 1917 ) .  Still , Stalin's behavior in early 1941 bears 
marked similarities to a certain maneuver in baboon praxis. If a 
weak baboon is threatened by a strong baboon he will sometimes 
symbolically offer up his rear end, as if for passive intercourse. 
The weak baboon is actually showing some psychological nous. 
Stal in tried it, and merely got what he seemed to be asking for. 
Maybe, too, he was half-baboon, half-ostrich, under the impres­
sion that if he couldn't see reality, then reality couldn't see him. 

Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya 

One of the most extraordinary photographs in The Russian Cen ­

tury: A History of the Last Hundred Years* is that of the corpse of 
Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya. 

Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya was a young partisan captured by 
the Germans in the battle for Moscow. When the Russians counter­
attacked they found her body on a village gibbet. In January 1942 
her story was told in Pravda. There followed a poem, a play, and 
a cult. In the play Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya sees Stalin in a vi ­
sion just before her death, and he solaces her with the informa­
tion that Moscow has been saved ( neglecting, inter alia, to 
explain why her father and grandfather were both shot in the Ter­
ror) .  In any event, one glance at the corpse of Zoya Kosmodem­
yanskaya and you would understand the nature of the enemy 

* This is more than a picture book. Brian Moynahan's text is a fresh and 
vigorous distil lation. 
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you faced . The Nazi policy of what might be called innovatory 
barbarism earned them the furious enmity of a wavering popula­
tion which, even as things stood, produced nearly a million turn­
coats. Stal in knew that the Russian people wouldn't  fight for h im.  
But they would fight for Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya . She would 
make them "bellow like bulls when they attack." 

There are two photographs of this young woman in The R us­

sian Century. One shows her being marched off to captivi ty with 
a placard round her neck, no doubt disclosing her crime ( arson ) ;  
i t  i s  a n  exceptionally beaut iful face, both dark and pale, and o f  
softly Jewish cast . The faces o f  her captors are businesslike, mat ­
ter-of-fact, even quiet ly regretful. . . .  In the second photograph 
she wears the noose of a taut rope, though the body has been cut 
down . Her black hair i s  fanned out on the snow. Her "perfect" 
right breast is visible-but you can't quite say that ,  because a 
breast owes part of its perfect ion to the other breast, and the 
other breast has here been hacked off. Her head is bent at an 
impossible angle. And her face is unforgettably that of a martyr. 
The eyes are closed, the mouth  is ful l  but t igh t l y  clenched . Her 
face expresses p re ternatural self-suffic iency, and an e n t i re ly  ef­
fortless su pe r ior i ty to her  m urderers and m uti la tors . I t  i s  t he  face 
of another world, a no ther cosmos. She was e ightee n .  

As the  Russ ians re t rea ted in  t h e  fi rst few weeks o f  the  wa r 

they  left behi nd t h e m ,  i n  P o l a n d ,  t h e  B a l t i c  s t a tes ,  a n d  t h e  

Ukra i ne ,  Cheka - manned prisons fu l l  of the "usual suspicious cle­
m e n ts"-mea n i ng,  very b road ly , a n yo n e  w i t h  an ed uca t io n .  The 

p riso ners were a l mos t  invariably kil l ed, even the o rd i n a ry c r i m i ­

n a l �  a n d  thme me re l y awa i t i ng  t r i a l .  O n e  can  sec t he log ic  of  
dyn a m i t i ng a L e l l fu l  o f  s mpec ts  ( women suspects :  t h is happened 

i n  t h e  Ukra i n e ) .  B u t  t h e  m o re t yp ica l preference was to ad m i n is -
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ter a slow death. There are many accounts or
'
prison floors strewn 

with gen itals, breasts, tongues, eyes and ears. Anna virumque 

cano, and Hitler-Stalin tells us this ,  among other things: given 
total power over another, the human being will find that his  
thoughts turn to torture. 

Accounting, as a Catholic, for his bel ief in  evil as a living 
force, the novelist Anthony Burgess once said, "There is no 
A. J .  P. Taylor-ish explanation for what happened in Eastern Eu­
rope during the war." Nor is there. Of the many characteristics 
shared by the two ideologies, however, one in particular proved 
wholly corrosive: the notion that mercilessness is a virtue. In the 
millenarian confrontation of the antichrists, the twin sons of per­
dition, cruelty became competitive, both between and within the 
opposed forces. Hereabouts a line is crossed, and one thinks of 
the fuddled brute in the court report who has stabbed his victim 
ninety-three times (or some such outlandish figure ) .  The first 
thrust will be justified by the one that comes after. Every further 
thrust will be just ified by the one that came before. 

H itler spelled it out. In March 1941, nearly three months be­
fore the campaign began, he told his senior officers that the war 
against Russia would be different from the war against France. 
The war against Russia would be one of annihilation: Vernichtungs­

krieg. And under the cover of that, under its fog and night, its 
foul breath,  would come the Vernich tungslagers, the to-nothing 
camps of Auschwitz-Birkenau, Maidanek, Trebl inka, Belzec, 
Chelmno, Sobibor. 

The Taste Inside Stalin's Mouth 

On the day that Barbarossa broke Stalin was so uncertain of his 
stomach that only a single glass of tea passed his lips. That glass 
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of tea did not wash away the " taste of wormwood" which (as he 
told h is secretary, Poskrebyshev) had lodged itself in his mouth 
on June 22, 1941. When he questioned his great war-winning gen ­
eral, Zhukov, about the chances of holding Moscow, Stal in said, 
" I  ask you this with pain in my heart . . . .  " A pain in  the heart, a 
flutter in  the gut ,  and a new taste in the mouth. Wormwood: a 
sour perennial herb of the gen us Artemisia . Wormwood: bitter­
ness or grief, or a cause of these. 

When his generals told him the truth about the western 
front ,  Stalin collapsed as a regnant presence. Some accounts have 
him holed up for a week or more at Kuntsevo in a state of semi­
hibernation .  In Volkogonov's vers ion we are offered an abruptly 
reclus ive figure who would, nonetheless, occasionally lurch into 
the Defense Council with a volley of obscene abuse and then 
lurch out aga in .  On July 1 a delegat ion arrived a t  the dacha. 
"Why have you come?" asked Stal i n  with the "strangest" look 
on his  face. He clearly expected dethronement or a rrest ;  and he 
would have gone qu ietly. To his obvious surprise, Molotov a nd 
Kaganov ich a nd the rest of them pat iently sugges ted t h a t  the 
c o u n t ry sho u l d  res i s t  the Germans  and tha t Stalin shou ld lead 
t h i s  effor t .  H i s  rep ly  i s us ua lly given a s  " Fine"-though Con­
q uest ' s  "Al l  r igh t " sounds more appropria t e l y robot ic  ( i t  con­
sorts w i th  the t a s te  of  wormwood i n  h is  mouth ) .  The ba t t l e  fo r 

M oscow hadn't begun .  The b a t t l e  with rea l i t y  wo u l d  las t  u n t i l  

S t a l i n grad i n  t h e  w i n ter  of 1 942-43 . 
A t  fi rst he tr i ed to p rosec u te t h e  wa r t h ro u gh terror :  the fa ­

m i l iar psyc h o - c haos o f  fea r  a n d  fa n t asy .  He  u sed t he met hods ,  

and the  pe rson n e l , o f  t h e  Civ i l  Wa r.  • Trotsky's i n n o va t io n ,  the  

· Ol d  com rade\ from t h e  day\  of T�a r ihyn  r la t e r  S t .t l i n grad;  la ter  � •  i l l ,  Volgo-
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"blocking unit" (which ensured certain death with shame to 
those evading possible death with honor) , was widely revived. 
Captured officers would be aware that their families now faced 
arrest. ""  Stal in kept ordering his blinded, shattered, trapped or 
fleeing forces to undertake obliterat ing counterattacks; failure in­
vited summary trial and execution . At a t ime when the camps 
were being combed for competent military men, Stalin took the 
trouble to shoot 300 officers who were already in prison. As Kiev 
was falling he disdained all counsel and refused on principle to 
let the army retreat: 65o,ooo soldiers were taken prisoner, there­
fore becoming, by Order 270 (August 1941 ) ,  "tra itors to the 
motherland." In  other countries returning POWs were greeted 
by brass bands and bunt ing; in the USSR, soldiers who had 
fought their way out of encirclement were greeted with the super 

or the gulag. In 1941 and 1942 "no fewer than 157,593 men-a full 
sixteen divisions" (Volkogonov) were executed for cowardice. 

All his l ife Stalin was a consistently terrible l ittle man. He 
never had anything resembling a finest hour-but the battle for 
Moscow shows him at his meager apogee. In  a crisis so severe 
that the government apparatus was being carted off to the Urals 
( the "Highway of Enthusiasts ," which led eastward, was th ick 
with fleeing bureaucrats watched by jeering crowds) and there 
were plans to mine every significant piece of real estate in the 

grad ) :  the feral factotum Mekhlis, the ex-tailor Shchadenko, the Quasimodo-like 
Kulik, and the tirelessly incompetent Voroshilov. I n  Teheran in 1943, when Church­
ill ,  i n  an atmosphere of historic emotion, presented Stalin  ("by order of the King" ) 
with the Sword of Stal ingrad, Voroshilov succeeded in dropping it as he solemnly 
bore it  from the room. 

• Men of other ranks would be aware that their families would be "denied 
state assistance": i .e. , ration cards, medical treatment, and the right to vote ( this 
last a "platon ic" deprivation, according to Moshe Lewin ) .  
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capital ( including the Metro ) ,  Stalin chose not to retreat. His 
train was wait ing, but he stayed. In  addition he astonished the 
Politburo with the proposal that the October Parade should take 
place as usual, which it did, in a snowstorm; the Germans were 
ki lometers from the suburbs; and stretchers were ready to re­
move the dead and injured from Red Square if the Luftwaffe 
attacked. Stalin stood, as they say. He knew about failure; the 
author of Collectivization certainly knew someth ing about fail­
ure. But this? All historians regard Stal in's failure of 1941 as per­
haps the most abject i n  world history. But he stood, he stood 
there, and he took it, l ike the sleet in his face. 

Bolshevik B ravery 

I t  is suggestive that S talin, adding to his cop ious demerits, should 
quest ion the courage of the Russian soldier, who would soon be 
as ton ish ing the world with his (and her) heroic madness. Per­
haps we should take a look at the phys ical bravery of the ma in  

po l i t ica l s . 
T ro tsky was brave, bu t  I have never read anyone who 

cla i med tha t Len i n ,  when danger neared, was other than  a double­
q u i c k  decamper ( and Zinoviev was known as " pa n i c  person i ­
fied " ) .  Trotsky was ph ys ica l ly brave.  A sense o f  i n vu l nerab i l i ty  

was an i ngred ien t of h is  char isma.  I t  was s t i l l  wi th h im on August 
20, 1 940 ,  in Mexico.  When the assass i n  Ramon M e rcader d ro ve 

the  icep i c k  i n to Tro tsky 's head th ere came a c ry-a cry that  is 
va r iou� l y desc r i bed b u t  seemed to co n vey o u t rage ,  i n fi n i t e  a n d  
in c redu lo u �  o u t rage. A n d  Trobky res i s ted , a n d  fough t  w i t h  h i s  
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assailant. * When Mercader struck, Trotsky had been at his desk, 
working on a biography of the man who had him murdered. 

Stal in. In a playful demonstration of strength Tukhachevsky 
once swept him off his l ittle feet and held him head-high; Stal in's 
face, it is said, was a picture of rage and terror. It was terror only 
during the flight  to Teheran in 1943. When the pla ne  bohhed 
through the air pockets, Stal in's knuckles whitened on the a rm­
rests as  he grimaced with undisguisable fear. The plane had an 
escort of twenty-seven fighters. Stal in had never flown hefore.  
And he never flew again. 

For the third and final Big Three summit ,  in 1945, Stalin trav­
eled to Potsdam, by rail , under the protection of fifteen hundred 
regular sold iers and 17,000 Cheka troops. The nightly removal to 
Kuntsevo was always a major military operation. If Stalin took 
his daughter for a stroll in the grounds of the Kremlin, there 
would be a tank looking over his shoulder or idling just ahead. 

In Teheran, Churchill toasted him as "Stal in the Mighty." 
And that was the trouble. As a fighting man, or as a political 
bully of fighting men, in the Civil War, Stalin showed plenty of 
"contempt for l ife ," without perhaps ever attaining the truly rad­
ical refinement of that ethos: contempt for death. His perform-

* Trotsky hung on unt i l  the following day. As he lay dying in the hospital he 
had a strange visitor: the twenty-five-year-old Saul  Bellow (who remembers the 
stain of blood and iodine on Trotsky's short gray beard) .  The l iving Trotsky is 
evoked in Bellow's novel The Adventures of Augie Marclz ( 1 953 ) ;  in a book ful l  of 
extraordinary passages , this  is a superextraordinary passage, and powerful ly ro­
mantic, embodying al l  the intensity of hope that our artists and thinkers di rected 
toward 19 17  . . . .  When Ramon Mercader was released from prison and journeyed 
to Moscow in the 1 960s, he formally inherited the award that had been been 
granted (by Sta l in)  to his mother. It was, of al l  things, the Order of Lenin .  
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ance was strikingly mercurial; but I have never seen any 
suggestion that he was shy of danger. 

The trouble was power, and the inflationary effects of power. 
That was the trouble on the plane to Teheran: all this weight ,  all 
this value, aU this me, subject to the uncontrollable physics of 
weather and aviation . 

Retributively, fear of death became his internal great terror. 
When Lenin died the embalmers of his corpse were nominated 
as the Immortalization Commission . Stalin wanted immortaliza­
tion while he was still al ive, and one of h is later "interventions" 
took the form of an increasingly lively interest in gerontology; 
l ike Mao, he exhausted various quackeries with the usual re­
sults . ,.  

Hatred of  death, in Stalin's case, duly arrived a t  i t s  negative 
apotheosis. Toward the end he started kill ing doctors. 

It loves blood I The Russian earth 

So wrote Anna Akhmatova, who, after the war, would be earn ing 
her l iving by clean i ng floors. And it did love blood, t he  Russ i an  

earth .  
The batt le for M oscow was Germany's first defeat in  the  Sec­

ond World War; i t  rough ly coi ncided with Pearl H a rbor ( Dece m ­

be r 7 )  and  w i th H i t ler's declara t ion of  wa r aga i ns t the  USA 
( Decembe r  1 1  )-sure ly, fo r H i t ler ,  the  moment  of  i rrevers ib le  

hub ri s .  These even ts p rod uced an enormous a n d  complemen t a ry 

expans ion i n  t h e  psych e of h i s  adve rsa ry : 1 942 saw a ser ies o f  

' l -o r  a r i m �  � ra l in ' � ch ie f  lo ngev i t y coach wa., D r .  A lexand�r  Bogomol.:ts ,  who 
d a m1ed I h a l  h e  ( C,ra l i n )  might  l i ve l o  he 1 50 ( hl' w o u l d  n o w  he 1 22 ) .  I > r .  Bogo m o l c l s  

d11:d o f  n a t u ra l  c J u �..-�  a l  r h ..- Jg.: o f  � i x l y - liv..- .  
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superambitious disasters for the Red Army. Dmitri Volkogonov 
describes Stalin's military thinking as "primitive" (or indifferent 
to losses) ;  he learned "by blood-spattered trial and error"-but 
he did learn. He desisted, on the whole, from killing h is generals, 
and started attending to them; Zhukov would soon be talking to 
Stalin "brusquely," as if to an inferior. In October 1942 Stalin 
recalled the political commissars (Volkogonov's "military illiter­
ates")  from their "dual commands" at the front. He created new 
decorations and restored Tsarist ranking systems; the shoulder­
boards which in the Civil War had been nailed into the bare flesh 
of White officers now appeared on the uniforms of the Reds. 

Stalin's mental journey, by 1943, proceeded in the opposite 
direction to that of Hitler. One moved toward reality; the other 
moved away from it . They crossed paths at Stalingrad. And as 
the war turned on the hinge of that battle ( and on the new psy­
chological opposit ion ) ,  Stal in might have concerned himself with 
a "counterfactual": if, instead of decapitating h is army, he had 
intell igently prepared it for war, Russia might have defeated Ger­
many in a matter of weeks. Such a course of action, while no 
doubt entailing grave consequences of its own, would have saved 
about 40 million lives, including the vast majority of the victims 
of the Holocaust . 

I have been saying that the invasion pressed Stalin into a 
semblance of mental health. Certainly, in August 1945 , remission 
ended, and the patient's sanity once again fell apart. And even 
during the war he found time for a domestic atrocity that typi­
cally ( i .e. , i nsanely) combined the gratu itous and the li teral istic. 
As early as the summer of 1 941 ,  Stalin evicted the Volga Germans 
from the lands they had occupied for two centuries and deported 
them to Central Asia and Siberia. In 1943-44 other minor na-
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tionalit ies followed: the Kalmyks, the Chechens, the Ingushi, the 
Karachai ,  the Balkars , and the Crimean Tartars; then the Crimea 
and the Caucasus were partly cleansed of Greeks, Bulgars, Arme­
nians, Meskhetian Turks, Kurds, and Khemshins. In Stalin's view 
these were all suspect populations l ikely to turn to the Nazis; he 
told Khrushchev that he wanted to do the same to the Ukrainians 
but-despite his efforts in the 1930s-there were stil l too many 
of them ( c. 40 million ) . ""  The achieved deportations involved 
about 1 . 2  m illion people, most of them women, children and the 
elderly; the men were all in the army (where the Chechens and 
the Ingushi  alone p roduced thirty-six Heroes of the Soviet 
Union ) .  In its reports on these operations the Cheka keeps prais­
ing its own "efficiency" ; and the deportat ions were not con­
ducted with quite the raucous brutality of  Dekulakization. All 
the famil ies were d ispossessed (Solzhenitsyn says that they were 
usually given an hour to pack) ;  they were dispatched by rail, river 
and road;t their fatal i ty rate, over the next three or four years, 
was about 20-25 percent .  For the deportees now jo ined the ku­
laks in that enormous category, the . "specially displaced": they 
were in ternal refugees, i t inerant slave labor, asked to adapt to 
new lands, new languages, new c l imates . . . . 

· when Kh rushchev passed on � t al i n 's remark in h i s  Secret Speec h of 1956,  the 

as�emhled delegate� of t he Twent ieth Part y Congress rea c t ed with wild laughter.  J t  

takes a bea t or  t wo before o n e  c a n  see w h y  Holslln•iks sh o u ld ti nd t h is fun ny. 
\\'ere they a m med by t h e  e lephant i as i s  and dem e n t ed c i ro.:u rm pect ion o f Stal i n 's 

pa ra n o i a! Part l y , perhaps .  M o re l i kely ,  though,  t h e  la ugh t e r was an expression o f  

moral  a ften hock, a n d  an ex p ress ion of sheer rel ief  t ha t  s u c h  enormi t ies were now 
i n  the past .  They l a ugh ed beca u se t hey ((1 1 1 /tl l augh .  But  the  sou n d  of t h .r t la ugh t er, 
o n e  i magmes , n.:m.t i ned d i s t u rb i ngly  o.:onfused.  

t ll y  1 944 the t ru L k s  u 'ed for t h e  depo rt .r t io ns i n d udcd ma n y �t udehakcrs, 
dona ted f not  for t h i '  p u rpm c )  by the Ame ricam a s  pa rt of the l .e n d - Lc;rse a i d  
progr a m .  
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These actions naturally constituted a '  significant military 
deficit for the USSR. The extraordinarily thorough and labor­
intensive excision of the Volga Germans came at a time when the 
western front had disintegrated: Beria's initial circular went out 
on the day that the Germans reached the Neva (and the siege of 
Leningrad began to solidify) . True, Stal in was st i l l  in the process 
of reining himself in; yet in 1943-44-the golden age of his men­
tal equilibrium-he stil l felt the need for the broadest possible 
canvas of power and pain.  Traitor nations, traitor ethnicities: 

such suspicions would resurface after the war, forming the great­
est and blackest irony of the entire period. 

Meanwhile, across the border, Hitler's psychological trouble 
was revealing itself as clinical-as organic. In early 1941 he was 
already sufficiently "confident" to undertake the invasion of 
Russia a) without a war economy, and b) without antifreeze. That 
is to say, he gambled on victory in a s ingle campaign: a physical 
impossibility. We have seen how Chancellory-watchers all over 
the world were deceived by Hitler's spell of success; he himself 
would have been the more deceived, to put it mildly. Recent 
work by Ian Kershaw and others has suggested that the "authori­
tarian chaos" of Hitler's polity was fundamentally irrational and 
self-destructive, and his plans for the east delusional .* After Sta­
lingrad, in  any event, H itler would scream at the bringers of bad 
news with foam visible in the corners of his mouth . "If ever a 
building can be considered the symbol of a situation," wrote Al­
bert Speer, "this was it": the walls of his bunker in East Prussia 
were sixteen feet th ick; they "locked him up inside his delu­
sions." After the briefcase-bomb attempt on his life ( July 1944) ,  

• Hitler planned t o  turn Russia into a "slave empi re."  This does sound delu­
sional. But then it occurs to you t hat a slave empire i s  what they had there al ready. 
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Hitler came to believe that Stal in's purge of the Red Army had 
been an act of Benthamite justice and precision.  He started doing 
what Stalin had stopped doing: he reimposed Party discipline, 
installing political officers at all military HQs. Having earlier lost 
h is voice, H itler, after the bomb attack, lost his hearing. His iso­
lation was complete. 

It loves blood, the Russian earth . The great battles represented 
inconceivable concentrations of hatred. Stal ingrad, where the 
front was reduced to a street, a house, a room, a ceil ing, a wal l ,  a 
window; where swarms of rats "flowed l ike a warm river over the 
living  and the dead" ;  where, indeed, the Germans were con ­
fronted by  Rattemvaffe, ratwar,,. in which the  Slavic undermen 
(H itler's "swamp animals")  took the fight to them in the runnels 
and the sewers ("deep war," in Ilya Ehrenburg's phrase) ,  and 
prevai led. Or  the meshuggah megabattle of  Kursk ( July 1943 ) ,  

where, during a violent thunderstorm, fascism and Commun ism 
clashed with " indescribable fu ry and horror," as Alan Bul lock 
wri tes :  huge dens i t i es of  "a rmour c rashed i n to  each other  to 
form a roaring, wh i rl ing tangle of over a thousand tanks locked 
together in combat fo r over eighteen hours"-in an area of 
barely three square miles. Or the Siege of Len ingrad, begun dur­
ing  the bat t le  for Moscow and not l i fted for 900 days, wi th a 
mi l l ion dyi ng in  the fi rs t  win ter, the " road of l i fe" over frozen 
Lake Ladoga ( the fi rs t  t rucks disappeared under  the icc; many 
horses d ied en route and were del ive red as meat ) ,  the  rel ief veh i ­
c les  mak ing the  ret u rn jou rney wi th refugees, t h e  d i rector o f  the 
Hermi tage weeping on  the ra i lway p la tform as the fi rs t  t reasu res 

· An t o n y  lienor:  �talinKrad: The fllltful 'lit•Kr; I'J-12 I 'J·IJ . 
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rolled east, and Shostakovich, to the sound
1
of guns, writing the 

symphony that expressed the murderous violence pressing in on 
the beleaguered city . . . . 

After the Winter War against Finland (1940-41 ) ,  most ob­
servers, as we know, dismissed the Red Army as a toothless dino­
saur. But at least one German officer saw it differently: 

. . .  unprejudiced observers also noticed some very positive 
characteristics of the Soviet soldier: his incredibly tough con­
duct in defence, his imperviousness to fear and despa ir, and 
his almost unl imited capacity to suffer. 

It was these qualities, particularly the last, that turned the war­
together with the great expansion of previously trapped energy, 
and trapped meaning, in the Russian breast. The effort was na­
tionwide, typically huge-scale, passionate, and bootstrap: typi­
cally "sacrificial. " About 6 million workers were transported east, 
with their families-and also their factories, which were often 
reassembled and up and running in a matter of days. Such feats 
were underscored by a churning netherworld of forced-labor 
camps where conditions were sometimes worse than in the gulag. 
The zeks themselves now experienced fresh privations: the food 
quota was cut, and the living space halved-and not because the 
archipelago was getting any smaller. Of the 5 ·7 million POWs 
taken by the Germans, 4 million died in captivity ( the USSR was 
not a signatory of the Geneva Convention; the Russian soldier 
suffered hardest, always and everywhere) .  Stalin wanted the re­
maining 1 .7 million.  And he got them. About 15-20 percent were 
cleared by the Cheka. The rest faced execution or the camps. 

Stal in's city, Stalingrad, was once Tsaritsyn : the scene of 
some of his more controversial activities during the Civil War. 
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The p ivotal victory there must have been savagely gratifying. *  
When he kissed the Sword of Stal ingrad a t  Teheran (November 
1943 ) ,  when he heard Churchill salute "Stalin the Mighty": what 
extravagant vindication . And the second Big Three meeting, at 
Yalta fourteen months later, with the aging Prime Minister and 
the dying President  paying Stal in's conven ience the courtesy of 
travel ing all the way to the Crimea, was another occasion for 
gorgeous complacency. Then the final summit i n  July, at Pots­
dam, among the shards and splinters of the Reich. Roosevelt was 
dead, and Churchill (halfway through the conference) lost office 
and was replaced by Clement Attlee.t  Hi tler was dead, too, and 
the deta iled dismantl ing of Hi tlerism would begin at Nuremberg. 
Stalin could take a look around and see exactly where he stood. 
Pres iding over an empire greater than any Tsar's, he was now, 
without quest ion,  the preeminent personage on earth. 

The Saddest Story 

With i n  the USSR, throughout the q u arter - cen t u ry of h is rule, 
Sta l in was an extremely popular leader. It is something of a hu­
m i l ia t ion to co m m i t t h a t  sentence to paper ,  but there i s  no 
avoid i ng i t .  H i t ler was a l so a popu la r l eader;  but  he had some 
eco n o m i c  s u ccesses, u n l i ke S ta l i n ,  and he  targe ted rel a t i vely 

· A nd � ta l i n \  wart i m e  plca� u re� were �avagc. I n  ear ly  19+!. whi le  c lea r i ng t he 

�outh crn fro n t ,  c ;cncra l  I van  Koncv a m h u �hcd Jo ,ooo German t roops ret rea t i n g  i n  

open terra i n .  A fte r  t h o ro ugh work hy  t h e  Russ i an  ta nks a n d  a r t i l lery ,  a Cos�ack 

ca va lry u n i t  cffeu ed the kind of  � la ugh t er ( a s  one  w i t nc�� �a i d )  ' ' t ha t  n o t h i n g  cou ld 

� top u n l l l  i t  wa� o n: r . "  '> u hwquen t l y  t here w;h no Ch u rch i l l i a n  t a lk ,  from t h e  
K re m l m ,  o.�bo u t  t h e  i n evno.�hle mora l  rot of  warf.. re. "'> ta l i n  w a s  report ed In he 
del i gh t ed w n h  t he mo.� ,�a c re" (( h·c r r J .  a n d  Knncv  wa' made a m.t rsha l .  

t'> ta lm wa'  much  perp lexed ,  he re,  hy t h e  lll )'�t c r i e �  o f  dcmot r;h.:y. 
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small minorities (the Jews comprised about 1 percent of the pop­
ulation ) .  Stalin's targets were majority targets, l ike the peasantry 
( 85 percent of the population) .  And although Hitler's invigilation 
of the citizenry was intim idating and persistent, he did not go 
out of his way, as Stalin did, to create a circumambience of nau­
sea and fear. In a land where "people leaving for work said fare­
wel l  to their famil ies every day, because they could not be certain 
they would return at n ight" (Solzhenitsyn ) ,  Stalin was always ex­
tremely popular. 

Of course, Stal in's popularity was wholly-Hitler's merely 
largely-a matter of manipulation. For the cit izen the process 
began in nursery school , and was reinforced by every means and 
from every direction and at all t imes. As in Germany, this was 
the birth of mass-media propaganda; people were unaware, then, 
that propaganda was propaganda-and propaganda worked. To 
love Stalin, suggests Volkogonov (who loved Stalin ) ,  was a form 
of "social defense": it conditioned you to avoid trouble. Sakha­
rov loved Stalin, and, like Volkogonov, was distraught at his 
death. "It  was years ," he later wrote, "before I understood the 
degree to which deceit ,  exploitation and outright fraud were in ­
herent in the  whole Stal inist system. That shows the  hypnotic 
power of mass ideology." Moreover, Stalin made a ridiculous 
amount of headway in putting it about that the Cheka worked 
independently of the Kremlin. There's the famous anecdote-the 
two men meeting in the streets of Moscow, during the height of 
the Terror: " I f  only someone would tel l  Stal in ! "  and so on. And 
this was not a joke, and these were no ordinary Ivans. The two 
men were Ilya Ehrenburg and Boris Pasternak. 

The love for Stal in: it is very nearly the saddest story of all . 
You can see Dmitri Volkogonov slowly shaking his head as he 
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writes, "No other man in the world has ever accomplished so 
fantastic a success as he: to exterminate mil l ions of his own 
countrymen and receive in exchange the whole country's bl ind 
adulation ." What has Stalin gone and done here? What is the 
nature of this particular crime-what is its content? It feels l ike 
some form of rape: a travesty of love, prosecuted by force. He 
took you early, too, in your school uniform. So ,  another enor­
mous and contaminating lie, implanted in the childish heart. 

Love signaled the total ity of his victory. 1984 ends as fol lows: 

He gazed up at the enormous face. Forty years it had taken 
him to learn what kind of smile was hidden beneath the dark 
moustache . . . .  But i t  was all right, everything was all right, 
the struggle was finished. He had won the victory over himself. 
He  loved Big Brother. 

Into the Sere 

No one is ever going to tell us about the physiology of au tocrat ic 
rule, about the addic t ion to power and how this affects the sys­
tem. But i t  seems fair to assume, i n  S ta l in 's case, tha t  he bore the 
marks of an add ict ion so lavishly slaked. Pres id ing over what can 
confiden t ly be called the least relaxing reg i me i n  h uma n h istory 
canno t i tsel f have been relax ing. (The hou rly fea r  of assass i na­
t ion ,  one imagines ,  wo u l d  a lso h a ve been fa r fro m sa l u ta ry. ) 
Then t here was the Second Wo rld Wa r to be dea l t  w i th :  for Sta l i n  

th i s  mean t fo u r  yea rs of twen ty- hour days. S o  how were t h i ngs 
goi ng, under t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  Krem l i n  co m p l<.: x i o n ?  H e  was now 

s ix ty- five .  

The war rel eased great  energies and ta le n ts in  the Soviet  peo­

ple.  But i t  a l so re lea sed hal f- fo rgo t t e n  o r  u nex per i enced cmo-
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tions, faculties, mental states ( responsibility, endeavor, initiative, 
pride) ;  and these had won the war. Pasternak describes the gen­
eral agonized yearning that  the state would now begin to back 
off from its citizens-after thirty years of ( in  order) world war, 
revolution, civil war, famine, forced collectivization,  more fam­
ine, terror and, again, world war. Stalin was quick to assure his 
people that the " total claim" he made on them was not going to 
be reduced. I'm sure he sensed their awakened spirit; and I 'm 
sure he didn't  like it . Round about now we further note the de­
velopment in Stalin of a fierce strain of national inferiority, 
which awareness expressed itself as aggressive xenophobia com­
bined with Great Russian hauteur. He felt inferior not just to the 
West but to the satellite countries of Central Europe, and killed 
army veterans who had seen what it was l ike in Bulgaria or Yugo­
slavia. His bitter isolationism, political and personal, was linking 
up with rearoused suspicions about the people, the people them­
selves, who seemed to him to be newly stirring. 

In the period 1945-53 Stalinism entered its rancid, crapulent 
phase. The old addict was starting to pay for his "excesses."  Since 
1929 the Soviet Union had been a reflection of Stalin's mind. And 
now that mind was breaking up: infarctions, minor strokes, dizzy 
spells, faints. In  common with another exhausted autarch, Mac­
beth, Stalin's way of l ife was fallen into the sere, the yellow leaf. 
Withered, parched, and above all lurid, in the botanical sense 
( "dingy yel lowish brown" ) ,  and in every other: ghastly, wan, 
glaring, gaudy, sensational, and horrifying. And gutter-level: the 
level of  the street corner and the upended milk crate. There 
would be more executions, deportations, conspiracies to estab­
l ish "conspiracies"; additional millions would be absorbed by the 
clogged gulag. But the theme of the period is fading vigor-
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twitching, flailing. Atavisms, primitive stupidities, were ready to 
recrudesce. If  the postwar years lack the phantasmagoric coher­
ence of the 1930s, they still achieve an unexpectedly sordid sym­
metry. Even in his last excitations Stalin managed to fight his 
way to consummate historical disgrace. 

Volkogonov reports that in January 1948 the Minister of the 
Interior, Kruglov, was called in by Stal in :  

[ He ]  ordered h im to devise "concrete measures" for con­
struct ing new, addi t ional concentrat ion camps and prisons for 
special purposes . . . .  "Submit draft decrees in February," he 
told Kruglov. "We need special conditions for holding Trots­

kyites, Mensheviks, SRs, anarchists and Whites." "It will be 

done, Comrade Stal in ,  it will be done," Kruglov assured h im.  

New camps, new prisons-for old , old crimes ( the anarchists had 
been wiped out by Lenin in 19 1 8 ) .  Stalin erratically revealed cer­
tain human qual i ties in his last years (a photograph of Nadezhda 
Al l il uyeva would reappear on his desk) ,  among them an elderly 
and i rascible fear  of change. � This fear now allied itself to a ran­
corous bid for autarky. There were old cr imes, but there were 

also new cr imes .  PZ, for instance (Abasement  Before the West) ,  
o r  VA D ( P ra i s i ng  American Democracy) , or t he  presumably 
more m i nor VAT ( Prais ing  American Techn ique ) .  Then , from 

· Wi t h  25  m i l l ion  dea d ,  and a n other  25 m i l l i o n  homeless, w i t h  the  l o s s  of 
70 ,ooo v i l l ages ,  1 ,700 towm, 32 ,ooo fac tor ies ,  a n d  a t h i rd of t h e  n a t iona l  wea l t h ,  

wi t h  " b a nd i t i , m "  ( a rmed i n s u r n:c t i o n ) d o w n  t h e  l e n g t h  of t h e  we�tern border 

( gu e r r i l l a  warfare would con t i n u e  i n to the 1 9 50 s ) ,  and a ser ious t hough u nacknowl­
edged fa m i ne ,  the  U � � R. i n  1945 ,  was t h rown b.tck t h ro ugh t i me.  The next l u m lwr­

tng hve Yea r  l' l . m ,  d r a ft ed i n  that ye.t r ,  had in e ffec t  the  �ame ohjec t as  the fi r� t .  
t n d u \ t r i J I I Ia l l o n , a n d  made t h e  U \ U .! I  d e m a n d �  for �ac r i fi c e ,  d i sc i p l i n e  a n d  v i g i ­

l a n c e: .  Th t \  wou l d  h a ve b e e n  co nge n i a l t o  � ta l i n-to h i s  n o s t a l g i a  for M ruggle. 
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what at first seems to be an unexpected direction, there was sud­
denly another new crime: the crime of being Jewish. 

Nothing quite explains this collapse into the gutter by Stalin, 
though his history of anti-Semitism turns out to be long and 
colorful .  Khrushchev said he was dyed in the wool; and there are 
examples of Stalin's anti-Semitic crudities dating back to the 
teens of the century. "Anti-Semitism is counterrevolution," 
Lenin had tersely decided. And yet the Party was tainted with i t  
as early as the 1920s. There seems to have been a policy of low­
pressure ghettoization, in which the poorer Jews of the old Pale 
of Settlement in the East European Plain were encouraged to 
migrate to the Crimea. With Stalin's ascendancy came a change 
of destination:  the new Jewish Autonomous Region would be 
established in Birobidzhan, a "desolate" area near the Chinese 
border. 

This is Richard Overy: 

. . .  Soviet propaganda made great play with the idea that the 
regime was protect ing the culture and identity of the Jewish 
people. But [ Birobidzhan's ]  remoteness from the traditional 
centres of Jewish culture . . .  made it an unattractive prospect. 
Bi robidzhan was a failed experiment in Soviet apartheid. 

During the 1930s anti-Semitism became a part of Cheka pol­
icy, and in the years of the Terror such phrases as "contact with 
Zionist circles" began to appear in its fabrications. The tenor of 
Stalin's prejudice is revealed in an anecdote describing a party 
attended by officials of the punitive organs in 1936, shortly after 
the executions of Zinoviev and Kamenev (both of them Jews ) .  
Conquest's version goes a s  follows: 

After a good deal of drinking all round, K. V. Pauker, who had 
been present at Zinoviev's execution in his capacity as head 
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of the NKVD [Cheka ] Operative Department, gave a comical 
rendering of that event .  Himself acting the part of Zinoviev, 
he was dragged in by two other officers. He hung from their 
arms moaning, "Please, for God's sake, call Iosif Vissarion­
ovich. "  Stal in  laughed heartily, and when Pauker repeated the 
performance, adding as his own invention, "Hear, Israel, our 
God is the only God ! "  Stal in  was overcome with merriment 
and had to sign to Pauker to stop. 

Of the eighteen defendants at the Bukharin/Yagoda trial of 1938, 
thirteen were Jews, including Trotsky and his son Sedov, tried in 
absentia . Among other things, this was a s ignal to Berl in .  "Molo­
tov is not Bronstein," as Ribbentrop duly observed. 

One wonders whether Stalin's hatred of Trotsky, one of the 
most passionate in history (with three floors of the Lubyanka 
devoted to his destruction ) ,  was to some extent "racial . "  It is, 
anyway, al l of  a piece. Anti-Semitism is an  announcement of in­
fer io r i ty and a p rotest against a l evel playing field-a protest 
aga inst talen t . *  And this is true, too, of  the most hysterical ,  
demonizing, mi l lenarian versions of the cu l t ,  according to which 
a t i n y  mino rity, the Jews, p lanned to ach ieve world dominat ion.  
Now how would they manage that ,  wi thou t  inordinate gifts? I t  i s  

sa id that ant i -Sem itism differs from other prej udices because it 
is also a "philosophy. " It  i s  a lso a rel ig ion-the rel ig ion of t h e  

i nadeq uate .  When t ra c i n g  t h e  fatefu l  synergy between Russ ia and 
Germany ( soon to c l imax ) ,  we may reca l l  that The Protocols of 
the Elders of Zion,  t h e  " warrant fo r ge nocide" as i t  i s  ca l led i n  

• O n  t h �  o t her h a n d ,  o n e  � h o u l d  n o t  forget t h a t  � u pport  for l l i t l er  was b ro a d ·  

basc:d , a nd t h a t  N a z i � rn  had m a n y  d i � t i ng u i \ h �d ad m i r�r�  ( a m o ng t h e m  M a rt i n  

I !t: i dc:gger a nd t wo Nobel  l .a u n:a t c �  i n  phy� ics ) .  
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Norman Cohn's book of that name, was a fiction composed by 
the Tsarist secret police .*  

The pact years of 1939-41 saw collaborative anti-Semitism 
between the two regimes. German Jews who had hoped to find 
safety in the USSR were first corralled, then delivered to the Ge­
stapo. Meanwhile, Jewish refugees from the German-occupied 
countries were imprisoned or exiled to Central Asia or  Siberia. 
In his half of partitioned Poland, Stalin combined general decap­
itation with a sustained attack on Jewish culture, banning rel i­
gious holidays ( including the Sabbath) ,  bar mitzvahs and 
circumcisions, and dismantling the shtetls. After June 1941, Soviet 
policy went briefly into reverse, a switch apparently confirmed 
by Stalin's endorsement, ten months later, of the Jewish Anti­
Fascist Committee. But the momentum of atavism was building. 
Conquest notes that Jewish activists interrogated by the Cheka in 
1939 "were treated very badly," but "the curses and imprecations 
never had any racial tone. When they were reinterrogated in  
1942-43, anti-Semitic abuse had become the norm."  The shift in  
emphasis, l ike everything else, was top-down. 

There were about 3 million Jews in the Soviet Union after 
the war, 1 .25 million having died in the Holocaust. That Jewry 
faced the possibility of a second Holocaust, in successive decades, 

* " It was in the twelfth century," Cohn writes, " that [ the Jews ) were first ac­
cused of murdering Christian children, of torturing the consecrated wafer, and of 
poisoning the wells .  I t  is true that popes and bishops frequently and emphatically 
condemned these fabrications; but the lower clergy continued to propagate them, 
and in the end they came to be generally believed."  As in his other classic work, The 
Pursuit of the Millennium, Cohn identifies the semieducated clerisy as the natural 
const i tuency for militan t utopians as well  as anti-Semites-a constituency that Sta­
l in (or Stalin's mother) once hoped he would join. I t  was also Chernyshevsky's .  
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is st rongly suggested by Stalin's sclerotic maneuverings in this 
period, and particularly his decis ion of 1951 :  anti-Semitism went 
from covert to overt, from Pravda's mutterings about "rootless 
cosmopolitans" to a fully orchestrated propaganda campaign . 
Stal in was now ready to mobil ize the atavism. Until 1951 his ra­
cially motivated arrests, executions, murders, purges and ban­
nings had been largely clandest ine.  In  the spring of that year he 
started developing the Slansky case in satel l i te Czechoslovakia 
( fourteen h igh- level Stal in ists, eleven of them Jewish, were tried 
and executed, the charge being emended from "bourgeois na­
t ional i sm" to "Zionism") .  Further publicity was generated by a 
gang of Jewish "wreckers" in Ukrainian industry in 1952. Then 
came "the Doctors' Plot," and the propaganda juggernaut started 
preparing the public for a nationwide pogrom. Solzhenitsyn be­
l ieves that the pogrom was to be launched at the beginn ing of 
March by the hanging of the "doctor-murderers" on Red Square. 
But then, too, at the beginning of March something else hap­
pened: Stal in died. 

H istor ians usually say that there would have been "another 
terro r" o f  uncerta in  scale; but what kitld of  terror? It wouldn 't  
have been l ike the Great Terror, where publ ic part icipation was 
confined to the del i ve ry of denuncia t ions .  The J ewish terro r  
wou ld  have modeled i tsel f  on the older Bolshevik idea o r  tactic 
o f  i n c i t i n g  one c lass to dest roy another. I t would have resembled 
t he Red Terror  o f  1 9 1 8  with the J ews very approximate ly in the 
role  of  the bou rgeo i s ie . T h e  Red Te rror  of 1 9 1 8 ,  Orlando F iges 

i n s i s t s ,  was pa r t ic i pa t o ry , to p - d own b u t  a l so bot t o m - u p . I t  is 
tem p t i n g  to sec m o re ma n gl ed regression here ,  in S ta l in ,  as he 
se t s  abo u t  p rovok i n g  t h e  baser ene rg ies o f  t h e  m asses , a nd more 
nos ta lg ia  fo r t h e  days o f  s t rugg le , t h e  days ,  as Le n i n  ca l led them , 

o f  " c h aos  a n d  e n t h u s i as m . " 
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There are rational explanations for Stalin's surrender to the 
gutter voodoo. Conquest summarizes them (and they form a re­
barbative brew) : 

[H is ]  attitude from 1942-43 seems to have been based in part 
on what he took to be Hitler's successful use of anti-Semitic 
demagogy. I t  was certainly also due to his increasing Russian 
nationalism, to which he felt most, or many, Jews were not 
truly assimilable. And the idea of a special Jewish predilection 
for capitalism is of course to be found in Marx. 

The proximate cause of the final del ir ium was evidently the 
emergence of the state of Israel in 1948 and the arrival, later that 
year, of the new ambassador, Golda Meir, who attracted a crowd 
of so,ooo Jews outside the Moscow synagogue. This was a shock­
ing display of "spontaneity"; it also confronted Stalin with an 
active minority who owed an allegiance other than to "the Soviet 
power." He is supposed to have said: "I can 't swallow them, I 
can 't spit them out." In the end, it seems,  he decided to do both. 
The Jews who survived the gauntlet were meant to end up in 
Birobidzhan on the Chinese border and in other parts of Siberia 
where, according to Solzhenitsyn, "barracks had already been 
prepared for them." 

It  i s  perhaps controversial to suggest that Iosif Stalin in his 
last years was capable of further sp iritual decline. But one is 
struck by the loss, the utter evaporation, of his h istorical self­
consciousness, suggesting some sort of erasure in a reasonably 
important part of Stalin's brain . "Anti-Semitism is counterrevo­
lution. " Anti-Semitism was the creed of the Whites, of the Tsar­
ists-and of the Black Hundreds, the reactionary gangs with 
their kn ives and knuckledusters (sometimes equipped with 
guns-and vodka-by the gendarmerie) ,  against whom the 
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young Stali n might have stood in l ine on the streets of Russia's 
cit ies . Anti-Semitism was for the rabble and the Right .  In turning 
to it, the world's premier statesman, as he then was, also squan­
dered the vast moral capital that the USSR had accumulated dur­
ing the war: H itler's conqueror, incred ibly, became H itler's 
protege. The various restrictions imposed on Soviet Jewry lacked 
the lewd pettiness of some of the Nuremberg Laws of the 1930s;* 
but Stal in 's  signature is everywhere apparent. As his social fas­
cism broadened to include ethnic fascism, Stali n  added to his 
other innovations by becoming the first Holocaust-den ier. It was 
dangerous  to talk about "Jewish martyrdom" ( this was "national 
egotism" ) ,  and the regime concertedly heckled the notion that 
the fate of the Jews was a significant aspect of the Second World 
War.t Chaotica l ly Stal inesque, too , was the arrest of several Jews 
on the (probably t rumped-up) charge of accusing the state of 
anti-Semitism. 

One last deformed i rony emerges from the strange dance, the 
pas de deux performed by the l i ttle mustache and the big mus­
tache. In  his final  convuls ion, "the Doctors' P lot ," the defendants 
( nearly all of  them j ewish ) were accused ( fa lsely) of the quintes­
sen t ial ,  the defini ng, t h e  exceptional i z ing Nazi cr i me: medical 
murder .  

• A� p a r t  o f  an effort  t o  i m p rove t h e  b i r t h  r a t e ,  G e r m a n  w o m e n ,  o n  each 

p a r t u ri t i o n ,  were a wa rd ed a u u c i fi x  t a � tc les� ly  c.r l led the M u l l cr� n·u:z. A r ya n  

homchol d � .  at  t h i �  t i me ,  were forb idden t o  employ a n y  l cwe�s u n d a  t h e  age o f  

fort r - fi ve.  So Mw rakn·uz for Ira. 
t Rrgh t  up u n t i l  I <Jil'J t he: A u,� h w i t t  M u �eu m  i b d f  wa., a m o n u rm· n t  to  l l o lo­

cau\ 1  dcn i " l .  I h e:  p a r t  p layed by  t h e  lew� W a \  dcc:mpha� i 1cd i n fa vor  of thc  S trugglc 
A ga i m t  l · a \L i \ rn .  <., i rn i la r l y :  " T he: repo r t  p rod ul c:d in K i e v  o n  l lah i  Y.r r t a l ked of t h e  
d e.Jl h  o f  ' p c:alcfu l  <.,ovict  u t i 1 e m , '  n o t  of Jew\" ( Ovcry ) .  
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When he adopted the "reconciliation line" at the Congress of 
Victors in 1934, Maxim Gorky was profoundly mistaken in think­
ing that "biographical therapy" was the way to Stal in's soul .  
Planetary preeminence didn't soften him in 1945.  A few more 
mendacious hosannahs wouldn't have softened him in 1934. Sta­
lin wasn't that kind of animal. 

Writers were pushed, sometimes physically, sometimes spiri­
tually, into all kinds of unfamiliar shapes by the Bolsheviks. Isaac 
Babel, shot in 1940, Osip Mandelstam, losing his mind en route 
to Kolyma in 1938 ( "Am I real and will death really come?'' ) :  
these men could tell themselves that they were martyrs t o  their 
art; and they were, and so were hundreds of others. Some more 
or less genuine writers tried to work "toward" the Bolsheviks. 
Their success depended inversely on the size of their talent. Tal­
entless writers could flatter the regime. Talented writers could 
not flatter the regime, or not for long. One thinks of Mayakov­
sky. His tough-guy verses about bayonets and pig-iron statistics 
have a smile somewhere behind them; and his play The Bedbug 

( a  satire on bureaucratism) was considered subversive enough to 
be quietly quashed. But he compromised his talent, minor 
though it was. And it seems that you just can't do that .  He killed 
himself in 1930. * The strangest and perhaps the sourest destiny 
of all, however, was that of Maxim Gorky. 

"I despise and hate them more and more," he wrote of the 

• J t was only after his suicide that Mayakovsky's work "began to be introduced 
forcibly, like potatoes under Catherine the Great ," noted Pasternak: "This was h is 
second death." Pasternak survived, without compromise. His lover, Olga Ivinskaya, 
was interrogated and sent to the gulag. The child she was carrying was stillborn in jail. 
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Bolsheviks, in June 1917. Gorky was not a "hereditary proletar­
ian," but he was certainly a hereditary plebeian: early poverty 
was followed by orphanhood; he took his first job at the age of 
nine. By the mid-189os he was world-famous, and stil l in his 
twenties. His revolutionary credentials were also excellent. He 
was an enemy of the old regime, and had done time in prison. A 
friend of Lenin's since 1902, Gorky donned the black leather 
tunic and the knee-high boots for the failed revolution of 1905. * 
During the war his large apartment in Petersburg became a Bol­
shevik HQ. Gorky's disil lusionment was gradual  but steady. Two 
weeks after October he wrote the fol lowing: 

Lenin and Trotsky do not have the slightest idea of the mean­
ing of freedom or the Rights of Man. They have al ready be­
come poisoned with the filthy venom of power, and this is 
shown by their shameful attitude towards freedom of speech ,  
the individual ,  and a l l  those other civil l iberties for which the 
democracy struggled. 

I n  A People 's Tragedy O r lando F iges uses Gorky as a moral  an ­

chor .  I n  t he  typhoon of u n reason ,  h i s  i s  the  vo ice of  suffer ing 

sa n i ty. 

He was also a supercnergct i c  ph i l a n t h rop i s t ,  sav ing many  

l i ves and cas ing  many hardsh ips dur ing  the  Red Terror and t he  

C ivi l  War. Len i n ,  fo r a l i t t l e  wh i l e  longer ,  was s t i l l  l i s t en ing  to 

h i m ,  even tho ugh Gorky's newspaper, Novaia zh in ' ( new worl d ) ,  

h ad  been suppressed i n  1 9 1 8 . I t  i s  ex t raord i nary how many  of  

Len i n 's mos t -q uoted u t te rances a rc to he found  i n  h i s  correspon -

• · 1  h e:  Bof ,hc:v iks p c: r ' i ' tnl w i t h  t h i '  o u t fi t  long a ft a t .1 k i n g  power. T h e  squc:;l k ­

. uJd -t;J i , tm l oo k , i t  \t:c: r m ,  W..l \ a d m i rc:d b y  a l l  t h e:  pl lhl h i ' t '  of  t h e:  l i r � t  ha l f  of t h e:  

t Y. c: n l lt: th  cen t u ry .  



K O B A  T H E  D R E A D  
.i 

225 

dence with Gorky: the one about the "unutterable vileness" of 
a l l  religion; the one about intellectuals being society's "shit"; the 
one about the " marvelous Georgian ."  In power, Lenin grew 
sterner with his friend. Gorky's letters are now forceful pleas for 
part icular leniencies and general moderation. Lenin fights his 
corner in his usual style, with the kind of debating tricks that 
would embarrass even the Oxford Union, and crowingly deliv­
ered: 

Reading your frank opinions on this matter, I recall a remark 
of yours: "We artists are irresponsible people." Exactly! You 
utter incredibly angry words-about what? About a few dozen 
(or perhaps even a few hundred) Kadet and near-Kadet gentry 
spending a few days in jail to prevent plots* . . .  which threaten 
the lives of thousands of workers and peasants. A calamity 
indeed! What injustice. A few days, or even weeks, in jail for 
intellect uals in order to prevent the massacre of thousands of 
workers and peasants! "Artists are i rresponsible people. "  

Quite easily done.t Lenin's letters started to include threats. "I  
cannot help saying: change your c ircumstances radically, your 
environment, your abode, your occupation,-otherwise life may 
disgust you for good" ( July 1919 ) .  I talics added. To bring about 
the inevitable rift it would take the death of two poets and a 
famine. 

* This is Len in's thumbnail sketch of the Red Terror. Again,  for perspective 
(and this applies to the years 1917-24) :  "it is possible that more people were mur­
dered by the Cheka than died in the battles of the civil war" ( Figes) .  

tThis letter of Len in's has a n  equivalent in t h e  Stal in archive: the one to 
M ikhai l  Sholokhov (who, according to Solzhenitsyn , did11 't write A11d Quiet Flows 
the Do11) about the peasantry. In rather more languid tones, Stal in assures his 
"esteemed" comrade that the "worthy reapers," whom he had only min imally in­
convenienced, were not as worthy as they seemed: they were using terrorism to 
starve the towns. 
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When Moscow eventually started to admit that a quarter of 
the peasantry was dying of starvation, Gorky was chosen to lead 
the call for aid. When the famine was over, Lenin arrested all but 
two of the relief committee and told Gorky to go abroad "for his 
health . "  Then there were the deaths of the poets, Alexander Blok 
and Nikolai Gumilev. After a brief enthusiasm for October, and 
hvo famous poems in celebration of it , Blok wrote noth ing after 
1918, and died of hunger and despair in August 1921. Days later, 
Gumilev (the former husband of Anna Akhmatova) was arrested 
by the Petrograd Cheka-for monarchist sympath ies, wh ich he 
indeed professed. Gorky went at once to Moscow and obta ined 
from Lenin an order for Gumilev's release. When he got back to 
Petrograd he found that Gumilev had a l ready been shot, wi thout 
tria l .  On being told of this, Gorky coughed up blood. H is health 
was in any case poor. He emigrated in October. 

In 1 932 Gorky was induced to return to the USSR, from I ta ly, 

by Comrade Stal in .  This was a propaganda coup for the regime, 
wh ich made much of the deliverance of the great writer from 
" fascist I t a ly. " He was awarded the Order of Len i n ;  a l i t t le palace 
in Moscow was made ava i lab le for h im,  and a dacha ( into wh ich, 
on hear ing  of Gorky's d i fficu l t i es with the s t a i rs ,  S ta l i n  sensit ive ly 

i n s ta l led an  e l evator ) ;  Tverskaia St reet beca me Gorky S t reet , and 

h i s  na t i ve N izh nyi Novgorod became Gorky: th i s  was  la rge-sca l e  

l ion iza t ion . ·  I t  must have been c l ea r  to Sta l i n  tha t  Gorky would 

even tua l l y  g ive h im t roub le .  There wou ld  be a m a n ,  t h ere would 

be a prob lem.  S ta l i n ,  I a m  su re ,  was exc i t ed by the  idea o f  break-

• O t h c: r  t h mg.\ w e r e:  n a m e d  a ft e r ( ,o r k y-.• wc:;1 v i n g  f.l c to ry,  for i n \ t a nce,  a n d  

a n  a i r p la n e  ( t h e wor l d \  la rge\ ! ) ,  w h i t h  c ra\hetl .  �ol t h c n i h y n ,  who j ,  m;J x i m;J I I )' 

h a rd on � l a X J rn ,  eage r l y  re po r t �  t h J t  wrups were n.uned a ft e r  h i m  too­

po\t h u rnou\ l y .  no d o u h t .  ( ) n r  o f  � t a l i n ' \  r.J re Joke\ .  
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ing this big cat: breaking the talent, breaking the integrity, break­
ing the man. 

As early as June 1929, during the second of his five reintro­
ductory summer trips to Russia, Gorky comprehensively defiled 
himself. To counter the recent publication, in England, of a book 
about Solovki (An Island Hell: A Soviet Prison in the Far North) ,  

Gorky was sent on  a visit to  the cradle of the gulag. The camp 
was hurriedly Potemkinized. As Solzhenitsyn tells it ,  however, 
Gorky secured an uninvigilated ninety-minute conversation with 
a fourteen-year-old boy in the Children's Colony. He left the 
barracks "streaming tears . " *  In the Visitors' Book he praised 
"the tireless sentinels of the Revolution, [who]  are able, at the 
same time, to be remarkably bold creators of culture"; these 
views were published worldwide. "Hardly had [ Gorky's ]  steamer 
pulled away from the pier than they shot the boy" (Solzhe­
nitsyn ) .  

The second spectacular self-abasement occurred in 1933-34, 
when Gorky edited The White Sea-Baltic Canal (his co-editors 
included the Deputy Chief of the gulag) . In the summer of 1933 
a delegation of 120 writers visited the canal, which had just been 
completed, and thirty-six of them contributed to the volume, 
which lauded the project as "a uniquely successful  effort at 
the mass transformation of former enemies of the proletariat ."  
Built by slave labor (mostly kulaks ) ,  the canal was meant to con­
nect the two fleets by a mighty waterway. In the end it cost per­
haps 150,000 lives, and it was useless .t Gorky had long been a 

' The boy told him, inter alia, about the "mosquito treatment": these insects, 
like airborne piranha, could turn a man into a skeleton within hours. Prisoners 
were also strapped to logs and then bounced down the stone steps of the fortress. 

tNot deep enough. Solzhenitsyn visited the site many years later. He was there 
all day, and saw two barges. 
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close friend of the hard- l ine but candid and realistic Kirov, the 
Len ingrad boss, in  whose fief the canal was bui lt .  The book itself 
was evidence enough: manifestly and monotonously fraudulent, 
sickly and craven. Gorky's incidental pronouncements, around 
now, are unrecognizable. He speaks the dialect of the regime in  
a tone of icy triumphalism. 

I t  was the murder of Kirov (December 1934) that penetrated 
Gork.")''s spiritual coma. Stal in expected this. A matter of hours 
after the ki l l ing, Cheka troops ringed Gorky's Crimean villa-to 
protect h im,  or to contain h im lest he speak out? The parallel 
tracks now entered the chicane. Urged by Stal in  to jo in the con­
demnation of individual terror (after the Kirov ki l l ing) ,  Gorky 
replied that he condemned state terror too: this amounted to an 
accusat ion of murder. When Gorky retu rned to Moscow the or­
gans moved in  closer. He told friends that he was under "house 
arrest ." H is quarantine was b izarrely symbol ized by the fact that 
the copies of Pravda he saw were specia lly rigged up for him 
( " reports of arrests," as Tucker notes, "were replaced by news 
about the crab catch and  the l ike" ) .  Isolation increased in May 
1 935  when h i s  adopted son ,  M axim Peshkov, who acted as his go­
betwee n ,  died mysteriously after a minor i l l ness. Gorky's own 
pulmon a ry t rouble grew worse. Stal in ,  accompan ied by Molotov 
and Vorosh i lov, pa id a v i s i t  to  his beds ide. He died on J une 1 8 ,  

1 936 ,  and was b u ried wi th  fu l l  honors .  Two months  l a t e r  h i s  old 

fr i end Kamenev came to the dock ( a n d  t o  eventua l execu t ion )  in 
a t r i a l  t h a t  Gorky had been ex pec ted to  denounce .  

�o perso nage i n h is tory, we  may t h i n k ,  h a s  a weake r c la i m  

t o  t h e  benefi t  of t h e  d o u b t ,  b u t Sta l i n  i s  less t ho rough l y  i mpl i ­

c a t ed i n  t he death o f  Gorky ( a nd Go rky\ son )  t h a n i n  t he dea t h  

o f  K i rov.  ,vt ov i ng from t h e " q u i e t  t e rror" of  Pa rt y  expu ls ions t o  
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the percussion of the Great Terror itself, Stalin was now at his 
most anarchically improvisational, a mad gymnast of multiple 
deceit, fill ing a hole here, plugging a gap there, in the vibrating 
edifice of his reali ty. In the later trial of Bukharin and others 
( 1938 )  it was claimed that Gorky was killed by his doctors, who 
were themselves the creatures of head Chekist Yagoda. Yagoda 
was of course executed; and so were Drs. Levin and Kazakov. * 
The Gorky "murder," a bumbling, piecemeal business (the doc­
tors induced him to stand near bonfires and to visit people who 
had colds ) ,  sounds embarrassingly feeble, and drenches the event 
in  an undeserved improbabil i ty. The entire case feels extempo­
rized: Yagoda's plot was presented as a terroristic move against 
the leadership, and so Gorky (his shade would not have been 
happy to learn) was l iquidated as one of the stauncher Stalinists. 
Anyway, there seems to be a rule, and i t  may be metaphysical: 
when Stalin  wished for a death , then that wish carne true. 

Gorky, then, was trying to regain his i ntegrity. But why did 
he lose i t  in the first place? Solzhenitsyn is unsparing: 

I used to ascribe Gorky's pitiful conduct after his return from 
I taly and right up to his death to his delusions and folly. But 
his recently published correspondence of the 1920s provides 
a reason for explaining it  on lesser grounds: material self­
interest. In  Sorrento Gorky was aston ished to discover that no 
world fame had accrued to him, nor money either . . . .  I t  be­
came clear that both for money and to revive his fame he had 
to return to the Soviet Union and accept all the attached 
conditions . . . .  And Stalin killed him to no purpose, out of 
excessive caution: Gorky would have sung hymns of praise to 
1937 too. 

" Other doctors were implicated, and in such numbers (Conquest tel ls us) that 
they were collectively known as "Gorkyists" in the prisons and camps. 
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We understand Solzhenitsyn's anger ( that last sentence contains 
two definitive insults ) ,  but we cannot quite accede to it . Vanity, 
venal ity-perhaps; but Gorky was stumbling, groping, suffering. 
He returned to Russia because on  some level he felt, perhaps 
conceitedly, that he could moderate the sys tem-moderate 
Stalin-from with in .  He pawned his soul ,  and then tried to 
redeem it .  

Anomalously, Gorky was allowed a l ast trip to the Crimea­
for his health. One night, escaping the supervis ion of his doctors, 
he cl imbed out of a window and crept into the garden .  Tucker 
wri tes (he is paraphrasing  his source ) :  "Gorky looked up at  the 
sky. Then he walked to a tree, clasped i ts branches in his arms, 
and stood there weeping." He had much to weep about. In gen­
eral ,  writers never find out how strong their talent i s :  that invest i­
gat ion begins with their obituaries. In  the USSR, writers found 
out  how good they were when they were s t i l l  al ive. I f  the talent 
was strong, only l uck or silence could save them.  If the talent was 
weak, t hey cou ld comprom ise and survive. Thus ,  for the writers, 
the Bol sheviks wielded p ro methean power: they s u m moned pos­

ter i ty a n d  i n serted it into the here and now. 
A cer t a in doc u me n t  was fou n d  among Go rky's pa pers.  O n  

read i n g  i t  Yagod a  swo re a n d  sa i d ,  "No mat ter  h o w  mu ch you 
feed a wol f, he keeps look i n g  back toward the  woods . " ( T h i s  is a 

u n i q u e  occ u rrence :  Ya god a ,  he re , i s  m o re gen e ro u s  t h a n  S o l ­

z h e n i t s yn . )  I n  t h e  doc u m e n t  G o rky h a d  i mag i n ed S t a l i n  as a 

flea-a fl ea t h a t  h a d  gro w n  to vast  a n d u n con t ro l l a b l e  p ropor­

t i o n s ,  " i n sa t i a b l e  fo r h u m a n i t y ' s b l ood " ( i n  Con q u es t ' s  g loss ) 

" ye t  e�'>en t i a l l y  para � i t i ca l . "  A n d  perhaps  we s h o u l d  m a ke t h a t  

gia n t  fl ea a gi a n t  bed b u g, fo r Sta l i n  cra ved , a n d  b ro u gh t  abo u t ,  

t h e  pol i t i c i za t i o n  o f  ., J cep.  l i e m ur dered ., ( eep .  
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With a solemnity that can be easily imagined, Stalin h imself 
led Gorky's funeral march. The passionate friendship the two 
men shared now established itself in Soviet myth. A fortnight 
later the three journals Gorky edited were closed down and their 
staffs arrested, along with others of his entourage. 

Demian Bedny: Demian the Poor. Maxim Gorky: Maxim the 
Bitter. Iosif Grozny: Iosif the Terrible. 

End 

This is how Ivan went, in 1584: " [he] began grievously to swell in  
h i s  cods, with which he had most horribly offended above fifty 
years together, boasting of a thousand virgins he had deflow­
ered."* The soothsayers were called in, and Ivan sought relief in 
the fondling of jewelry. He died while attempting to begin a 
game of chess: 

He sets his ment . . .  the Emperor in his loose gown, shirt and 
linen hose, faints and falls backward. Great outcry and stir, 
one sent for aqua vita another to the apothecary for "marigold 
and rose water" and to call his ghostly father and the physi­
cians. In  the mean he was strangled and stark dead. 

"Was strangled" here means "asphyxiated," because Ivan died of 
natural causes. As, scandalously, did Stalin. He took rather 
longer to go. And, such was his incredible talent for death, he 
showed that he could kill people violently even from his coffin. 

• This and subsequent quotes are from an account by Sir  Jerome Horsey of 
the Muscovy Company in  London. 

t"All saving his king, which by no means he could make stand in  his place 
with al l  the rest upon the plain board" ( Horsey's note, which sounds too good to 
be true ) .  
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One of the hundred and more Jewish artists executed be­
tween 1948 and 1953 was the l egendary actor Solomon Mikhoels .  
He was not arrested; he was lured, murdered, and left in the 
street, where a Cheka truck drove over him. The regime was con­
tent at first to decide that the death was accidental, but later it 
was put about that he had indeed been murdered-by the CIA, 
to stop him from exposing an American spy ring. M ikhoels had 
performed, privately, in the Kreml in. He had done Shakespeare 
for Stal in .  He had done Lear for Sta l in .  I contend that this was a 
great historical moment. Lear was of course a totalitarian from 
birth-there are differences-but Lear  remains the central vi­
sionary meditation on the totalitarian mind.  Did Stal in's nose 
twitch when he heard Mikhoels, his future vict im, flaying him 
from the stage? 

They flat tered m e  l ike a dog . . . .  To say "ay" and "no" to 

everyth ing that I sa id ! . . .  When the rai n  came to wet m e  once 

and the wind to  make me chatter,  when the t h u n der wo uld 

not  peace a t  my b iddi ng; there I fou n d  'em,  there I smel t 'em 

out .  Go to ,  t hey arc not  men of their  words:  they told me I 

was eve ryth i ng : ' t is a l i e- !  am n o t  ague -proo f. 

A n d  n o r  of cou rse was Koba.  Kh rushchev reports h i m  as  

bei n g  u n won ted ly cheerfu l  on the  eve n i n g of February 28 (and 
u n won ted ly d r u n k ) ; •  o t he r accoun ts desc r ibe a n igh t o f  somber 

d e n u n c i a t i o n s  fro m  t he  head of t he  tab le ,  a nd Sta l i n 's s i l en t a n d  

d i sgus ted depa rt u re ( a t  t he  u s ua l  h o u r: 4 A . M . ) . The  s t and i ng 

d i n n e r  i n v i t a t i o n  to Kun tsevo had a l ways been a m ixed b less i ng. 

I n  m o re yo u t h fu l  d a ys t he  K rem l i n  cro n ies had am used t h e m -

• '> r a l m ,  1 1  \CCnl \ ,  d r;r n k  modcra r c l y  by  ) { u , , i ;rn \ I anda  rd .\, l l u r  h e  pos l pom·d 
gr vr n g  up \ m o k m g  ( ' i ga n:! ! c\ a n d  p i pd u n l ! l  r h e  fr u i l l e \ \ l y  I a l l' d.l l t' of 1 <) 52. 
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selves with bun fights, songs, jokes, japes. A typical prank was 
the placement of a ripe tomato on the chair of the drunken Pos­
krebyshev (was this, one wonders, before or after his wife was 
shot-or both? ) .  Stalin enjoyed the spectacle of humiliation­
getting Khrushchev to dance Cossack-style, for example. But 
these men were already humil iated, long before 1 953.  By then 
Poskrebyshev was gone (fired, merely) and the others, particu­
larly Beria and Malenkov, were regarded with intense suspicion. 
' ' I 'm finished," Stalin had recently been heard to say to himself: 
"I trust no one, not even myself. "  Svetlana says of this period 
that a visit to her father would physically wipe her out for several 
days; and Svetlana was in no fear of her life. 

On March 1 Stalin stirred at midday, as usual. In  the pantry 
the light came on: MAKE TEA. The servants waited in vain for the 
plodding instruction, BRING TEA IN. Not until 11  P.M. did the 
duty officers summon the nerve to investigate. Koba was lying in 
soiled pajamas on the dining-room floor near a bottle of mineral 
water and a copy of Pravda. His beseeching eyes were full of 
terror. When he tried to speak he could only produce "a buzzing 
sound"-the giant flea, the bedbug, reduced to an insect hum. 
No doubt he had had time to ponder an uncomfortable fact: all 
the Kremlin doctors were being tortured in jail, and his personal 
physician of many years, Vinogradov, was, moreover (at the in­
s istence of Stalin himself) , "in irons ." 

Beria, apparently fresh from some debauch, made a flying 
visit on the night of March 1 .  But it wasn't until the next morning 
that a team of ( non-Jewish) doctors was assembled and set to 
work, spurred on by Beria's obscenities and threats , while mem­
bers of the Politburo paced about in the adjoining room. One 
finds oneself tending to linger over the medical documents ( is 
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it the novelty of a natural death? ) ,  with their portrait of total 
powerlessness. Extracts: 

. . .  the patient was lying on a divan on h is back, h is head 
tu rned to the left, his eyes closed, with moderate hyperemia 
[ excess of blood] of the face; there had been involuntary urina­
tion (his clothes were soaked in urine) . . . .  The heart tones 
were dull. . . .  The patient is in an unconscious state . . . .  
There is no movement in the right extremit ies and occasional 
disturbance in the left. 

Diagnosis: hypertonic disease, general ized atherosclerosis 
wi th predominant damage of the cerebral blood vessels, right­
handed hemiplegia as a result of middle left cerebral arterial 
hemorrhaging; atherosclerotic cardiosclerosis, nephrosclerosis. 
The patient's condition is extremely serious. 

Because the patien t, in other words, had had a massive stroke. 
The doctors appl ied leeches-four beh ind either ear, contentedly 
and innocently sucking the bedbug's blood. Magnesium sulfate 
was admin istered by enema and hypodermic. Sta l in 's right side 
was paralyzed; his left side twi tched at random. Over the next 
five days, as the doctors trembled over their work, Vasily Dzhu­
gashvi l i  would sometimes stagger in  and shout, "They've kil led 
my father, the bastards !"  A t 9:50 P .M .  on March s Sta l in  began 
sweating heavily. H is b lue face turned b luer. Svet lana watched 
and waited . This is her valediction : 

For the  last twelve h o u rs the  lack of oxygen beca me acute .  H is 

face a n d l i ps b lackened . . . .  The dea th  agony  was t e rr ib le .  He  

l i tera l ly  choked to dea th  as  w e  watched .  A t  wha t  seemed l i ke 

the  very last  momen t ,  h e  opened h i s  eyes and  cast a g lance 
o v e r  eve ryone  i n  t he  roo m .  I t  wa s a terr ib le  glance, insane o r  

perhaps  a ngry, and  fu l l  of  fea r  of  dea th  . . . .  [ Then ] he sudden l y 
l i fted h i s  l eft hand  as th o u gh he  wen: po i n t i ng to someth ing  
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up above and bringing down a curse on all. The gesture was 
incomprehensible and full of menace. 

What was he doing? He was groping for his power. 

235 

Stalin was dead-but he wasn't yet done. He had always 
loved grinding people together, pestling them together, leaving 
them without air and space, without recourse; he had always 
loved hemming and cooping them, penning them, pinning them: 
the Lubyanka reception "kennel," with three prisoners for every 
yard of floor space; lvanovo, with 323 men in a cell intended for 
twenty, or Strakhovich, with twenty-eight men in a cell intended 
for solitary confinement; or thirty-six in a single t rain compart­
ment, or a black maria packed so tight that the urkas can't even 
pickpocket, or the zeks t russed in pairs and stacked l ike logs in 
the back of the truck-en route to execution . . . .  On the day of 
Stalin's funeral vast multitudes, ecstatic with false grief and false 
love, flowed through Moscow in dangerous densities. When, in 
a tightening crowd, your movements are no longer your own 
and you have to fight to breathe, a simple and sorrowful realiza­
tion asserts itself through your panic: that if  death comes, it will 
be brought here by l ife, too much life, a superabundance of l ife. 
And what were they all doing there anyway-mourning him? On 
that day well over a hundred people died of asphyxiation in the 
streets of Moscow. So Stalin, embalmed in his coffin, went on 
doing what he was really good at: crushing Russians. 

Negative Perfection 

While preparing for the demonstration trial of the SRs, Lenin 
wrote to the People's Commissar of Justice (May 1922) :  



Comrade Kursky! 

M A R T I N  A M I S  

As a sequel to our conversat ion, I am sending you an outl ine of a 
supplementary paragraph for the Criminal Code . . . .  The basic concept, 
I hope, is clear . . .  : openly to  set forth a statute which is both principled 
and politically truthful (and not just juridically narrow) to supply 
motivat ion for the esse11ce and the justijicatio11 of terror, its necessi ty, 
its limits. 

The court must not exclude terror. It would be self-deception or 
deceit to promise this ,  and in order to provide i t  with a foundation and 
to legalize it in  a principled way, clearly and without hypocrisy and 
without embellishment, i t  is necessary to formulate it as broadly as 
possible, for only revolutionary righteousness and a revolutionary 
conscience will provide the conditions for applying it more or less 
broadly in practice. 

With Communist greetings, 
LENIN 

"Terror is a powerful means of policy," said Trotsky, "and one 
would have to be a hypocrite not to understand this ."  

Both men,  we see, are  anxious to avoid being hypocritical . *  
No, let u s  not have any hypocrisy. Terror,  i f  you must .  But let us 
not have any hypocrisy. Len in's letter to Kursky elaborates on an 
earl ier suggest ion: "Comrade Kursky! In my opinion we ought 
to extend the use of execution by shooting (allowing the substi­
tut ion of exile abroad ) to al l activit ies of the Mensheviks, SR's, 

• �. V. K ry l en ko ( who wa s p rosec utor  a t  t h e � R  t r ia l , and somet i me Commis­
s,a r  of J u s t i ce )  held that  laws were hypoc r i t ica l .  " I t  i s  on e of  t h e  mo�t w idesp read 

so p h i s t r ies  of bou rgeo is  sc ience t o  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  t h e  cou rt . . .  i s  a n  i n st i t u t ion 

w h me ta�k i t  i s  t o  rea l i ze �o rn e  sort o f  �pec i a l  ' juM ice'  that  s t a nd� <J bovc c l a�ses . . . . 
' L et J U �t i ce p rev.J i l  m co u rt \ '--on e can h.J rd l y con ceive mo re b i t te r mockery of 
rea l u y t h a n  t h l \ . " I n J u l y 1 9 31! �tal  in wa� gi ven a l i � t  of 1 3!1 n a mes;  the  words " Shoot 

a l l  1 3 11 " acco m pa n y  h i '  s igna t u re .  K ry l e n k o \  n a m e wa' o n  t h a t  J i , t .  ! l i s t r i a l la�h:d 

t\'o'c n t y  m i n u t cs ( th c  pa pc rwork nu n i m u rn ) ,  and the p m t ocol ran t o  n i n e teen l i nl'S .  

\\'.1 \ t h .1 t  u n h ypoc n t i L .J I  cno ugh lor h i m !  
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etc." Looking at the thing from the PR point of view, Lenin goes 
on :  "We ought to find a formulation that would connect these 
activities with the international bourgeoisie ." His italics; and his 
hypocrisy. State terror is state hysteria; any attempt, however 
coldly undertaken,  "to legal ize i t  in  a principled way, and wi th­
out hypocrisy" wi ll turn out to he hypocritical. And how do we 
construe Trotsky's pronouncement? One would "have to be a 
hypocrite," he argues, "not to understand" that " terror is a pow­
erful  means of policy." "Not to understand," here, is a euphe­
mism for "not to act on": his political opponents, after al l ,  don't 
mind his understanding i t .  Trotsky ought to have used the word 
"sentimentalist" in place of "hypocrite." Everyone knows that 
terror is unsentimental . We sti l l  need persuading that terror is 
unhypocritical. More generally, we take i t  on board that Lenin 
and Trotsky were alert to the danger of hypocrisy. 

In fact, of course, hypocrisy boomed under the Bolsheviks, 
l ike hyperinflation .  I do not intend it as a witticism when I say 
that hypocrisy became the l ife and soul of the Party-indeed, 
this understates the case. Hypocrisy didn't know what had hit it 
in  October 1917. Until then, hypocrisy had had i ts moments, in 
politics, in religion ,  i n  commerce; i t  had played i ts part in innu­
merable social interactions; and i t  had starred in many Victorian 
novels, and so on; but it had never been asked to saturate one 
sixth of the planet. Looking back, hypocrisy might have smi led 
at its earlier reticence, for it soon grew accustomed to the com­
manding heights. 

This vice flourishes when words and deeds abandon all con­
tiguity. Before examining the word "revolution" (square one ) ,  
let us consider square two: "the dictatorship of the proletariat ." 
Barely more than a footnote in Marx, the phrase was fetishized 
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by the Bolsheviks as "vanguardism": the elite revolutionaries es­
tablish a dictatorship in the name of the proletariat; the proletar­
iat, over time, outgrows mere "trade-union consciousness ," and 
catches up with the vanguard; the vanguard, the state, then fa­
mously "withers away," and full Communism is " realized." The 
Bolsheviks, as we are aware, got stuck in the first phase of the 
process and never moved beyond it ( though in a sense they did 
manage to wither away, nearly a century later, leaving nothing 
behind them) .  Lenin was being hypocritical , therefore, when he 
outlawed the trade unions on the grounds that the proletariat 
already enjoyed dictatorial power. 

Russia never experienced the dictatorship of the proletariat. 
What Russia experienced was the dictatorship of the prole­

tarian . 
Russia experienced Stalin ,  and negative perfection. 
(1) During the famine of 1933 Moscow continued its Russifi­

cation policy in the Ukraine, purging all institutions ( including 
the Chamber of Weights and Measures and the Geodesic Board ) .  
One  official who had come under attack, Skrypnyk, responded 
spi ritedly: he counterattacked , and then shot himself. The officia l  
obi tuary described his su icide as "an ac t of fa intheartedness par­
t i cular ly unworthy of a member of the Central Com m ittee of the 
A l l - Union Communist Pa rty. " 

( 2 )  From The Great Terror. " The absolute ly cert a i n  way fo r a 

defendant  to get h i mself sho t was to refu se to plead gu i l ty. He 
would  t h e n  no t g o  before an open c o u r t  a t  a l l ,  b u t  e i t her  perish 
u nd e r  the r igo rs of the p re l i m i n a ry i nves t iga t io n , o r  be shot, l i ke 

R u d zu t a k ,  a fter  a twenty-m inu te c losed t r ia l . The log ic of S ta l in 's 
cou rts was d i ffe ren t from what is cus tomary e l sewhere.  The on ly 
c h a n ce o f avo id i n g  dea th was to adm i t  to  everyt h i ng ,  and  to  pu t  
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the worst possible construction on all one's activities. It is true 
that even this seldom saved a man's l ife. " 

(3)  During Collectivization, when the peasants were slaugh­
tering their cattle, the chief of grain procurement in the Ukraine, 
who could expect to feast his way through the coming struggle 
( i .e . ,  terror-famine) ,  is quoted as saying: "for the first time in 
their sordid history the Russian peasants have eaten their fi l l  of 
meat." 

(4)  This is Robert Tucker on the execution of Kamenev and 
Zinoviev, whose l ives Stalin had originally promised to spare: 
"He not only humiliated, exploited, and destroyed them, but he 
caused them to die knowing they had publicly abased and be­
smirched themselves and very many others, taken on the guilt 
for his murder of Kirov, h is supreme duplicity, and h is terrorist 
conspiracy against the party-state. They had confessed to repre­
senting a variety of fascism when he was introducing just that in 
Russia by, among other things, this very pseudo-trial; and they 
wound up groveling at their murderer's feet and glorifying 
him-all for noth ing but to serve h is purposes."*  In his forty-third 
unanswered letter to Stalin, Bukharin wrote: " I  feel toward you, 
toward the Party, toward the cause nothing but great and bound­
less love. I embrace you in my thoughts . . . .  " Few murderers 
have asked this of their victims-to go to their deaths with en­
dearments on their lips. But this was the size of the defeat, the 
size of the deficit, that Stalin insisted on .  

• This crescendo o f  indignation could have continued. Kamenev's wife was 
arrested in 1935 and shot in 1941; his older son was arrested in 1937 and shot in 1939 
(h is younger son survived a Cheka orphanage and the gulag) .  Zinoviev's three 
brothers were shot, as was one of his sisters; three other sisters, together with three 
nephews (one of whom was shot) ,  a niece, a brother- in -law and a cousin were sent 
to camp; his son Stefan was shot. 
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( ; )  Occasionally requests for clemency were passed around 

the table by the leadersh ip. One such,  from an i nnocent military 

commander on the eve of his  execution,  was footnoted: "A pack 

of l ies .  Shoot him -1. Stal i n " ;  "Agreed . Blackguard !  A dog's 

death for a dog -Beria" ;  " M a n iac -Vo rosh i lov";  "Swine !  

-Kaganovich." 

(6)  In 1948 Stal in made the following addi t ion to  his  official 

b iography, the Sho rt Co urse: "At the various stages of  the War 

Stal in's gen ius found the correct solut ion that took account  of  

a l l  the ci rcumstances . . . .  His  mi l i tary mastersh ip  was  displayed 

both in defense and o ffense. H is gen ius enabled h i m  to divi ne 

the enemy's plans and defeat them . "  Stal i n  then made t h is add i ­

t ion to  that  add itio n :  "Although he performed h i s  t a s k  of  leader 

of the Party with consummate skill and enjoyed the u n reserved 

support of the ent i re Soviet people, Stal i n  never al lowed his work 

to be marred by the  sl ightest hint o f  van ity, conceit or  sel f­

ad ulat io n . "  

( 7 )  Increas i ngly,  as t h e  Te rror- Fa m i n e  gripped , peasa nts stole 

gra i n  to  stay al i ve .  A new law pol i t i c i zed t h i s  cr i me, decla r ing  

tha t  a l l  s u c h  p i l fe re rs were to be t reated as enem ies of  t he  people, 

and wou ld  recei ve the te1 1 1 1er or the s 1 1pcr. " By the beg i n n ing  of 

1 933 ," wri tes Vol kogo nov, "more than  so,ooo people, m a n y  of 

t hem s ta rv i ng , had been sen tenced . "  Us ing  the word " fam i ne" 

carr ied the  �ame pcna l ty . The " wo r t hy  reapc rs , "  i n  S ta l i n 's face­

t i o u �  fo rmu l a t i on ,  d i d n ' t  know t h a t  they we re s t a rv i ng as a m a t ­

t e r  o f  gove rn m e n t  po l i cy .  Bu t  t hey d i d  k n o w  t h a t  t hey were 

s t a rv i ng.  A n d  i t  wa!> a ca p i ta l c r ime to remark on i t .  I n  esse nce , 

people were bei ng k i l l ed ,  q u i ckl y , fo r the  cap i t a l  c r i me o f  sa y i ng 

t h a t  t h q  w e r e  bei n g k i l led s lowly .  

Yo u �cc wh y �o l zh e n i tsyn n eed� h i !>  cxplc t i ves ,  his i t a l i cs ,  h is 
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exclamat ion marks, his  thrashing sarcasm.  On the chain gang 

they had you sing: 

We Canal Army Men are a tough people. 
But not in that l ies our chief trait; 
We were caught up by a great epoch 
To be put on the path that leads straight. 

Or, at the amateur theatricals, bursting from the breast: 

And even the most beautiful song 
Cannot tell, no, cannot do justice 
To this country than which there is nothing more wondrous, 
The country in which you and I l ive . 

. . . Oh, they will drive you to the point where you wil l 
weep just to be back with company commander Kurilko [" I 'll 
make you suck the snot from corpses! " ) ,  walking along the 
short and simple execution road, through open-and-above­
board Solovki slavery. 

My Lord! What canal is there deep enough for us to drown 
that past in?* 

• The Gulag Archipelago, Volume Two, pp. 1 1 9-20. 
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Letter to a Friend 

Comrade H itchens!  

Chalet La Galana, 
Calle Los Picaflores, 
Esquina Los Bigua, 
Jose Ignacio, 
Maldonado, 
Uruguay. 

10 February, 2001. 

I like the way the Bolsheviki hailed each other in their letters, and 
will be disappointed if inquiry reveals that the exclamation mark 
was a national habit-just as the Americans favor the businesslike 
colon, while the British stick with the diffident yet intimate 
comma. I like the comrades' "shock" greeting, with its suggestion 
that the recipient may have fallen into some deviationist reverie, 
and its further suggestion that he had better snap out of it and 
reattend, on pain of death, to his quotas. I l ike the air of menace, 
of vigilance, of sleeplessness. Considering my current location, I 
might have followed what was presumably the practice at POUM* 

• Partido Obrero de Unificaci6n Marxista, the heretical sect of Catalonia, sav­
aged by the Cheka during the Spanish Civil War for its Trotskyite bent. 
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and opened my communication with an inverted exclamation 
mark, as well, obliging the comrade to tense up even quicker. 

The northern hemisphere, at least in the months that we 

call winter, is, I fear, a fool 's  game. Here we all wander about 
the place with the grateful and trusting smile of  a recently 
rescued Bambi. I t  is a land of  thousand-mile  beaches, 
spectacular tormen tas, and flipped and wriggl ing beetles the size 
of  Gregor Samsa. Fernanda has learned how to swim,  Clio has 
learned how to talk, and I have learned how to say one very 
versatile sentence in Spanish-Yo sieu to mucho, pero no puedo 

ayudar ( oh and the equally al l-purpose Yo no se uada ) . ""  All I 
lack is the presence of  my other children. I miss them. And I 
miss my s ister Sally, whom you knew. I have of late, but  
wherefore I know not ,  lost  a l l  my mirth . Now I do know 
wherefore-but it took some t ime.  " I  have of la te ,  but 
wherefore I know not, lost all my mi rth,  fo regone all custom of 
exercises; and indeed, i t  goes so heavi ly with my dispos it ion 
that th is goodly frame, the earth , seems to me a steri le 
promontory; this most excellent can o py , the a i r , look you, this 
brave o ' erh an ging firmament,  t h i s  m ajes t i c a l  roo f  fre t ted w i t h  

golden fire: why, i t  appeareth n o t h i n g  t o  me bu t  a fou l  a nd 

pest i len t c o n grega t io n o f  vapo u rs . "  I t  t oo k  me a wh i l e  to  find  
th is speech, beca use I was  s u re Ham le t  was  i n  col l o q u y  wi th  

Hora t io-ra ther  t han  w i th  Rosenc ra n t z  a nd G u i l d c n s t c rn ,  

w h i c h  m a kes H a m le t 's d ej ect io n even m o re so i l ed a n d  t h rown­

away . . . .  The key  p h rase i s  " b u t wherefo re I know not . "  

Ham l e t does n ' t  fu l l y  sec t h a t  h i s  m e t a p h ys i c a l  m i ser ies  

co n s t i t u t e  a s u b l i m i n a l  s y m p t o m  o f  g r i e f; and t h i s  was exa c t l y 

· ' ' I ' m  very \orry, b u t  I can he of no h d p . "  " I  d o n ' t  know a n y t h i ng. " 



K O B A  T H E  D R E A D  247 

my case. I thought I was sick, I thought I was "4ying (maybe that 
is what bereavement actually asks of you ) .  Literature gives us 
these warnings about the main events, but we don't recognize 

the warnings unti l  the events have come and gone. Isabel , my 
senior in  the loss of a sibling, told me that you just have to take 
it, l ike weather-yes, l ike sleet in your  face. Other skies ask 
other questions. Even the candid blue of Uruguay. But more of 
this another time, and there will be more of this, much more 
of this, and then more, and then more. 

Just before we left we had a couple of very good evenings 
with the Conquests. Bob said to me, "Do you remember my 
suggesting, long ago, that you should call your next novel The 

Cupid Stunts?" I said that I did, and adduced the analogous 
Cunning Stun ts from Nabokov ( is it from Transparen t Th ings?) .  

Then (dry, professorial ) h e  said, "Of  course there's also The 

Cotton Runts."* I asked him, "What is The Cotton Run ts?" And 
he said, "A social-realist novel about Lancash ire slum children 
affected by the collapse of the textile industry. " . . .  If Nietzsche 
is right, and a joke is an epigram on the death of a feeling, then 
th is joke is a massacre. I laughed for so long that he got going 
too; as i t  subsided he took off his glasses and removed a tear 
with his little finger. I think I reminded him of Kingsley-for 
the Amis men double over when they laugh, and scrunch up 
their eyes to remove all possible d istractions. More curiously, 
he reminds me of Kingsley. Because he is really terrifyingly 

unchanged, isn't he? Remember in the Letters, when Kingsley 
and Larkin have been exchanging s incere and eloquent 

• The Nabokov quote i s  naturally another matter ,  but  American readers 
should be told that the word being quibbled with here means, in  English, some­
thing l ike "moronic bastard," and has no sexual connotation. 
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complaints about old age, and Kingsley says incredulously that 
"Bob just goes on as if nothing has happened"? ( Liddie* says 
he simply "wakes up happy." Christ, is tha t  what you've got to 
do?) In  his Seven Ages l imerickt he is stil l hovering between 
lines three and four-in his mid-eighties. How is he gett ing on 
with his memoirs? Will we learn about his  Pierce Brosnan 
period at the Foreign Office? When you see them next, give 
them my love and say that I ' l l  be over in June.  Now back to 
business. 

Comrade Hitchens! There is probably not that much in these 
pages that you don't already know. You already know, in that 
case, that Bolshevism presents a record of baseness and inan ity 
that exhausts all dictionaries; indeed, heaven stops the nose a t  i t .  
So it is st i ll obscure to me why you wouldn't want to put more 
distance between yourself and these events than you do, with 
your reverence for Lenin and your unregretted discipleship of 
Trotsky. These two men did not just precede Stal in .  They created 
a fu lly functioning pol ice state for his later usc. And they showed 
h i m a remarkable thing: that it was possible to run a country 
w i th a formula of  dead freedom, l ies and violence-and 
unpunctua ted se l f- righ teousness. During one of  our four or five 
evenings on t he  subjec t , you q u iet ly  stressed t ha t  Len i n 's 

perfo r m a n ce was " not hypocr i t ica l . "  I wonder a t  t ha t .  J sn 't 

" l . i d d a :  Neece, t h e  fo u rth l'>l r�. Rohert C.onq uc\1 .  " I  idd i c a n d  I arc gel l i n g  

m a r r i ed , "  h e  t o l d  m y  fa t h e r .  " Bo b ,  you can ' t du t h a t .  N o t  tlga i11 . "  " Wd l ,  I 

t h o u gh t -one fo r the  roa d . "  That wa� t we n t y - t wo year\  ago. 

t '>evcn age�:  ti n t  p u ki n g a n d  mewling: 

'I h e n  very pi �\ed o ff w u h  one's  sc h oo l i n g ;  

Then fu cb;  a n d  t h c:n f igh t s; 

Th e n  J U d );mg c h a p \ '  r i )\h t � ; 

I h e n  � l t l l n g  111 \ I i pper \ ;  t h e n  drool m g. 
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unpunctuated self-righteousness, in a man presiding over the less 
than perfect world of the Soviet Union , 1917-24, automatically 
not not hypocritical? Off the record, Lenin was capable of telling 
the truth , blandly conceding that certain policies had had certain 
(unpleasant) results. But nothing here qualifies Bunin's 
judgment, with which I increasingly concur: Lenin, "that 
congenital moral imbecile." I will return later, i f  I may, to 
Trotsky. 

The arc of the late Dmitri Volkogonov is an interesting one, 
is it not? His Stalin: Triumph and Tragedy appeared in 1989; and 
although the cover of my paperback is wreathed in quotes l ike 
"a massive indictment" and so on , it is in fact comparatively 
lenient. In 1988 Volkogonov didn' t  know that Stalin was 
responsible for the fates of his parents ( and two uncles) .  He 
found out later, and directly, in the archives: his father was shot 
in the Terror for possessing some work of Bukharin's, and his 
mother died in "exile"-that is, as a police-harassed woman of 
the road. Dmitri was n ine years old in 1937; he sensed what l ife 
was like, but he had already eaten the ideology . . . .  His Stalin has 
blind spots, tacit assumptions (he is almost jocose on the 
repressions of the clergy) . Because he was still a believer: a 
political believer. The disappearance of that belief was complex, 
and partly independent of filial outrage, coming "like the 
melancholy of a spiritual hangover."*  A queasy 
counterrevolution of the mind, the heart, the soul, the gut. 
Volkogonov's subsequent books in his trilogy, Trotsky: The 

Eternal Revolutionary (1992) and Len in: A New Biography 

* These feel ings are described in Autopsy for a11  Empire. Volkogonov died 
shortly after completing it ,  in 1995. 
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( 1994) ,  .. continue a curve of mounting disgust and despair. 
"Perhaps the only thing I achieved in this l ife," he wrote (when 
his l ife was ending) , "was to break with the fa ith I had held for 
so long. " The workings of Volkogonov's internal perestroika are 
altogether alien to me; but this quietly extraordinary remark is a 
goad to the imagination. 

You must understand the process better than I do, because 
you have undergone it, or partly undergone it. Your restructuring 
remains incomplete. Why? An admiration for Lenin and Trotsky 
is meaningless without an admirat ion for terror. They would not 
want your admiration if it failed to include an admiration for 
terror. Do you admire terror? I know you admire freedom. A 
wh ile ago I told you that 1989 was a turning point in  your 
evolution as a writer. Until then your prose had always given me 
the impress ion of less than complete disclosure-the sense that 
certain truths might have to be postponable. Then you lost that 
inhib i t ion, and your writing voice ga i ned a new qua l i ty: freedom. 

Seen in terms of freedom and freedom alone, October was 
not  a pol i t ical revo l u t ion riding on the back of a popu lar  
revo l u t ion ( Feb ruary) . I t  was a counterrevol u t ion .  The "unres t " 

of  192 1-in the  armed forces (mu t i ny  a t  Kronstadt and  

e l sewhere ) , i n  the  post-C iv i l  War rema ins of  t he  p role tar ia t  

( s t r i kes, demons t ra t ion s ,  r io ts ) ,  and in  the cou n t rys ide ( peasa n t  

rebel l ion i n vo lv ing mi l l ions )-cons t i t u ted a popu l a r  revo lu t ion 

fa r more thoroughgo ing than those of 1 9 1 7  and  1 90 5 . t  The 

Bolshevi k i ,  of  co urse ,  ca l l ed t h i s a coun terrevol u t ion ,  and 

b lood i l y  �uppressed i t .  Whereas, in  fac t ,  their revol u t ion  was the  

• DJte\ o f  p u b h t o� l i o n  111 R U \\ ia .  They a p pe. Jrnl i n  rcn·r�e  order i n  t h e  Wt·� t .  
t " J  h e  K ro mt a d t  �a i l o r � .  and other  g ro u p, ,  a c t u .1 1 1 y  ca l l ed  t henhciW\ rt'l'o/u ­

r w mmrs a n d  fo u gh t  u n d er t h e  red fl ag .  
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counterrevolution . That was the elephant-the trumpet ing, 
snorting, farting mammoth-in the Kremlin living room. 
Established on an abyss of untruth, Bolshevism was committed 
to its career of slapstick mendacity, attaining universal and ideal 
truthlessness under Stal in .  The fragile freedom of the inter­
revolutionary period was replaced by unfreedom,  dead freedom, 
as Vasily Grossman puts it . And that's what matters: 

The h istory of humanity is the history of human freedom . . . .  
Freedom is not, as Engels thought, "the recognition of neces­
sity." Freedom is the opposite of necessity. Freedom is neces­
sity overcome. Progress is, in essence, the progress of human 
freedom. Yes, and after all, l i fe itself is freedom. The evolution 
of l ife is the evolution of freedom. 

So may I make a suggestion? You should reread the twenty-four 
volumes of Lenin's works in the following way: every time you 
see the words "counterrevolution" or "counterrevolutionary" 
you should take out the "counter"; and every time you see the 
words "revolution" or "revolutionary" you should put the 
"counter" back in again. 

Your boy Trotsky. No, I haven't read Isaac Deutscher's The 

Prophet Armed and The Prophet Unarmed and The Prophet 

Outcast, but I have read Volkogonov's Trotsky: The Eternal 

Revolutionary (make that Counterrevolutionary. And what's all 
th is "eternal" stuff and "prophet" stuff? What was he a prophet 
of? A Communist England? A Communist USA? ) .  As is certainly 
not the case with Lenin (I groaned with deep recognition when I 
recently learned that he couldn't pronounce his r's: not a good 
start, I think, for a Russian revolutionary) , the attraction to 
Trotsky is intell igible, and has some human basis. For one thing, 
he had literary talent-there is always a lulling quality in his 
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rhythms; and he was a great encapsulator. When the Kronstadt 
sailors (h is "flower and beauty of the revolution"-and make 
that "counterrevolution") inaugurated their articulate and prin­
cipled rebellion, he said, "Now the middle peasant speaks to us 
with naval guns"-because the armed forces had started re­
sponding to state terrorism in the countryside. (As against that, 
he suppressed the sailors with exemplary Bolshevik merciless­
ness, and never mentioned this postponable truth in his various 
memoirs . )  Trotsky's slogan at Brest-Litovsk ( "Neither war nor 
peace") was insubordinate and gravely counterproductive-but 
it was original: I can hear that German general saying, " UnerhOrt! " 

And so on. But Trotsky was never a contender for the leadership. 
In that struggle he was a mere poseur ( reading French novels 
during meetings of the Central Committee ) :  a Congress elect ion 
result of 1921  put  Trotsky tenth (and he didn't come tenth be­
cause h e  was more humane than the other nine) .  More basically, 
Trotsky was a murderi ng  bastard and a fucking liar. And he did 
i t v·:i th gusto.  He was a nun-killer-they all were. The only thing 
t ha t  can be entered on the o ther  s ide of the l edger is tha t  h e pa id 
a price that  was very nea rly commensurate .  Death was visi ted on  
h im  and  all h i s  c l an .  I t  i s  shak i ng to  read the l ist of  Bronsteins, 
and nea r - B ro n s t e i n s ,  dest royed by Sta l i n .  When Tro tsky publ icly 
offered S ta l i n  t he job of "graved igger of the  Revo lu t io n " ( a n d  

m a k e  tha t  " Co u n t e rrevol u t i o n " ) ,  i t  was sa id  t h a t  he wou ld no t  
be fo rgiven " u n t o  t h e  fo u r th ge nera t ion . "  And so i t  m igh t have 

proved. M u rder ca me to al most  everyone who had ever known 

h im o r  ta lked to  h im o r  seen h i m u p  c lose ; h u n d reds of  t h o u ­

s a n d � .  m i l l i o n s  o f  i n n ocen t people.: lmt  t h e i r  l i ves for s o m e  i m ag­

i n ed c o n n ect i o n to h i m  an d h is n a m e .  So fa r it S I il m a wa re th ere 

i �  i n  T ro tsky\ wr i t i n g  n o  re ference t o  wh a t  t h i s  fel t  l i ke .  l i e 
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seems simply to have accepted it-that he became a lightning 
rod for death. But then they were all charged up with the electric­
ity of violence. 

We come back to where we started. As you rightly intuit, the 
gravamen ("essence, worst part, of accusation")  runs as follows: 
under Bolshevism the value of human life collapsed. You claim 
that the value of human life had already collapsed-because of 
the world war. Well, this argument would have more weight 
behind it if a)  there had been a similar collapse ( i .e . ,  total, and 
lasting thirty-five years) in  any other combatant country, and if 
b)  a single Old Bolshevik had spent a s ingle day at the front, or 
indeed in the army ( though it is true that Stal in got as far as 
failing his medical :  that withered left arm plus "a defective 
foot" ) .  The "full-time revolutionaries" spent the war years 
abroad, or in state-subsidized and unsupervised internal exile, or 
in the embarrassingly congenial Tsarist prisons, rereading that 
idiot Chernyshevsky. (Trotsky said that he enjoyed his stays in 
the Peter and Paul Fortress: he had all his comforts, and didn't  
have to worry about getting arrested. )  The full-timers nursed 
their impotence until that n ight in October, when they saw that 
power was lying on the streets of Petro grad and picked it up "l ike 
a feather." That summer the Party slogan was "Down with capi­
tal punishment, reinstated by Kerensky!" I n  fact, the Bolsheviki 
had more in mind than capital punishment. "We must rid our­
selves once and for all," said Trotsky, "of the Quaker-Papist bab­
ble about the sanctity of human l ife ." What they had in mind 
was vanguard violence: a violence "not seen for centuries" (Con­
quest ) ;  a violence "whose scope and inhumanity far exceeded 
anything in the national past" (Malia ) .  

I know a little about Russian Jacobinism, the writings of 
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Sergey Nechaev et al . (kill everyone over the age of twenty-five, 
and so on) ,  but it isn't clear to me how the paradise-via-inferno 
idea survived a moment's thought in the first place. Let us 
laboriously imagine that the "paradise" Trotsky promised to 
"build" suddenly appeared on the bulldozed site of 1921 .  

Knowing that 15 million l ives had been sacrificed to its creation, 
would you want to l ive in it? A paradise so bought is no paradise. 
I take it you would not want to second Eric Hobsbawm's 
disgraceful "Yes" to a paradise so bought. Means define ends, as 
Kolakowski said-and means, in the USSR, were all you were 
ever going to get. And the contradict ion within the contradiction 
i s  this: the militant utopian, the perfectibilizer, from the outset, 
is in a malevolent rage at the obvious fact of human 
imperfectibil i ty. Nadezhda Mandelstam talks of the "satanic 
arrogance" of the Bolsheviki. There is also infernal insecurity and 
d isaffection , and infernal despair. 

Bukharin is apt in his demol ition of the permanent­
revolution theory propounded by Stalin (and,  with variations, by 
Trotsky ) :  

Th i s  s t range theory elevates t h e  actual  fact that  the  class st rug­
gle i s  now i n te n s i fy ing  i n t o  some sort of  i nevi table law of  o u r  
developmen t .  Accord ing  to  t h i s  s t range theory, i t  would seem 
tha t  the fa rther we go in o u r  adva nce towards soc ia l i sm,  t h e  
m o re d i ffi c u l t ies  wi l l  acc u m u la te ,  the  more i n t ense the  class 
s truggle wo u ld  become,  so that  a t  the very ga tes of soc ia l i s m ,  
apparen t l y, w e  w i l l  have to e i the r  s t a r t  a c i v i l  wa r or perish 
from h u n ger  and lay down our bones to  d ie .  

Now,  H i t c h ,  I wa n t  t o  leave you with t wo i m ages.  I can not 
find the  so u rce in  e i t h e r  case,  and  maybe t h ere has  been some 
u n wa r r a n ted e labora t i o n  in m y  mind .  A n ywa y. 
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I n  the early months of the Great Patriotic War there were 
reports of pitched battles between troops and their Cheka 
"blocking units. "*  Imagine such a battle, with machine guns 
( certainly) , tanks (possibly) , and a third army just across the 
field . . . . 
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The second image is more notional. Trotsky's other theory of 
permanent revolution (we should call it Permrev) consisted of 
the vain hope for a series of revolutions in foreign lands, the 
process concluding with global socialism. Some prominent 
comrade further remarked that only then, when Communism 
ruled the earth , would the really warm work of class struggle be 
ready to begin . . . .  And I instantly pictured a scorpion stinging 
itself to death. Scorpions have of course been known to do 
this-when surrounded by fire, for example. But where is the 
fire, on a Communist planet? It is a fire in the self. It is self­
hatred and life-hatred. After all, the scorpion has an excellent 
"objective" reason for killing the scorpion: it's a live, isn't it? 

Not with anti-Communist greetings, then, because these 
thoughts are part of no package, but with fraternal love, as 
always, 

Martin 

The Beginnings of the Search for Decorum 

One even ing in the autumn of 1999 my wife and I ,  together with 
the Conquests, attended a polit ical meeting at Conway Hall in 

* "Above all ,  it  was Trotsky," writes N iall Ferguson in  The Pity of War, "who 
in December 1918 ordered the formation of 'blocking units' equipped with machine 
guns, whose role was simply to shoot front- l ine soldiers who attempted to retreat ." 
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Red Lion Square, Holborn, London, just over the road from the 
old New Statesma11 offices in Lincoln's Inn Fields. We had come 
to hear the H itchens brothers, Christopher (pro)  and Peter 
(anti ) ,  discussing the European Union. So: a very boring subject 
indeed. But the debate was l ively, and the audience passionately 
interactive: fierce quest ions posed in fierce regional accents, 
drunken braying by "name" journalists, and, from various ro­
tund pol it icos, the occasionally resonant "hear hear"-which, if I 
remember my James Fenton aright (he was evoking a lethargic 
afternoon in the House of Commons) ,  sounded like "erdle 
erdle" and made you think of an enormous stomach digesting 
an enormous meal. At one point, reminiscing, Christopher said 
that he knew this building well , having spent many an evening 
i n  i t  with many "an old comrade." The aud ience responded as 
Ch ristopher knew it would (h is remark was del ivered with a 
practiced a ir ) :  the audience responded with affectionate laughter. 

Afterward I asked Conquest, "Did you laugh?" 
" Yes," he said. 
And I sa id , "And so did 1 . "  
Wh y i s  i t ? Why i s  i t ?  I f  Christophe r had referred to  h i s  many 

even ings with many "an old blacksh i rt , "  the audience would 
have . . . .  Wel l ,  w i th such an affi l i a t ion  in h is past , Chr is topher 
wo u ld no t be Chr i s topher-o r anyone else of the s l igh tes t dis­
t i nc t ion whatsoeve r.  I s  that  t h e  d i fference between the  l i t t l e  mus­
tache and t he b i g  mustache, between Sa t a n  a n d  Beelzebub? One 

e l i c i ts spo n t a neous  fu ry, and the o t h e r  e l i c i t s  spo n taneous  la u gh ­

ter?  A n d  wha t k i n d  of  la u gh ter is i t ?  I t  is , of  cou rse, the  la u ghte r 

of  u n i versal  fo n d n ess fo r t ha t  o ld , o l d  idea abo u t  t he  pe rfec t soc i ­
e t y .  I t  i s  a lso t he l a u gh t e r  o f  fo rge t t i ng. I t  fo rgets  t h e  d e m o n i c  
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energy unconsciously embedded in that hope. It forgets the 
Twenty Million. 

This isn't right: 
Everybody knows of Auschwitz and Belsen .  Nobody knows 

of Vorkuta and Solovetsky. 
Everybody knows of Himmler and Eichmann. Nobody knows 

of Yezhov and Dzerzhinsky. 
Everybody knows of the 6 million of the Holocaust. Nobody 

knows of the 6 million of the Terror-Famine. * 
Yet I know, and I laughed. And Conquest laughed. Why 

won't laughter do the decent thing? Why won't  laughter excuse 
itself and leave the room? 

Let us go back, for a moment, to Tibor Szamuely. Given 
eight years in the gulag for privately referring to Georgi Malen­
kov as a "fat pig," Tibor was imprisoned en route to Vorkuta. 
This is my father's account from his Memoirs: 

The big daily event in a Soviet gaol is the delivery of the copy 
of Pravda, and it was Tibor's right and duty, as the Professor, 
to read the contents out to the cell [which contained several 
dozen inmates ) . . . .  It appeared that Stalin had protested in 
person to the UN or one of its offshoots about the inhuman 
conditions under which some Greek Communist prisoners 

• when Austria's Haider praised one of H itler's employment policies, Europe 
spat him out, convulsively, as if he were a bad oyster. Russia's Putin praises Stal in,  
echoes Stal in (" to liquidate the oligarchs as a class" ) ,  and proposes to mint coins 
bearing Stal in 's  profile. He is welcomed at Downing Street ,  and has tea with the 
Queen . . . .  More substantively, between 1945 and 1966, writes Solzhenitsyn, "eighty­
six thousand Nazi criminals had been convicted in West Germany . . . .  And during 
the same period, in our country (according to the reports of the Military Collegium 
of the Supreme Court ) ,  about ten men have been convicted." In  the 1980s, Molotov 
and Kaganovich, two elderly Eichmanns, were living on state pensions in Moscow. 
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were being held at the end of the civil war there-inadequate 
exercise, meagre rations, food parcels only once a week, gross 
overcrowding on a scale comparable with (say) Czarism, insuf­
ficient visiting, and suchlike enormities. After a moment's 
stunned silence, every prisoner broke into hysterical laughter, 
the tears running down their faces, embracing, rolling over 
and over on the floor, old feuds forgotten, for minutes. Indeed, 
the mood of euphoria lasted not for minutes but, in short 
bursts, for days .  A careless spray of urine over one of the sleep­
ers nearest the bucket would bring not the usual howl of rage, 
or worse, but a cry from the offender of, "Now, now, Com­
rade! Remember the sufferings of our Greek fellow-fighters for 
peace aga inst the Western oppressor ! "  and an  answering 
guffaw. � 

Russia, 1917-53: what  is i t s  gen re? I t  is not a t ragedy, l ike Lear, 

not an ant i -comedy, l ike Troilus a1 1d Cressida, nor yet a problem 

comedy, l ike Measure for Measure. I t  is  a black farce, l i ke Titus 

A11dron icus. And the black farce is very Russian, from Dead Souls 

to Laugh ter in the Dark . . . .  It seems that  h u mor cannot be 

evicted fro m  the gap between wo rds and deeds. In the USSR, 

that  gap covered eleven t ime zones.  The enemy of the  people  was 

the regime. The dictatorsh i p  of the  p roletar iat  was a l ie ;  U n i o n  

was a l i e ,  and Soviet  was a l ie ,  and Socia l is t  was a l ie,  and Repub­

l i c s  was a l i e . Comrade was a l ie. T h e  Revo lu t ion  was a l ie .  

Butyrki Nights 

I too, now, a m  obl iged to con fess-not to  a l i e  bu t  to a s i n ,  a n d  

a chronic  one .  

• � o l z h c n l l \ yn  rn:a l l \  . 1  q u .J vr r i ngl y pa,� i o n .l l t'  �pn·ch by . 1  C rn·k wr i l c r ,  i n  
,\ l m�ow ,  o n  ht:h a l f  of l h t:  i m p r i \ont:d Co m m u n i \ ! \ ,  M J yht• h l'  " d i d  n o  I u ndt·r� l a n d  
I h e  s h a m dc:\\nC\\  of h i '  a ppea l ,  a n d  m.1 yhe, loo ,  i n  ( . rl:'c:u· l h t·y do nol  have t h l:'  
proverb :  ' \\'h y  gnc:v.: for o l h <:r\  wbl:'n t b n c  i '  '"hb 1 n g  .1 1 h o m e? ' " 
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The Butyrki was the best prison in Moscow. (A curious state­
ment, some may well feel; but this is a confession I find I am 
having to back my way into . )  Or, to put it another way, there 
were worse prisons in Moscow than the Butyrki (sometimes 
transliterated as Butyrka) .  The Butyrki was the largest of the 
three main prisons for "politicals" only, and less feared than the 
other two, the Lubyanka and (especially) the Lefortovo. More 
feared than the Lefortovo was Sukhanovka, called "the dacha" 
( i t  was coincidentally close to Lenin's Gorky estate) .  Solzhenitsyn 
knows of only one coherent survivor of Sukhanovka, a place, it 
seems, of strenuously enforced silence and continual torture .*  
The Butyrki, built by the Tsars to contain the Pugachev rebels, 
was cleaner and better-run than the Taganka and other prisons 
where polit icals cohabited with ordinary crooks and urkas. Sol­
zhenitsyn, again, had some stimulating times in the Butyrki. The 
standard of prisoner was astonishingly h igh, with academicians 
and scientists (and novelists) milling about the cells. It was l ike 
the sharashka (a laboratory behind barbed wire in the gulag) de­
scribed in The First Circle: any physicist would have been proud 
to work there. 

Fate had it that one evening I was alone in the house with my 
six-month-old daughter. (Another curious statement, perhaps, 
at this juncture, but I am slowly getting to the point.) Without 
preamble she embarked on a weeping fit that began at the outer 
limit of primordial despair, and then steadily escalated. Far from 

• The Gulag Arch ipelago: "Sukhanovka was the most terrible prison [ the 
Cheka ] had. Its very name was used to intimidate prisoners; interrogators would 
hiss it threateningly. And you'd not be able to question those who had been there: 
either they were insane and talking only d isconnected nonsense, or they were 
dead." 
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soothing her, my kisses and murmurings might as well have been 
molten pincers, skillfully applied. After an hour I was relieved by 
the nanny I had summoned from her home. The weeping ceased 
at once. I staggered into the garden and started weeping myself. 
Her cries had reminded me of the clinically explicable anguish of 
my younger boy, who, at the age of one, was an undiagnosed 
asthmatic. She had reminded me of the perfect equipoise of nau­
sea and grief, as  the parent contemplates inexpressible distress. 

"The sounds she was making," I said unsmilingly to my wife 
on her return,  "would not have been out of  place in the deepest 
cel lars of the Butyrki Prison in Moscow during the Great Terror. 
That's why I cracked and called Caterina." 

If I had been better informed, at that point, I would have said 
Sukhanovka instead of Butyrki , and that would have been the end 
of it. For Butyrki, I am afraid, is now established as one of my 
daughter's chief nicknames, along with its diminutives, Butyrklet, 
the Butyrkster, the Butyrkstress, and so on.  The cognomen is 
widely current in the family; Butyrki's four-year-old sister uses 
it-with an excel lent and out-of-nowhere Russian accent ( these 
days, even Butyrki can say "Butyrki") ;  and what a s igh went up in 
o u r  h o usehold,  one morn ing, when I drew attention to Eugen i a  
G inzb urg 's cha pter head ing, "Butyrki Nights ." . . . 

I t  i s n ' t  right ,  i s  it? My youngest da ugh ter has passed her sec­
ond b i rthday, and her cries arc not p a rt i c u l a rly horr i fyi ng a ny­

more,  and I s t i l l  ca l l  her B u tyrk i . Beca use t he  name is now a l l 
bra ided th ro ugh w i th  feel i ng for her .  Nea rl y a lways,  when I usc 

i t ,  I imagi ne a wa l l - eyed ski nhead in a German h igh- rise ( a nd 
I 'm su re such a person ex i s t s )  wi th a da ugh te r  ca l led Trcb l i n ka .  
Trcbl i n ka was o n e  o f  t he five ad hoc  dea t h  ca m ps,  w i t h  no o t he r 

fu nc t i on  ( u n l i ke A usch w i t z ) .  I a m  not  as bad as the  wal l -eyed 
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skinhead. But the Butyrki was a place of inexpressible distress. In 
1937 it held 30,000 prisoners crushed together. And it isn't right. 
Because my daughter's name is Clio: muse of history. 

The Forty Days of Kengir 

There was that time in December 1975 , when V. S. Pritchett (per­
haps passing Oleg Kerensky on the stairs) came to the offices of 
the New Statesman in Lincoln's Inn Fields with h is review of The 

Gulag Arch ipelago (Parts I II-IV, which comprise Volume Two of 
the trilogy) * tucked under his arm. Pritchett's piece went first to 
the l iterary editor, Claire Tomalin , and then to me, her deputy. 
Having read its conclusion-

Exactness and an exacting, unceasing irony is Solzhenitsyn's 
aim: the camps made him a self-searching man and when peo­
ple say to him, "Why drag all that up from the bad times?," 
his answer is that a country's or a dogma's evasion of its own 
past, on this excuse or that, is as fatal to the quality of l ife as it 
is to the private heart. He is not a political; he is without rheto­
ric or doublethink; he is an awakener. 

-1 turned back to see if Claire had provided a title. She had: 
"When We Dead Awaken" ( the reference is to the Ibsen play) . I 
remember I gave a sudden nod and thought: the argument is 
over now. We can move on from the argument. To what? Well, 

• I n  his introduction to the abridged single-volume Gulag (fi rst published in 
1999, and recommended only as a kind of crib), Edward E.  Ericson gives the follow­
ing American sales figures: 2,244,000 for Volume One, soo,ooo for Volume Two, 
and 1oo,ooo for Volume Three. These figures are representative worldwide, and 
point to  the l imits of our stamina and appetite. I n  fact, The Gulag Archipelago 
simply goes on getting better, and, of course, achieves an impregnable unity. 
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to remembrance, naturally. And also, perhaps, to a search for 
decorum.  

On page 1 3  of Volume One ,  in self- lacerating mood, Solzhe­
nitsyn writes: "We didn't  love freedom enough ."  Then: "We 
purely and simply deserved everything that came after." In the 
Preface to Volume Three he is less severe, and more persuasive: 
the Communist regime survived "not because there has not been 
any struggle aga inst i t  from inside, not because people doci lely 
surrendered to it, but because it is inhumanly strong, in a way as 
yet unimaginable to the West ." Among the elements of the state's 
strength was its capacity to aston ish, to dumbfound-and thus 
to delude. As Conquest says, "the real i ty of Stal in's activities was 
often disbel ieved because they seemed to be unbel ievable. H is 
whole style consisted of doing what had previously been thought 
morally or physically inconceivable ." 

In  1 949 Stal in  decided partly to iso la te the pol i t icals, the  "fas­
cists , "  i n  special camps (known as the Special Camps) ,  presumably 
to protect the common cr im inals from ideological contamina­
t ion . The dec is ion backfired because the "whole system of op­
p ress ion i n  h is re ign ," as Solzhen i t syn wri tes, "was based on 
keep i ng ma lcon ten ts apar t ,  preven t i n g  them from read i ng  each 
o ther 's  eyes . "  I n  the Spec ia l Cam ps t he po l i t ica ls became pol i t i ­

c a l ;  and  t h e  resu l t  was rebel l ion .  The i r  fi rs t  move expressed a 

t e r r ib le  log ic :  they s ta rt ed to k i l l  a l l  t he s too l ies . They ca l led i t  
choppi1 1g, bu t  t h e  p rocess wa s s urgica l a n d  cold -b looded-a 

masked man w i t h  a k n i fe in the m i d d le o f  t h e  n igh t .  The s too l i es 

n o  longer  s t ro l l ed to  t h e  cam p m a i l bo x  w i t h  t h e i r  den u nc ia t ions ,  

n o  l o nge r  n a m ed names for th e  com manda n ts ( even u n d e r  sav ­

age i n t e r ro ga t i o n ) .  And  t h e  te r ro r fro m below con t i n ued :  " You 

whme co mc ience  i s  u n c lea n - t h i s n i gh t you d i e ! "  Soo n t h e  
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trusties "started escaping into the Disciplinary Barracks," where 
they sought safety in the Isolators, gratefully agreeing "never 
again to breathe clean air or see sunlight ." The authorities re­
sponded with typical enterprise: suspected ringleaders were sin­
gled out and delivered to the stoolies for beatings and torture in 
the prison within the prison. 

Solzhenitsyn himself, at Ekibastuz in 1952, took part in an 
extraordinary protest: a work strike and a hunger strike. Even 
the goners-the wicks, the garbage-eaters-joined this fast of the 
starving. With only one year left to serve, and the near-certain 
prospect, now, of a fresh sentence, Solzhenitsyn nonetheless en­
tered into the unreadable afflatus: defiance, despair, elation, and, 
most dizzyingly, a moral nausea, a perverse fear of freedom. At 
the end of the third day came a shout from the window-"Hut 
nine! . . .  Nine has surrendered! . . .  Nine's going to the mess 
hall ! "  Solzhenitsyn magnificently proceeds: 

Two hundred and fifty pathetic little figures, darker than ever 
against the sunset, cowed and crestfallen, were trailing slant­
wise across the camp . . . .  Some, feebler than the rest, were led 
by the arm or the hand, and so uncertain were their steps that 
they looked like blind men with their guides. Many, too, held 
mess tins or mugs in their hands, and this mean prisonware, 
carried in expectation of a supper too copious to gulp down 
onto constricted stomachs, these tins and cups held out like 
begging bowls, were more degrading and slavish and pitiable 
than anything else about them. 

I felt myself weeping. I glanced at my companions as I 
wiped away my tears, and saw theirs. 

Hut No. 9 had spoken, and decided for us all . . . .  
We went away from the windows without a word. 
It was then that I learned the meaning of Polish pride, 
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and understood their recklessly brave rebellions. The Polish 
engineer Jerzy \Vegierski . . .  was now in our team. He was 
serving his ninth and last year. Even when he was a work as­
signer no one had ever heard him raise his voice. He  was al ­
ways quiet, polite, and gentle. 

But now-his face was distorted with rage, scorn, and suf­
fer ing, as he tore his eyes away from that procession of beggars, 
and cr ied in an angry, steely voice: 

"Foreman !  Don't wake me for supper! I shan't be going! " 
He clambered up onto the top bunk, turned his face to the 

wall-and didn't get up again .  That night we went to eat-but 
he d idn't get up!  He never received parcels, he was quite alone, 
he was always short of food-but he wouldn't  get up. In his 
mind's eye the steam from a bowl of mush could not veil the 
ideal of freedom.  

After Stal in 's death i n March 1953 came the "Vorosh i lov am­

nesty"; "utterly faithful to the sp i r i t  of  the  deceased ,"  i t  l iberated 

not the po l i t ica l s  but the urkas. There was a riot in Camp Divi ­

s ion No. 1 2  i n  Karlag, and  " a  major  rebel l i on"  a t  Nor i lsk.  B u t  the 

seism ic d i sturbances real ly began with the fal l  ( and execut io n )  of 

Ber ia ,  in  Ju ly  . .. That month  there was a fu l l -scale s t r ike a t  Vor­

ku t a .  Mach ine  gu ns  were moun ted; the men went  back to work; 

but Pit 29, sh ie lded by a h i l l  from the rest of the camp ,  refu sed 

to  be l i eve t h a t  the s t r i ke had co l l apsed . These men  were cal led 

ou t  on to  the  parade ground ,  where they faced eleven t ruckloads 

of sol d i e rs .  Threatened wi th "harsh measu res" un less they p icked 

up t h e i r  tools ,  the pr i soners in  the fron t  l i n e  l i n ked a rms and 

s t o o d  t he i r  ground .  There were t h ree vol leys ,  and  s i x t y-s ix  dead.  

lkr ia ' s  fa l l ,  and h is  exec u t ion  on  cr i m i na l  c h a rges,  was an 

• · r  he  Pol i t b u ro m m·ed . 1ga 1 11 \ t  Bena w n h  e x t reme war in l'''·  Thl· 11 1 . 1 1 1  •ho,�n 

t o  o.�r rc\t h 1 111 W ..l \  n o  lc,-,cr figu re thJn t he:  WM w i n n c: r ,  ,\ l..�r,hal  Zhuknv. 
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affront to the prestige of every Chekist, and so was the dramatic 
wage cut that followed it. The response, again, had a brutal sym­
metry: to prove their usefulness they started to foment disorder 
by openly and randomly killing innocent prisoners. This terror 
from halfway up-the terror of the janitoriat-seems to have 
been especially unignorable at the prison complex in Kengir, 
near Karaganda in Kazakhstan. They killed a young girl who 
hung her stockings out to dry "near" the perimeter fence. They 
would lure others to the boundary, with the promise of tobacco, 
say, and shoot them down. They riddled a returning work team 
with dumdum bullets. And it worked. In  The Gulag Arch ipelago 

the chapter called "The Forty Days of Kengir" runs to fifty pages. 
The disturbances would blossom into the greatest and most he­
roic rebellion in the h istory of the camps. 

Yet again, and as always, the authorities reacted with maxi­
mum cunning, perfidy, and miscalculation*-though not yet 
with maximum violence. The year, remember, is 1954. They in­
jected 650 urkas into troublous Section Three. They would turn 
i t  around, would steal, would rape (a women's camp was by now 
part of the rebellion ) ,  would wound, would murder, would set 

• To risk bathos, we should i ncidentally consider, as an  i l lustration of the 
Chekist personality, the matter of Khrushchev's car. When the cabal figureheaded 
by a trembling Brezh nev (who once fai nted before Kaganovich's wrath) finally 
ousted him, Khrushchev l ived on in disgraced and much-monitored retirement 
(the bath room, too, was bugged, and Khrushchev stoutly denounced the Politburo 
for spending good rubles just " to eavesdrop on my farts" ) .  They gave Khrushchev 
a car. M uch thought had gone into Khrushchev's car. I t  was a low-to-middl ing 
kind of car, and went wrong all the time (which was meant to be humiliating). But 
the point was that the car had private plates, and not government plates. This was 
intended to suggest that Khrushchev was corrupt. You want to say, "Make your 
point ." Either a reeking rattletrap with government plates, or, with private plates, 
a burn ished limousine. 
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man against man, which was always the whole idea. But it was 
different now, in the camps, in Kengir (and elsewhere ) ;  there was 
burst ing esprit; the old camp ethos, perfunctori ly yet profoundly 
expressed in the motto "You die today, me I ' l l  wai t  a bit ," was 
undergoing revolution. And what appeared was, of all things, a 
l ittle un iversal is t  utopia ( so this is what i t  looks like ) ,  with equal­
ity and respect between all persons, and nothing to be gained by 
preferment .  Naturally the dawning utopia, wh ich was incarcer­
ated and doomed to extreme pun ishment, had its iron fist. When 
the urkas were trucked in, their leaders were visited by a delega­
tion from the politicals' m il i tary wing. You are outnumbered, 
they said, and we have changed. Join us, or  we will kill you all. 
The urkas jo ined, and were purified. In May/June 1954 , Section 
Three became a civil society. 

Everyone at Kengir knew what awaited them . And to take on 
the enemy, the state, a t that  level, second-generat ion and down­
ward-selected and now enraged, an enemy of lead and steel. On 
June 22 it was announced that the rebels '  demands would be met. 
On J une 25, in the early dawn, the Cheka came in with sn ipers, 
art i l lery, a i rcraft ,  mach ine guns and tanks. There were over 700 

dead and wounded .  Then the normal course of resentencings 
and execut ions . . . . 

Let us remember, as Solzhen itsyn does, the  Soc ia l i s t  Revo lu ­

t iona ries of Vyatka Prison in 1 923 , who "barricaded themselves 
in a cell , pou red kerose n e  over a l l  t h e  mat t resses and  i 1 1cincratcd 
thcl l lsclvcs. " A n d  t h e  h u n ge r - s t r i ke r  A rnold Rappaport ,  who 
"sta rved u n t i l  he co u l d  sec  the l i ght t h ro u gh h is h a nds . " And, a t  
Ken g i r ,  t h e  yo u n g  c o u p l e  w h o  t h rew t h emsel ves benea t h  t h e  

t racks o f  t h e  t a n k ,  t h e  w o m e n  who fo r m ed a h u m a n  s h ie ld  

a ro u n d  t h e  m e n  and  rece i ved t h e  bayonets ,  t h e  o ld  zeks o n  the  
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barricade who ripped off their shirts, "pointed to their bony 
chests and ribs, and shouted to the machine gunners: 'Come on, 
then, shoot! Strike down your fathers ! ' " 

And let us try to remember the utterly invisible vict ims, 
whose numbers no one will ever tabulate. In the "ancient, slow­
moving" village of Kady, in the remote province of Ivanovo, in 
the year of 1937, some minor officials were accused of attempting 
to overthrow the Soviet government by disrupting the local sup­
ply of bread. Among those shot (after a risible public trial) was 
the head of the District Consumer Cooperatives, Vasily Vlasov: 
honest, fearless, and innocent. Solzhenitsyn adds, in fine print at 
the foot of the page: 

One l ittle note on eight-year-old Zoya Vlasova. She loved her 
father intensely. She could no longer go to school. (They teased 
her: "Your papa is a wrecker !" She would get in a fight: "My 
papa is good!" )  She l ived only one year after the trial. Up to 
then she had never been ill . During that year she did not once 

smile; she went  about with head hung low, and the old women 
prophesied: "She keeps looking at the earth; she is going to die 
soon." She died of inflammation of the brain, and as she was 
dying she kept calling out: "Where is my papa? Give me my 
papa ! "  When we count up the millions who perished in the 
camps, we forget to multiply them by two, by three. 

As the stars are known to the Night 

I n  the search for decorum our feelings must have access to the 
high style. Laughter, as we have seen,  will never absent itself from 
the black farce of Bolshevism;  laughter will never raise i ts hands 
to its lips, bidding adieu .  By now we recognize the kind of laugh­
ter we hear; we hear it when we witness epiphanic moral sordor. 
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But there is also a plane of emotion that excludes laughter. The 
h igh style excludes laughter. 

In  November 2000 it fell to me to help arrange my younger 
sister's funeral. My father, in the last year of his l ife, told me that 
in h is most defenseless insomnias he tended to worry about Sally 
and what it would be l ike for her when he was dead: the loss of 
general support, the loss of purpose, of ra iso11 . And so it proved. 
A long depression was fol lowed by a sudden illness. When I ar­
rived at the hospital she was in intensive care and had already 
lost consciousness. She never regained it, and died four days 
later. I was apprised of th is death , not by any change in my sis­
ter's demeanor, but by the twining coils of the monitor screen. 
She, or the respirator she was attached to, continued to breathe, 
to pant ardently: a corpse with a heaving chest. Then they dis­
connected her, and she could be approached and kissed without 
horror. And I asked her a quest ion I had asked many t imes be­
fore, but would now have no cause to ask again:  "Oh, Sa lly, what 
have you do11e?" Many times, as a child, I silen t ly promised to 
protect h er. And I d idn 't do that, did I ?  No one could have pro­
tected her, perhaps .  But those promises, never uttered, arc sti l l 
ins ide me and are s t i l l  a part of me. 

At S t .  Domin ic 's  Pr iory Church i n  Kcntish Town my wife 
and I d iscussed the  serv ice w i th  Fa ther  Joh n Farre l l  (Sa lly had 
converted some yea rs ear l i e r ) .  The mus ic ( Bach ) ,  the  read ings 

( Roman�  8 ,  M a t t hew 1 1 ) ,  t he  hy m ns ( "To Be a Pi lgr im ,"  "Jcrusa­

l em"-Blake ,  wi th his bu rn i ng u top i a n ism :  " I  w i l l no t  cease 

fro m menta l  figh t , I Nor sha l l m y  sword s leep in  m y  han d , I Ti l l  
we  have  b u i l t  j e r u � a l e m  I I n  E n gla n d ' s  g ree n a n d  p leasa n t  
l and . " ) .  I t  wa� a bo agreed t h a t  I shou ld rec i t e  t h e  poem wr i t ten 
fo r �a l l y  b y  P h i l i p  Lark i n  ( " T igh t l y- fo lded hud,  I I have wbhcd 
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you something I None of the others would . . .  " ) ,  "Born Yester­
day," which bears the shockingly recent date of January 20, 1954. 

We moved into the church proper, where my wife (who did 
it all, really) talked on with Father Farrell while I stood, suscepti­
bly, by the door. My thoughts were already returning to the con­
solations of habit ( the study, the desk) when I noticed the plaque 
to the war dead of the parish, and the poetry, the war poetry, of 
their names (Bellard, Cody, Gubbins, Lawless, Notherway, 
Scrimshaw) . Beneath was a stanza of verse etched in stone: 

They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old: 
Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 
At the going down of the sun and in  the morning 
We will remember them. 

As these lines heaved their way through me, I naturally thought 
first of their connection to my sister. But again the sudden nod, 
and the thought that, yes, this would about answer to the Twenty 
Mill ion. 

I had recently come across this poem in  one of my father's 
anthologies, and I looked i t  up that evening: "For the Fallen" by 
Laurence Binyon. The fallen are the British dead of World War 
I . *  And it is not inappropriate, it is not indecorous, that war 
poetry should resonate with our thoughts about the Twenty Mil ­
lion. A war was prosecuted against them and against human na­
ture-by their own people. War poetry, which is summarized in 
a single l ine of Wilfred Owen's-from "Strange Meeting," where 

" The poem's "tone may give it the appearance of a commentary after the 
event [ reads my father's note ) ;  in fact B i nyon wrote i t  within the first few weeks of 
war." Like Kipling at the same stage, he seemed to grasp the dimensions of what 
was about to unfold. 
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the dead poet meets his dead opposite or double from the other 
side, who says: " I  am the enemy you killed, my friend . . . .  " 

B inyon was a distinguished scholar and translator (he did 
The Divine Comedy in the 1930s ) ,  and a good, affable, but unar­
guably minor poet. But here something happened: an uncove­
nanted expansion. Despite its opening sonorities, "The Fallen" 
is not a glorification of war; it is an attempt at maximum consola­

tion, in the h igh s tyle; and it answers to our theme: 

They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old: 
Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 
At the going down of the sun and in the morning 
We will remember them. 

They mingle not with their laughing comrades again; 
They sit no more at familiar tables of home; 
They have no lot in our labour of the day-time; 
They sleep beyond England's foam. 

But  where our desires and our hopes profound, 
Fe l t  as a well-spring that is hidden from sight, 
To the in nermost heart of thei r own land they are known 
As the stars are known to the Night. 

As the stars that shall be bright when we are dust, 
Moving in  marches on the heaven ly pla in ;  
As the stars that a rc sta rry in the t ime of  o ur darkness, 
To the end, to the end, they rema in .  



K O B A  T H E  D R E A U 271 

Afterword: Letter to My Father's Ghost 

Dearest Dad, 
I experimented with "Dearest Kingsley," in recognition of your 
changed status; but I spend a lot of time in your mental 
company-and why break the habit of half a lifetime? 

If you could so much as glance at the dedication page of my 
last book you would know at once that the thing you greatly 
feared is come upon you, and that which you were afraid of is 
come unto you. The dedication page reads: 

To Kingsley 
and Sally 

For these are my Amis dead. She survived you by half a decade. 
Her last years were quiet, and quietly comfortable ( she managed 
your legacy with care ) .  There was no sudden precipitant. Her last 
days were peaceful, and there was no pain. Don't despair: the 
story has a happier ending. I suppose, too, that there is one 
chance in a googolplex that she is now at your s ide. Supposing 
she isn't, and yet also supposing that you actually get my news, I 
suggest that you spend a few years of your eternity recuperating 
from it-and then come back to this letter. Rest, rest, perturbed 
spirit. 

I will return to the happier ending. But before we get there 
. . .  "I do not want to be personal," wrote Nabokov to Edmund 
Wilson, before going on, very gently, to analyze his friend's for­
givable, even likable, but in the end fatally woolly utopianism. I 
do not want to be personal either (you didn't like people who 
were personal ) ,  but I do want to talk briefly about a couple of 
differences between you and me. As father and son we have an 
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unusual thing in common: "we are both English novelists," as 
you once put it, "who are some good." But you were a poet, too. 
And that accounts for the main dissimilarity between my prose 
and yours. The other dissimilarities may be almost enti rely gen­
erational. If  our birthdates had been transposed, then I might 
have written your novels and you might have written mine. Re­
member the rule ( truer in our case than in most ) :  you are your 
dad and your dad is you. Just to round this off: you wrote, very 
largely, about the bourgeoisie in your  fiction, i .e . ,  the middle 
classes-a category seldom seen in mine, where I make do with 
the aristocracy, the intell igentsia, the lumpenproletariat, and the 
urkas. 

You are your dad and your . . .  But not quite. The other 
difference is political, and basic. You were ideological and I am 
not. Of course, you believed, and believed in,  Soviet Commu­
nism for fifteen years. There were, as Bob says, no rational justi­
ficat ions for doing so. But I can give you some good excuses: 
middle-class guilt; "an unfocused dissat isfaction with the way 
things are" ( as you described i t ) ,  or un usual hatred of the sta tus 
quo; a desi re to scandalize parental, or paternal , conservat i sm; 
and the not qu ite ent i rely delusional sense that you were involv­
ing you rself d i rectly in wo rld affa i rs. It was also a symmetrical 
conven ience-for Sta l in-that a true description of the Soviet 
Union exactly resembled a demented slander of the Soviet Un ion .  
As the admi rable a nd p i t iab le Vik tor  Kravchenko wrote ,  in h is  I 
Chose Freedom ( 1946 :  N . B . ) :  "This  scene ou tside t he  [ Cheka 
bu i ld i ng, where the  fa m i l ies of  the  a rrested wept and sc reamed ] 
I sha l l  never be able to expu nge from m y  mem o ry. A grea t thea t ­
rical gen i u!> ,  h op i n g t o  co n vey  mass  de!>pa i r , macabre and 
boundless  so rrow, co u l d  n o t  h a ve i n ve n ted a ny th ing m o re te rr i -
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fying." . . .  But I don't want to reproach you for credulity-you 
were not alone in believing. It's the "believing in" bit that inter­
ests me. 

In your essay "Why Lucky Jim Turned Right," written when 
you were forty-five, you said, explaining your earlier affiliat ion: 

We are dealing with a conflict of feeling and intelligence, a 
form of wilfu l  self-deception whereby a part of the mind 
knows full well that its overall belief is  false or wicked, but 
the emotional need to believe is so strong that that knowledge 
remains, as it were, encysted, isolated, powerless to influence 
word or deed. 

This is well said. But what is the basis of the "emotional need"? 
I will now juxtapose two sentences from the last two paragraphs 
of the piece: 

You cannot decide to have brotherhood; if  you start trying to 
enforce it, you will before long find youself enforcing some­
thing very different, and much worse than the mere absence 
of brotherhood. 

And: 

The ideal of the brotherhood of man, the building of the Just 
City, is one that cannot be discarded without lifelong feelings 
of disappointment and loss. 

Sentence one seems to me so obvious, and so elementary, that 
sentence two has no meaning-indeed, no content. Just what is 
this Just City? What would it look l ike? What would its cit izens 
be saying to each other and doing all day? What would laughter 
be l ike, in the Just City? (And what would you find to write about 
in it? ) This is the time to start asking why. Zach to? Why? What 
for? To what end? Your "emotional need" was not a positive but 
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a negat ive force. Not romantic. Not idealistic. The "very 
nobility" of that ideal, you say, "makes the results of  its 
breakdown doubly horrifying." But the breakdown, the 
ignobili ty, is inherent in the ideal. This i s  the joke, isn't it? And 
it 's a joke about human nature: the absurd assiduity, the droll 
dispatch, with which utopia becomes dystopia, with which 
heaven becomes hell . . . .  The "conflict" you describe is, in the 
end, not a conflict between "feel ing and intelligence." I t  is, 
funnily enough, a conflict between hope and despair. 

I quote the following with only token complacency: 

" . . .  although Eden, then, is the 'goal' of human life,  it remains 
strictly an imaginative goal, not a social  construct, even as a 
poss ib i l i ty. The argument applies also to the literary utopias, 
which are not the dreary fascist states popularisers try to ex­
t rapolate from them, but, rather, analogies of the wel l-tem­
pered mind: rigidly discip l ined , highly select ive as rega rds art , 
and so on .  Thus Blake, l ike M il ton ,  saw the h idden world, the 
an i mal world in which we are condemned to l ive , as the i nevi ­
tab le complement  to man ' s  i magi na t ion . Man was never mean t  
to escape dea th ,  jealousy, pain,  l i b ido-what Wordsworth cal ls 
' the  human heart by which we l ive. '  Perhaps th is  is why B lake 
pa i n ts the c rea ted Adam with a serpent a l ready coi led rou n d  

h i s  t h igh ."  

So ended my short ,  derivat i ve ,  Uogct - ro ughagcd essay . . . .  

When I wrote  t h a t  I was a b o u t  t we n t y - t wo;  a n d  m y  st u d en t 

n a rra t o r  was n i n eteen-t h e  sa m e  a ge as you were when yo u 

"jo i n ed . "  A n d  so,  Dad ,  p roba b l y  t o  m y  de t r i m en t , I n ever fe l t  

t h e  ca l l  o f  pol i t i ca l  fa i t h  ( a n d  prob a b l y  o n e  s h o u l d  fee l  i t ,  o n e  

s h o u l d  b e  zea l o u � .  fo r a wh i l e ) .  N o body ca n be "aga i n s t " t h e  J u st  

C i t y . T h i s  i s  a m o n g the reason s  people:  feel e n t i t l ed to  k i l l people  

who get  i n  t h e wa y of i t .  But  when yo u t h re w in  yo u r l o t  wi th  
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the agnostics, the gradual ists (and also found another ideology: 
anti -Communism) ,  you aligned yourself with those who have 
more faith in human nature than the believers . More faith 
in-and more affection for. Enough. And now the happier 
ending. 

Anonymously present at Sally's funeral was Sally's daughter. 
Remember, you and I saw her when she was a baby ( in the 
summer of 1979 ) ,  just before her adoption. The baby, who was 
perfect, was called Heidi, named after Sally's very unencouraging 
new mentor. She is not called Heidi any longer. Sally, then, was 
twenty-four. Catherine, now, is twenty- two. 

She had never met her mother. The funeral was supposed to 
be a goodbye to her birth identity. As we reconstructed it later, 
though, she saw our clan at the church and thought-that's my 
clan too. She wrote to "The Amis Family" via the undertaker 
(and what a sinister word that turns out to be) . I wrote back: we 
would meet. A little later, when it was all becoming very much 
worse for me ( the cud in my throat tasted l ike a decis ive diminu­
tion of love of life ) ,  I wrote again. I said that soon I would be 
going for three months to the other side of the world; and before 
I could do that I needed to see the semblance of my sister. She 
came (with her foster-parents ) ,  and she was perfect. You will 
have to imagine the strange precision of the way she physically 
occupied the space that Sally had vacated-the same weight of 
presence, and then a certa in smile, a certain glance. 

Last spring we took her to Spain to meet her grandmother, 
and her step-grandfather, and her uncles Philip and Jaime. 
Catherine was also accompanied by four cousins: my Louis and 
Jacob, whom you will admiringly remember, and my Fernanda 
and Clio, two of the three granddaughters you never met. So all 
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your grandch ildren were there bar two: my Delilah Seale, and 
Phil ip's Jessica. The clan suffers its losses but continues to 
expand. There have been four additions in the last six years. 
Mum said that if we spring too many more grandchildren on her 
she's going to have to start strangl ing them like kittens. Catherine 
said afterward, "It was l ike a dream."  I know you would have 
taken to her very much, and especially and instantly for this 
proof of both her nature and her nurture: she's one of the last 
thirty or forty people in the English-speaking world who doesn't 
say "between you and I . "  

Last winter, over in Uruguay, a s  we  were about to  begin our 
evening game of  catch, Fernanda, who had just turned four, 
seized the ball with a look of demure triumph on her face. The 
ball was an inflated globe; and on its surface a dead bee had 
al ighted. The bees· were dying in their hundreds as the southern 
summer ended. They would fizz greedily around the lamps on 
the veranda, then drop. Th is was the  th ing they wanted to do 
before they died . . . . Of course, a dead bee can s t i l l  s t i ng. 

Fernanda's smi l e  abruptly di sappeared and she said in a strong, 
proud, declarat ive vo i ce ( before shedding the  necessary tea rs ) ,  

"Someth ing  j ust h u rt me very m uch . "  Wel l , t ha t  was exactly how 
I was fee l i ng abo u t  Sa l ly ' s dea th. Remember ing her, a nd you , and 
you and her ,  has  fi l l ed me wi th  an exh a u s t i o n  t ha t  no amount of 
s leep can seem to reach .  But the  exhaus t io n is no t o n e rous .  I t  i s  

appropr i a te .  I t  fee l s  l i ke decoru m .  N a t ur a l l y, i t  feels l i ke se l f- p i ty , 
too .  B u t  p i t y  and sel f- p i t y  can somet i mes he t he  se l fsame t h i ng. 

Dea th  doec; t h a t .  Don ' t  yo u find?  

S ta l i n  ( whom , i n c red i b l y, yo u se rved for t we lve yea rs , 

i n co m p i c uo us l y, i n fi n i tes i m a l l y-hut  s t i l l i ncred i b l y )  o nce sa i d  

t h a t ,  wh i l e  every dea th  i -;  a t raged y, t h e  dea t h  o f  a m i l l ion i s  a 
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mere statistic. The second half of the aphorism is of course 
wholly false: a million deaths are, at the very least, a mill ion 
tragedies. The first half of the aphorism is perfectly sound-but 
only as  far as  it goes. In  fact, every life is a tragedy, too. Every life 
cleaves to the tragic curve. 

This letter comes at the end of a book subtit led "Laughter 
and the Twenty Million . "  You might consider it an odd 
conclusion. Sally, of course, has nothing whatever in common 
with the Twenty Million. Nothing but death , and perhaps a 
semblance of reawakening. 

Your middle child hails you and embraces you. 
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