The "Cold War" on the Literary Front
Part III: The Party and the Writers

By David Burg
EDITORS' NOTE: This is the third and concluding part of Mr. Burg's survey of Soviet literary
life since Stalin's death. In the first ("The Writers' Underground," July-August 1962), the author depicted the subterranean sector of the literary scene; the second ("Groups, Trends, Genres,"
September-October 1962) dealt with the various groupings among Soviet writers, and with their
literary and political credos. The last part traces the attempts of the liberal and radical men
of letters to broaden the area of creative freedom—attempts that have been partially succesful,
in spite of the determination of the Communist Party and the so-called "dogmatist" writers to
preserve the essentials of totalitarian controls over the arts.

THE TWO PRECEDING articles dealt with the lively
growth and multi-faceted development of Soviet literature in the post-Stalin decade. But if we supposed that
neither books, magazines nor underground manuscripts were reaching us from the Soviet Union and
that we were receiving only official Soviet pronouncements on literature, we would have the impression that
nothing essential had changed as compared to Zhdanov's
day. The new party program has merely rearranged the
same old phrases, advocating, in effect, the continuation
of Stalinist traditions in respect to art, and official
Soviet criticism constantly reiterates these cliches.1
Soviet censorship has also theoretically remained
immutable. The crude word "censorship" never appears
in print, and indeed making sure that it never does is
one of the functions of the establishment which with
bureaucratic modesty calls itself the Chief Administration for Literary Affairs and Publishing (Glavlit). As
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now a Fellow at King's College, Cambridge University,
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Soviet literary and political problems. His three articles
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a matter of fact, this word has not been used in public
documents since 1925. Under Soviet rule the censor
has become for the first time in the history of Russia
the judge not only of what is politically permissible,
but also of the esthetic qualities of literature. His prerogatives in this respect are enormous, inasmuch as
there is no formal appeal of censorship decisions to any
state judicial organ, although in fact there are protests
from time to time—at no small risk—through party
channels.
The enormous authority of Glavlit and the general
party line on questions of art are thus probably the
most longlasting constants in the system of controls
over literature. Yet to say that is not to define the
1

See the new CPSU program in Kommunist (Moscow), No.
16, 1961. On p. 95 the reader will find the party's statement
on culture and art, to wit: "In the art of socialist realism,
which is based on the principle of party-•mindedness and
kinship with people, bold pioneering in the artistic depiction
of life goes hand in hand with the cultivation and development
of the progressive traditions of world culture. . . . The highroad
of literature and art lies . . . through faithful . . . depiction of
the richness and versatility of socialist reality, through inspired
and vivid portrayal of all that is new and genuinely Communist, and exposure of all that hinders the progress of
society . . ." etc., etc.
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relationship between the writer and the party, for there
is one other factor to be considered—namely, the everchanging political climate in the USSR. That this
factor plays an all-important role was demonstrated
dramatically in March 1953, when the paranoiac tyrant
died, and when a new political atmosphere began to
take shape—an atmosphere which also affected the
creative artist and his relations with the bureaucrats
above him.
By October of that year, at the 14th plenum of the
administrative board of the Writers' Union, liberal voices
were heard in the open for the first time in many years.
Simultaneously, A. Fadeyev was replaced as first secretary of the Union by Alexei Surkov. Although Surkov
was no less orthodox, this change introduced the first
element of instability into Stalinist literary monolithism.
In December, Vladimir Pomerantsev and other critics
of the literary monthly Novyi mir sensed that a new
literature had now become politically possible, and they
even predicted its character: "In a year or two, you (the
readers) will get genuine art. . . . Books should be
written about people. . . . Introduce real conflict into
novels."2 Ilya Ehrenburg's novel The Thaw, the name
by which this whole historic period is now known,
began to appear in print in May 1954.

"L'affaire Pomerantsev"
In order to describe the conditions in which Soviet
literature developed in the last ten years, one must by
rights begin with "l'affaire Pomerantsev," for this
episode established a certain precedent in the official
treatment of deviationists, a precedent which has continued to operate to the present day.
At first, the familiar Zhdanov circuit was traveled: a
demand for humanization of literature, followed by a
party outburst,3 and then by self-criticism on the part
of the editor of the wayward publication.4 However,
there were new elements which should have been obvious
to potential deviationists. The first anti-Pomerantsev
writings were moderate in tone, and surprisingly some
students and younger Soviet intellectuals were permitted
to rebut these with defenses in print,5 so that by the
2

See this author's article in the September-October 1962 issue
of Problems of Communism, p. 33.
3
"Under the Banner of Socialist Realism," by A. Surkov,
Pravda, May 25, 1954.
4
"For a High Ideological Content of Our Literature" (editorial), Literaturnaia gazeta (referred to henceforth as LG),
Moscow, August 17, 1954.
5
Komsomolskaia pravda (referred to henceforth as KP), Moscow, March 17, 1954.

time the party took action some six months later, what
had at first been an "error" of a single writer had now
come to be shared by a dozen.
Furthermore, the administrative measures that were
finally taken were of a most unusual kind. Although
Pomerantsev's article was declared to have been directed
"against the foundations of our literature,"6 the Central
Committee did not interfere directly in the matter. It
supported the Writers' Union resolution condemning the
Novyi mir literary critics but did not enforce any punitive measures, largely as a result of divergencies of
opinion in the collective leadership. These divergencies
were not the only reason for the absence of a definitive
verdict. Having abandoned mass terror, the leadership
also had doubts about its ability to carry out such a
verdict. Since the party feared silence or even direct
resistance from the writers and did not dare gamble its
full authority on condemning them, the writers had an
opportunity to extend their freedom.
The Union of Writers resolution against Novyi mir
established still another important precedent. Pomerantsev was compared with the "anti-patriotic critics—
cosmopolitans and nihilists" of 1948-50,7 but the Novyi
mir group was represented "merely" as straying in good
conscience, though far and dangerously—a mistake
which should be rectified in the future. Their writings
were not banned. Tvardovsky was removed from Novyi
mir and forced to recant; yet he was not declared alien
to Soviet literature as were Mikhail Zoshchenko, Anna
Akhmatova, and others in the past. The liberals emerged
from the first literary battle of the post-Stalin era with
honor if not with glory. This new approach to "ideological errors" rather than crimes and the lack of a
"Central Committee resolution on literature" became the
political foundation for the creation of a "new literature"
(see this author's article in the September-October 1962
issue) and for the unending dispute between liberals
and dogmatists.

The Second Congress and its Aftermath
In December 1954 the Second Congress of the
Writers' Union convened—the first in twenty years. It
was preceded by two great discussions. The first, in
which the poets Bergholtz, Aliger and Selvinski
defended "self-expression," was treated in the author's
previous article referred to above. The second discussion
concerned the important question of methods of party
6

Surkov, op. cit.
A. Surkov, "A Word of a Writer," Oktiabr (Moscow), No.
7, 1954.
7

45

PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

Caption:
SHORTCOMING IN CREATIVITY. This author
doesn't have imagination: He didn't even imagine it
necessary to ask the director to become his collaborator. . . .
—From Krokodil

(Moscow), December 70, 7957.

control in literature. Everyone agreed that these methods
suffered from excessive bureaucracy, embodied in the
Chief Administration for Control of Entertainment and
Repertoire (Glavrepertkom), a committee of four which
was supposed to approve all Soviet plays and film
scenarios. The Glavrepertkom was accused of having
created a permanent bottleneck which permitted only
a few of the manuscripts submitted to it ever to reach
the stage or screen. As early as October 1953 two
orthodox playwrights began to campaign for its liquidation,8 and as a result the functions of Glavrepertkom
were handed over to theater managers and regular censorship organs. By mid-1954 it became clear that the
party intended to make the Writers' Union its chief
instrument of regimentation. Although a group of
notable literary figures advocated abolition of the Union,
the party had no difficulty in maintaining the leading
role of its main "transmission belt in literature."9 The
question of its fate did not even come up at the Second
Congress.
In historical perspective, the most important achievement at this Congress was the "struggle for quality"—a
subject which was widely broached for the first time,
and which has remained alrrfost the major trump card
8

B. Lavernev and K. Pimenov, in LG, Oct. 15, 1953.
9
B . Kaverin and others, "To Fellow Workers," LG, Oct. 26,
1954.

and chief slogan of the liberals. As a whole the Congress
confirmed the status quo that had come into being in
1953-54. The schism between the literary bureaucrats
and some of the best writers was established—the
immutability of the party's ideological principles was
opposed by artistic deviations from these principles. The
party, as supreme arbiter, would correct "errors" and
ban the more radical works of deviationists, but it would
not interfere in the fate of every individual literary
work. It might even cautiously support the slogan of
"quality," but no amount of quality would save an
artistic work if it were ideologically incorrect.
On the basis of this status quo, great changes occurred
in Soviet literature during the next two and a half years.
In the atmosphere of greater tolerance and hopeful anticipation, Dudintsev was writing Not By Bread Alone,
which with the other works of the literary almanac
Literaturnaia Moskva would constitute the political and
artistic platform of the radical opposition a few months
later. These works could not have been written earlier
because no one could have dreamed of their ever being
published and they were not meant to be kept in a
locked desk drawer. Without the 1955 pause, they
simply would not have been ready "on the spot" during
the few short months of disarray at the top and unrest
below between the 20th Congress of the CPSU in
February 1956 and the expulsion of the "anti-party"
group in June 1957.

The Emergence of Revisionism
These new literary trends began to emerge, then, as
we have seen in Part II. At the same time lively discussions were going on in the Writers' Union club, in
magazine editorial offices and in universities. Little was
written about them, but this author was present on many
such occasions. Normal human relations, which for
many years had been disrupted through fear and suspicion, were now being slowly restored. It became
possible to distinguish conservatives from liberals. For
the first time broader, undogmatic views on art were
publicly defended. The first cautious exchange of "revisionist" ideas, both native and imported from Poland
and Hungary, took place. In the words of Literaturnaia gazeta, there was great talk about a "general
amnesty for all ideas."10 Even the principle of partiinost
("party-mindedness") came under doubt.11 Finally,
10
"Keep High the Banner of Ideological Content" (editorial),
LG, April 26, 1955.
11
K. Simonov's speech at the conference of Moscow writers,
LG, May 5, 1955.
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1955 saw the rehabilitation of many executed writers,
such as I. Babel and A. Vesyoli.
At the very end of the year, Kommunist, in preparing the ground for Khrushchev's campaign against
Malenkov, declared that Malenkov's formula on the
main manifestation of partiinost in art, which he had
elaborated at the 19th Party Congress in October 1952,
was invalid.12 At the 20th Congress, the unmasking
of the "cult of personality" and of Stalin's political
methods was taken by the liberals as signifying a split
with totalitarianism in general, although Khrushchev
himself, in both his secret and public speeches, made it
clear that this was far from being the case. The liberals,
however, interpreted the 20th Congress in their own
way, many going so far as to believe that they were
witnessing the dying gasps of the old methods of
totalitarian control in the arts. These vague hopes, and
with them the formulation of new principles aimed at
expanding the freedom of the individual at the expense
of the state, came to be known as revisionism.
"Literature should not be the handmaiden of politics"
was one of the main demands of 1956-57 revisionism.
Five years later at the 22nd Party Congress, N. Gribachev
accurately summed up the situation:
At that time there were advanced, sometimes by the
Communists, demands for the liquidation of the party
influence on literature, even demands to publish everything just as it is written, without editors, since, as one of
the spokesman stated, "a writer has a right to nonsense".13

In such an atmosphere an attempt actually to get rid
of party guardianship was only natural. Two years
before that, the writers had tried to cut the party "transmission belts" by disbanding the Writers' Union. Now,
under the leadership of V. Kaverin, some of them
decided to set up a parallel organization independent
of the powers-that-be. It was formed around the
almanac Literaturnaia Moskva with the purpose of providing oppositionist writers with a platform for relatively free expression. It succeeded spectacularly. If
1956 as a whole was the year of social soul-searching,
Kaverin's independent publication was its most articulate
and radical mouthpiece. The writers' main theme was
the discrepancy between the propaganda image of
Soviet society, the ideals on which it is allegedly based,
as well as the notions of "good society" in general, on
the one hand, and Soviet reality on the other. This
meant, of course, the emergence of the socio-critical

school, which was depicted by this author in Part II of
this series.
In 1956 the revisionists did not have enough time
to create their own theory of art. Their first step was
to reject "socialist realism" as bankrupt.14 Stalinist art
was criticized as narrow, dogmatic and given to "varnishing reality"—in simple language, a lie.15 The
revisionists came out for what might be termed the
"Pomerantsev program"—sincerity of the writer, manysided experimentation, search for truth in all its complexity. Soviet intellectual life might have seemed
relatively free at this time, but of course, even during
the months of greatest revisionist activity, the party
did not back out of the literary struggle. As the works
of the revisionists appeared in print, they were subjected
to severe criticism.16 Nevertheless the new literature
made such a profound impression that even the conservatives recognized its "thermonuclear impact";17 it
enjoyed such wide support that it seemed that nothing
could impede its development.
At the New Year's reception (1957) in the Kremlin,
Khrushchev's post-Hungary defense of Stalinism as a
social system, despite his criticisms of Stalin's methods,
clearly reinforced the party's position over the arts.
Attacks on the revisionists began to grow sharper, and
in March 1957 a plenum of the board of the Moscow
branch of the Writers' Union was convened. Instead of
repenting, as might have been expected, the writers—
on the assumption that the impact of their works had
provided them with a position of strength—mounted a
counteroffensive. According to Uterati/rnaia gaze/a,
for instance, Kaverin displayed sharp impatience toward
criticism, although he himself did not moderate his
utterances and even threatened to sue his opponents.
Dudintsev too, did not mince words:
I think that we might be permitted to try to swim on our
own like young swimmers, in the hope that we do not
drown. But, alas, I always feel on myself a leash by
which sometimes children are led around. And it prevents
me from swimming.

Khrushchev Speaks Up
At the March plenum the group of Soviet men of
letters thus openly challenged the authority of the
party—an authority that had already been seriously
14

See LG of November 17, 1956, and countless other papers.
S. Shtut, "At the Map of Our Literature," Novyi mir (henceforth referred to as NM), Moscow, No. 9, 1956.
16
See, for instance, N. Kriuchkov, "On the Novel 'Not By
Bread Alone'," Izvestia (Moscow), Dec. 2, 1956.
17
L. Sobolev in LG, May 22, 1957.
15

12

"On the Problem of Typicality in Literature and Art"
(editorial), Kommunist, No. 18, 1955.
13
"Speech of Comrade N. M. Gribachev at the 22nd Congress
of the CPSU," Pravda, October 28, 1961.
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damaged by the factional struggles which took place
in the wake of the Hungarian and Polish "Octobers."
The CPSU Presidium, however, closed ranks in the face
of the direct challenge and firmly called the rebels
to order. In a series of meetings between party leaders
and the rebellious writers in the course of 1957,
Khrushchev made speeches (released only several
months later, in drastically "doctored" form),18 threatening the writers with serious reprisals unless they mended
their ways. The atmosphere of one such gathering—
the Third Plenum of the administrative board of the
Writers' Union, which took place in May—may be
gauged from Khrushchev's own comments about it:
At that time the lightning flashed, the thunder rolled,
and the rain poured . . . and not only in the sky. It
really was that way. At that time we had a big, candid,
and—why deny it—sharp conversation concerning the
most vital problems in the development of literature and
art.19

This, to be sure, does not tell the whole story. According to eyewitnesses—who for understandable reasons cannot be identified here—Khrushchev shook his
fist and stomped his feet. The Communist Party, he
exclaimed, had drawn lessons from the Hungarian
event and would not permit Soviet writers to act as
the Hungarian writers had: if the Hungarian leaders had
settled accounts with a do2en writers, there would have
been no "counterrevolution." Let their Soviet colleagues
remember that "our hand would not tremble." At this
point, according to the account, the poetess Margerita
Aliger fainted. Kommunist indirectly confirmed the
reports some weeks later: "The events in Hungary have
demonstrated the consequences of ignoring the Leninist
principles in guiding literature and art." 20
Khrushchev's published speeches dwelt in detail on
Stalin's "positive role" and mentioned his errors only
casually. He emphatically denied that Soviet literature
varnished reality and asserted that, even under the late
leader, Stalin prizes had been awarded to writers who
reflected "what is positive in our life"; moreover, he
said, the party would continue to support these very
writers. But Khrushchev understood that a return to
Stalinism without mass terror was impossible. Ergo, he
laid down two conditions for the writers: first, Soviet
reality as a whole must not appear too dark; second,
exposing its negative side should contribute to the prog18

N. Khrushchev, "For a Close Tie of Literature and Art with
the Life of the People," LG, August 28, 1957.
19
N. Khrushchev, "Toward New Successes in Literature and
Art," Kommunist, No. 7, 1961.
20
"For Leninist Principleness in Questions of Literature and
Art" (editorial), Kommunist, No. 10, 1957, p. 15.

ress of society in the direction in which the party leads
it. In addition, although the First Secretary emphasized
that art should primarily educate the builders of communism, he did not completely reject lyrical themes
and everyday life, as the extreme conservatives would
have preferred. Exploration of the "world of feeling"
would now be tolerated, if not welcomed. Still more
important was the fact that Khrushchev did not suspect
anybody of criminal intentions: at most he accused some
writers of mistakes.
For the next few years, therefore, the idea of the
consolidation of all writers on the basis of party
principles became the main official slogan. What it
meant was that those who had made "revisionist"
errors should renounce them and expiate their guilt
through "proper" creative work, while the party and
the orthodox writers, in their turn, would not reproach
the offenders for the past; in fact, the latter would
be given the opportunity to live "normal" lives, to work,
and even to enjoy the honors that the party bestowed
upon its loyal followers. Furthermore, the Central
Committee would not issue resolutions excommunicating
the sinners (like Zoshchenko and Akhmatova in 1946).

The "Conspiracy of Silence"
The new policy amounted to an attempt to hold on to
the status quo of 1954-55. Yet it also offered the writers
greater hope that the measure of freedom they had won
would gradually be extended in the future. It was
no doubt this feeling of optimism that emboldened
the writers in their struggle against the bureaucracy
and inspired them, at the May 1957 plenum referred to
above, to resort to what will long be remembered as a
"conspiracy of silence." On the very first day of the
plenum, conspicuous by their absence from the rostrum
were nearly all of the well-known writers, and certainly
all those prominent in the revisionist movement. Days
went by, but none of those most immediately under
attack spoke up, although they had often been summoned
indirectly. Despite thinly-veiled threats in a speech by
L. Sobolev and heavy pressure exerted behind the scenes,
not one of the revisionist authors of Novyi mir and
Literaturnaia Moskva spoke at the plenum. In March
1957 the party authority had been challenged loudly;
now it was challenged by silence.
Because of the courage of the challengers, the May
1957 plenum sowed the seeds of an eventual retreat by
the party, although the initial response, which in fact
prevailed during the next one and a half to two years,
was that of a "hard line". To be sure, the party did

48

PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

not attempt to direct every detail of literary activity, nor
did it put under suspicion of treason even the most
extreme oppositionists, as had been done in Stalin's
time; but both these thankless tasks were assigned to the
old and new conservatives in editorial and administrative positions. The party openly protected the clique of
militant reactionaries headed by L. Sobolev and V.
Kochetov, who had advanced themselves in the postStalin period. In his anti-revisionist novel (or shall we
say pamphlet?), The Brothers Yershov, Kochetov had
equated even the most modest liberalism with counterrevolution.
The creation of a new organization—the Union of
Writers of the RSFSR—was entrusted to these archconservatives. Officially, the Union was merely an
organization of writers of the Russian Federation, but
actually it was created by the administrative apparatus
to struggle against revisionism and liberalism with the
assistance of weak and obedient provincial writers.
In October-November of 1958, the Pasternak storm
broke. The campaign against the Nobel prize laureate
did not differ from the most spiteful and hysterical
campaigns of the Zhdanov era except that, in comparing
Pasternak to a pig,21 the typical vulgarity of the new
Khrushchevian style was expressed. The conservatives'
purpose was clear: they used the Doctor Zhivago
affair to create an atmosphere of fear among the writers.
For example, contact with Pasternak and circulating
his manuscript caused two young poets to be expelled
from the Komsomol and sent to the virgin lands.22
In such an atmosphere the constituent congress of the
RSFSR Union of Writers convened in December 1958
after fifteen months of preparation by the extreme
reactionaries. No one would have been surprised if, as
in Stalin's time, it had turned into an orgy of confession. However, nothing of the kind took place.
Instead, what occurred was a broadening of the "conspiracy of silence" on the part of most of the first-rate
writers. Their reaction to a year and a half of being
bullied had proven the reverse of what the terrorizers
had anticipated: in the face of the threat of literary
"re-Zhdanovization," they had shown a far greater solidarity even than in 1956-57. The "hard policy" had
thus turned out to be a two-edged sword. True, it
could suppress open revisionism; but the majority of
writers except the hard-core conservatives had simply
tried to avoid active participation in the organizational
21

See the speech of the First Secretary of the Komsomol in
the presence of Khrushchev, KP, October 30, 1958.
M
The First Constituent Congress of Writers of the Russian
Federation. Stenographic Report. Moscow, 1959. Speech of
S. V. Simonov, p. 381, and speech of A. Kovalenkov, p. 485.

work of the literary unions. In other words, the "transmission belts" stopped transmitting, and excessively
harsh control of literature threatened to become its
opposite—the absence of control.
And so, the party leaders learned their lesson from
the "conspiracy of silence": total submission of the
writers could not be achieved without physical terror.
Further, the Pasternak affair taught them that if they
were not able to cut off a writer's contact with the
outside world unless they threatened him with death,
the courage of that one writer, put in the position of
an outcast with nothing to lose, could cause considerable damage to their prestige. Yet, if a writer could
be attracted by concessions, then the risk of such "Pasternak affairs" might be lessened in the future, if not
eliminated. The party therefore decided that the tough
policy of suppressing open revisionism had been overplayed, at least temporarily. The comparative moderation of the literary bureaucrats at the RSFSR Congress
of Writers was an expression of the new course.

Setback for the Conservatives
As always with a shift in policy, the party got rid of
those "guilty" of carrying out yesterday's orders. Now,
however, they were merely removed from key positions
and not sent to concentration camps as in the old days.
In March 1959, for example, the arch-conservative
V. Kochetov was removed from his post as editor-inchief of Literaturnaia gazeta. And at the Third AllUnion Congress of Writers in May 1959, the chief overseer of Soviet literature, A. Surkov, was sacrificed on
the altar of reconciliation. This No. 1 anti-revisionist
was replaced as First Secretary of the Union of Writers
by Konstantin Fedin, who still occupies that post. Unlike Surkov, Fedin is not an apparatchik, but a writer,
a brilliant though superficial stylist and an intellectual
of the old school who has adapted himself to the
Soviet regime. Fedin may be characterized as the most
moderate of liberals, and his appointment should have
facilitated a reconciliation of the opposition with the
Union.
But despite all concessions, the opposition did not
make peace. The "conspiracy of silence" partially
continued: many important oppositionists refused to
appear on the podium of the Third Congress—Ehrenburg, Simonov, Aliger, Dudintsev, Kaverin and others,
all of whom had appeared at the Second Congress in
1954 (with the exception of the then still unknown
Dudintsev). Even more interesting was the fact that
those "liberals" who did decide to speak by no means
accepted unequivocally the conditions offered them. In
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contrast to the official theme of the congress—the
creation of works on a contemporary theme in Khrushchev's spirit of "strengthening the ties of literature
with the life of the people"—they advocated artistic
quality and craftsmanship. This was exemplified by the
speech of Semyon Kirsanov, one of the chief heroes of
1956 and author of the poem "The Seven Days of the
Week." 23 In contrast to the "silent ones," he admitted
in the most general terms the correctness of party
criticism; however, his speech was devoted not to what
the party considered most important—contemporary life
—but to a severe criticism of the state of literary
affairs. He stated:

forced to assume in the face of unceasing literary
opposition: on the one hand, it lured the writer with
the carrot of concessions and vague promises of a
better future; on the other, it drove them with the
stick of threats and with neo-Stalinist slogans constantly repeated by the conservative elements. Playing
on both hope and intimidation, the party counted on
obtaining from the writers something that would be
real art and also would educate the "masses" in the
required spirit instead of "corrupting" them.

Our discussions about raising the level of artistic craftsmanship have the character of incantations. Actually we
are faced with two serious obstacles. The first is the
systematic propaganda of bad and mediocre works and
the unrestrained praise of stereotyped novels, short stories,
poems and verses without individuality. The criterion
of quality is lost. The second obstacle is the critics'
constant and frequent rebukes to writers and poets who
want to use colors in the spectrum other than grey. This
is sometimes called naturalism, sometimes formalism; we
have many terms for this. Is this lack of tolerance for
novelty, for the unexpected, for daring and sharp description, really necessary for communism? I think not.24

From the spring of 1959 to the spring of 1962, a
balance of power prevailed in Soviet literature. The
literary renaissance continued; the liberals gradually
succeeded in taking over some editorial-administrative
positions: for example, they became dominant in the
propaganda bureau for artistic literature, which organized appearances of writers before mass audiences. As a
result, Ye Yevtushenko, A Voznesensky and many other
poets appeared in public and strengthened their fame
and popularity. The publication of the "Short Literary
Encyclopedia" was also undertaken by the liberals; in
it the majority of Stalinist writers received highly
uncomplimentary evaluations while social criticism and
avant-garde poetry were cautiously defended.
On the other hand, every significant work of new
literature and every step forward by the progressives
evoked a bitter response from the conservatives. The
entire history of these three years is one of unending
skirmishes between the "leftists" and "rightists," both
in the evaluation of individual works and on general
questions. The difficult goal which the party set for
itself was to avoid abandoning the conservatives, who
were politically compromised and creatively impotent,
while not permitting either too much hopelessness or
too much hope in the liberal circles. In order to achieve
this, the party armed itself in the literary "cold war"
with the tactic well known to Western diplomats—
"blowing hot and cold."

In this attack on Stalinist greyness, Kirsanov was
supported by Tvardovsky, the editor of Novyi mir,
whose speech resounded with a real sense of crisis and
with the stubborn determination of the liberals to
change the situation:
We can no longer live like this—we must say to our
literary yesterday and even to our literary today—we will
not live like this. . . . In the sphere of spiritual activity,
in particular literature and art, the preference is always
only for quality.25

The majority of literary propagandists, bewildered by
the concessions made to the liberals and confused by the
fall of yesterday's pillars of power, A Surkov and V.
Kochetov, preferred to rehash the latest Central Committee directives, pretending that no opposition existed.
The speech of "the best friend of Soviet literature"
(the new title given to Nikita Khrushchev) was contradictory to the wth degree and can scarely be explained by the peculiarities of his personal thought
processes. Rather, his inconsistency reflected the extraordinary ambiguity of the position which the party was
23

See excerpt in Problems of Communism, January-February
1958, p. 34.
24
Third Congress of Writers of the USSR.
Stenographic
Report. Moscow, 1959. Speech by S. Kirsanov, pp. 97-98.
25
Speech by A. Tvardovsky, ibid., p. 202.

Tug of War

Among the most interesting developments during
this period was an interview which Ilya Ehrenburg gave
to the extreme "right" newspaper Literatura i zhizn.
His radical, straightforward and unequivocal repudiation of the esthetic foundations of Soviet art probably
has no equal in all of post-Stalin polemics. According
to Ehrenburg, the subject matter has no significance in
real literature. "A writer can be inspired by the building
of a huge dam and by the first wail of a child." And
this at a time when the party insisted on books about
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contemporary life! "The secrets of the human heart, the
region of emotions" Ehrenburg considered to be within
the compass of literature—as though he had never
heard of the "magnificent feats of labor by the Soviet
people" as the basic subject. Speaking about the
"spiritual impoverishment of people working on the
perfection of complex machines," he contrasted the
official thesis that "art must educate builders of communism" with his own thesis that "art must spiritually
enrich." Said Ehrenburg:
Leo Tolstoy astounds us most of all in those works which
do not try to instruct. . . . From a practical standpoint,
what are we taught by Pushkin's poem "I remember a
wonderful moment"? You can hardly answer that question easily. In my opinion it spiritually enriches a person.

The long interview concluded with a call to art "which
is authentic and human, which does not record life or
rewrite what has been written."26
If the conservative Literatura i zhizn opened its pages
to such heretical statements, it was of course not done
out of sympathy for them. On the contrary, there
was an element of provocation in the journal's invitation
to Ehrenburg. He was asked questions which he could
not refuse to answer: he could either repeat commonplaces and thereby capitulate, or he could openly proclaim an oppositionist program at the risk of a great
scandal. Ehrenburg took the risk, but the provocation
failed. Agitprop refused to take notice of the interview,
at least publicly, and the conservatives did not achieve
their aim of causing a scandal which would intimidate
the liberals.
Literatura i zhizn then openly attacked the leftists,
especially their fundamental slogan of artistic quality.
While it did not deny the need for quality, two of its
leading contributors protested that several editorial staffs
were rejecting manuscripts which were "ideologically
and politically correct" merely because they were not
"outstanding." In their opinion, everything "correct"
should be published. Alexander Tvardovsky, conveniently quoting certain parts of Khrushchev's recent
declarations, retorted to this by calling the authors of the
Literatura i zhizn article "conscious opponents of the
party's decisions in questions of literature" (entirely
unjustified), and accusing them of "preaching greyness
and mediocrity" (more than justified).27
An endless debate then broke out in the press, with
most of the protagonists repeating previous arguments.
On January 9, I960, Pravda published a decree of the
26
Ilya Ehrenburg, "Laws of Art," Literatura i zhizn
forth referred to as LiZ), Moscow, August 16, 195927
A . Tvardovsky in L G , Sept. 10, 1959.

(hence-

Central Committee on "strengthening propaganda, educational and agitational work," which among other
things was directed against nonconformist elements in
the Soviet intelligentsia. As though anticipating this,
Literatuniaia gazeta at the end of November, two and
one half months after printing Tvardovsky's article, had
criticized itself for underestimating "the ideological
position of the writer as the decisive factor in evaluating
a work of art."28 This was a retreat, but the newspaper
did not reject the chief requisite—artistry.
The end of the debate came only in July I960, when
Mikhail Suslov spoke at the traditional summer meeting
of party leaders and writers. The fact that on this
occasion the most dogmatic member of the leadership
spoke shows clearly how the ideological temperature had
dropped after the January decree. As expected, Suslov
supported Literatura i zhizn, calling for a "solicitous
attitude toward writers who portray new phenomena in
life"—that is, depict life as the party wanted it to be
depicted—even though their works were artistically
imperfect. This was a direct denial of quality as the
most important thing in literature.29
The resolution of the quarrel in favor of the conservatives did not, however, signify their final victory.
The promulgation of a policy line, even by Suslov, no
longer meant its absolute realization. In the first place,
it could be resisted by taking advantage of differences
of opinion within the party leadership. Secondly, the
2S

L G , November 21, 1959.
<s Pravda, July 18, 1960.

2

The Party's Position
Sometimes they [the writers and men of the arts']
say: Let us create as we wish, do not force injunctions upon us, do not restrict us. Hence the
demand for art shows ivithout furies, books without editors, the artist's right to display, without
intermediaries, anything he wishes. Here we have
essentially nothing but an attempt to obtain an
utterly unrestricted opportunity to force upon the
people a swollen, subjectivist arbitrariness. . . .
It is the great fortune of our art that the party,
expressing the vital interests of the people and
basing its entire activity on the most progressive
Weltanschauung, determines the tasks and direction of art.
—From a speech of CPSU Central Committee
Secretary L. F. llyichev to writers and
artists, Pravda, December 22, 1962.
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policy could be quietly sabotaged, without coming out
against it directly. The virtual sabotage of neo-Stalinist
directives became the basic tactic of the liberals after
the Third Congress.

What Price Creativity?
Within the limits of the party's tolerance, some
opportunities were found for creative work, for a
broadening of themes, and for experimentation with
form. The slogan of the time became the title of a poem
by M. Aliger, "Write!" Write and don't quarrel,
because a work of art is by nature ambiguous, vague, and
at the same time particularly convincing, whereas a polemical article is always too precise and therefore vulnerable. Write and confront the powers-that-be with the
fait accompli of a novel or poem which is more difficult
to reject than even the most refined theory. Thus, until
the 22nd Party Congress, the frontal attack on the
official aesthetics gave way to a flanking movement. But
all this should not be taken too literally. The liberals
did not completely withdraw from all debates; they
merely took part in some of them with a greater show
of caution.
One such debate which began in 1959 and continues
to the present time has been between the "physicists
and lyricists"—terms taken from the lines by the poet
Boris Slutsky: "Somehow physicists are honored, somehow lyricists are out of favor."30 Echoing at times the
discussion in the West about "the two cultures," the
main theme of the debate is whether art or, more
broadly, "useless" humanitarian culture has a place in
the life of industrial man. For the conservatives, culture
equals the official ideology, whereas for the liberals
contemporary Soviet culture, most of all art, does not
satisfy those human demands which it ought to satisfy.
As Ehrenburg implied, art and culture should spiritually
enrich man, and youth should be educated esthetically,
not ideologically and politically.31 For those of us who
are observing the literary situation in post-Stalinist
Russia, one result of this debate should be clear: it has
shown that prohibiting "real" art evoked not only a
heightened interest in it, but also a fundamentally antiesthetic reaction.
Another great debate which developed after the Third
Congress of Writers and which also has not yet been
resolved concerns tradition, innovation, and contemporary style—questions which had not been raised for

a long time. Everything is clear for the "socialist
realists," at least in theory: tradition is Russian realism;
contemporary style is writing like Tolstoy, only better;
and innovation, in the words of a Pravda editorial,
consists of "Communist ideology and the affirmation in
life of the beautiful and the human, directed toward
the strengthening and perfection of communism."a2 Up
until 1959 the avant-garde clearly contradicted this
theory in its literary efforts. But in 1959 Literaturnaia
gazeta began to publish writings by poets and prose
writers, mostly young people, who stood for "a contemporary" rhythm and rhyme in verse, and a contemporary "polished" prose. The conservatives replied to
all this with accusations of "formalism," imitation of
Russian decadence and the bourgeois West, and "following the fashion."
The party had not interfered directly in the debate
of the "physicists" and "lyricists," but it entered with
an iron hand into the polemics about innovation and
tradition. Ideologists of the Suslov type well remembered that the party had established real control over
literature only when it began to dictate form to writers.
Freedom of form is perhaps more dangerous for Agitprop than social criticism within the limits of legalized
naturalism, for it destroys the very style of totalitarianism and gives the artists the opportunity to enter a sphere
in which the narrow and vulgar official esthetics does
not know how to act. Harsh organizational measures
were taken to cut off the debate on "contemporary style."
The editor of Literaturnaia gazeta, S. Smirnov, was
reminded of former sins in the debate on quality and
of new sins in having offered a tribune to the formalists,
and was removed from his post on December 15, I960.
Moreover, Agitprop decided that the militant conservatives should be given wider opportunities, and in
February 1961 handed over the magazine Oktiabr to
Kochetov, who had not controlled a press medium of his
own for two years.
By the spring of 1961 the position of the "rightists"
had strengthened so alarmingly that one of the leading
representatives of the liberal camp frankly said in a private conversation in the West, "We are all hanging
on a thread." However, in May of that year Khrushchev
personally restored the balance of power. His article
"For New Successes in Literature and Art," published
in the May issue of Kommunist, was a condensation of
his remarks at the same I960 meeting at which Suslov
had spoken. But, characteristically, the article did not
appear at the time the neo-Stalinist wave was on the

30

B. Slutsky, "Physicists and Lyricists," LG, Oct. 13, 1959.
1 . Ehrenburg, "About the Moon, Earth and Heart," LG,
January 1, 1960.
31

32

"The 22nd Congress and Problems of Ideological Work"
(editorial), Pravda, March 23, 1962.
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rise; it was published only when the time came to stop
that wave.
In the first place, Khrushchev stated that the party was
"satisfied" with the activity of the writers, thus cutting
the ground from under the conservatives, who maintained that the situation was not satisfactory as long as
the liberals were active in literature. Secondly, Khrushchev again confirmed the moderate course. To be sure,
he spoke vigorously about "irreconcilability in defending
ideological and political principles," about how "the development of literature and art in socialist society proceeds not in an anarchistic way but is directed by the
party," and he threatened those "individuals" who "dislike" this. However, the main point of his article was
not the repetition of well-known truths, but his statement that "in our conditions there are opportunities to
correct those who have made mistakes without resorting
to extreme measures." From a practical standpoint this
meant that those "who made mistakes" which the party
disliked would continue to "make mistakes." Moreover,
in anticipation of this, Khrushchev admitted their right
to mistakes, saying: "We must bear in mind that failures
in work, especially in artistic creation, can take place
among those who serve the people loyally and faithfully." Thus, nothing was to prevent the liberals from
"not noticing" specific directives and ascribing their
"inattention" to earlier administrative errors. The
events of the months that followed confirmed the correctness of this interpretation of Khrushchev's article.

The Yevtushenko Episode
It was stated earlier that the liberals achieved broader
freedom for artistic creation by declining to argue their
theoretical correctness and instead adopting the slogan of
"write!" Similarly, by discussing specific writers, they
began to gain victories in the area of critical polemics.
The first such victory came with Yevtushenko, who at
this time reached the zenith of his popularity. He
reached it not only because his poetry, as he himself said,
"is a continuation of the very same thoughts and discussions" of youth,33 but also thanks to his great acting
talent, so clearly displayed in his recitations. Yevtushenko has a charismatic appeal and an unlimited power
over the crowd. It was impossible to ignore a poet who
could fill the Luzhniki stadium, or to continue to dismiss him with such abusive words as "decadent" or
"dandy." It was obvious that to condemn Yevtushenko
would be to condemn most of the young intelligentsia.
M

Y e . Yevtushenko, "My Russia," Obesrver
1962.

( L o n d o n ) , May 27,

On the other hand, by the end of I960 Yevtushenko
himself was departing from his former irreconcilable
opposition. His poems on Cuba and Paris, if not entirely orthodox, were useful in Agitprop work.34
In the beginning of 1961, Novyi tnir tried to place
Yevtushenko and the even more leftist poet A. Voznesensky on the Soviet Parnassus as gifted poets. This
provoked the usual rebuff from the reactionaries. However, by midsummer, one moderate conservative, while
not accepting both poets completely, was forced to
analyze seriously the real reasons for their popularity
("the unquenched spiritual demands of the reader").
He attempted to discern in their creative work elements
which at least did not directly contradict orthodoxy,
and he expressed the hope that these elements would
be intensified. The extreme conservatives, to be sure,
considered such an attitude too indulgent, but they
also expressed cautious hope for the reform at least
of Yevtushenko. ("It would be worth suspending
judgment on Yevtushenko to see where he goes creatively, rather than hurry to make a fuss about his old
poems." 35)
It is uncertain how all this might have ended if the
matter of Babi Yar had not occurred.36 Though no more
"oppositionist" than many others of Yevtushenko's
poems, Babi Yar produced great international repercussions because of its theme—i.e., criticism of Soviet
disregard for the specifically anti-Jewish direction of
Nazism, condemnation of anti-Semitic sentiments in
some quarters in Russia, and deep compassion for the
centuries-old suffering of the Jewish people. With this
poem, the world fame of Yevtushenko was established,
and the repercussions were intensified by the reaction
of the conservatives. The latter were outraged by
Yevtushenko's emphasis on the anti-Semitism of the
Nazis when the official view of Nazism primarily
stressed its anti-Communist, anti-Soviet and anti-Slavic
animus; they also were insulted by his comparing Nazi
anti-Semitism with the anti-Semitism of Russian reactionaries. Yevtushenko was attacked and branded as a
"pygmy" and "cosmopolite" who "has forgotten his
people" and "has spat upon his dead." :i7 This was an
all-out attempt to expose Yevtushenko as an enemy and
eliminate him from literature despite Khrushchev's state34

Ye. Yevtushenko. "Poems About Cuba," Yuiinst
(Moscow),
N o . 12, 1960; "Poems About Paris," LG, January 23, 1961.
3r
' A . Dimshits in L G , July 4, 1961.
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T h e poem appeared first in LG, Sept. 19, 1961. See translation by M a x Hayward in this journal, issue of March-April
1962, p. 57.
37
D . Starikov, " A b o u t a Certain Poem," and A. Markov, " M y
Answer," LiZ, Sept. 27, 1 9 6 1 .
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merits about the "good intentions" even of erring
writers and the inapplicability of extreme judgments and
measures under the new conditions. If the ploy had
succeeded, it would have meant the beginning of the
rout of the liberal camp. But it failed.
Several days after the start of the general attack on
Yevtushenko, Komsomolskaia pravda (October 4, 1961)
printed an article in which Babi Yar was criticized,
but in a moderate tone; the basic approach was not to
destroy Yevtushenko but to tame him by pointing out
those elements in his work that were favorable from
the party's viewpoint. The denouement of the drama
took place behind the scenes and has been revealed to
the author of this article by an unofficial but absolutely
trustworthy source. The problem of Babi Yar was discussed in the apparatus of the party Central Committee
and was resolved by a decision to reprimand the editorin-chief of Literaturnaia gazeta for printing a "politically
harmful, speculative" poem, but also to remove the
editor-in-chief of Literatura i zhizn for his "disgraceful
answer to Yevtushenko, which was undignified for
Soviet writers-internationalists." Evidently the affair
was not settled without a fight in the Central Committee. But the supporters of a return to a hard policy,
who had inspired the article in Literatura i zhizn, lost
the fight primarily because the members of the Central
Committee could not imagine how they could impose
such a policy on the writers without resorting to terror.
The "Babi Yar affair" was ordered closed even to the
extent of forbidding any mention of it, and in the
Yevtushenko anthology Wave of the Hand (Vzmakh
ruki), published in 1962, the poem was not included.
On the other hand, no attempt was made to force the
poet to recant. At a conference of young poets a few
days after the publication of Babi Yar, Yevtushenko
defended his usual views. This was only a partial victory
for him, but it was a crushing defeat for the "die-hards."
They had counted on retribution at best and on preservation of the status quo at worst. It turned out differently.
i Disturbed by the feeble attacks of the conservatives,
who merely offered "food for bourgeois propaganda"
and further increased the popularity of the liberals
within the country without doing them much harm,
the Central Committee clearly demonstrated that it considered the publication of an opposition poem less of
a sin than the fruitless censure of its author. The status
quo was thus upset in favor of the liberals. Moreover,
Yevtushenko gained a great deal personally: the approach "not to destroy but to tame" him became
dominant in the succeeding months. For the conservatives the lesson of Babi Yar was more than clear: it
showed how far the erosion of their once unlimited

power had gone. Not only were they unable to prevent
the appearance of a work distasteful to them, but they
were not even able to have it censured.

The 22nd Congress
At the 22nd Party Congress in October 1961, the
"rightists" attempted to regain at least part of their
lost position. But the new de-Stalinization upset the
conservatives' plans and created an unfavorable atmosphere for them. Two conservative speakers—N.
Gribachev and V. Kochetov 3S — expressed their dissatisfaction with the current trend of Soviet literature
and demanded that changes be made in the ruling personnel of literary publishing houses and organizations
in order to assure conformism in writing. They spoke
out against revisionism, liberal trends, growing ideological dissonances, and increasing interest in the inner
world of man in place of the theme of Communist construction. Ehrenburg and Yevtushenko were personally
attacked. The explanation for these ideological transgressions was foreign bourgeois influence. The cure,
they said, was administrative interference—the banning
of ideologically unsuitable literature.
However, voices other than those of the conservatives
were heard at the Party Congress. Of course the avantgarde was not permitted to speak out, but Tvardovsky,
editor-in-chief of Novyi mir, by nature a moderate
liberal, spoke with such breadth of view and tolerance,
and at the same time with such principled hostility to
cultural Stalinism, that one may say his speech was the
most radical at this meeting of inveterate apparatchiks.39
In contrast to the Stalinists, Tvardovsky said nothing
about the "glorious traditions of socialist realism" or
about correct ideological direction. He defended the
liberal point of view: the most important thing in a
work of art is the art itself; where there is no "artistic
quality," all good intentions are worth nothing. He also
spoke out against "varnishing" reality, thus clashing
not only with the Stalinists but also with Khrushchev,
who had declared his opposition to this revisionist concept at the Third Writers' Congress.
Sholokhov's speech cannot be labeled either conservative or liberal; it was a wholly peculiar phenomenon.
Outwardly it was servile, full of exaggerated praise for
Khrushchev; but in essence it was independent and
insulting to the powers-that-be. Its compliments for
the Minister of Culture, Furtseva, were phrased in such
38

Gribachev's speech was printed in Pravda of October 28,
1961, and Kochetov's speech in the same newspaper, Oct. 3 1 .
39 See Pravda, October 29, 1961.
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a way that the praise sounded like mockery and caused
laughter in the hall.40
Thus, there was an open clash of various points of
view on literature at the 22nd Congress. For the first
time the conservatives did not receive the decisive support of the party in the discussion of general questions
of literary policy. The liberals took a great stride forward with the election of Tvardovsky as a candidate
member of the Central Committee. Now they could
begin to think about eliminating their opponents on the
battlefield of the "cold war." Such thoughts would
have been suicidal fantasy two or three years earlier, but
in pursuit of his own political goals Khrushchev created
a heated anti-Stalinist atmosphere at the 22nd Party
Congress. The conservatives were nonplussed by these
liberal trends, and some began to panic, including the
critic V. Pertsov and A. Sofronov, one of the pillars of
conservatism. The Congress was the turning point at
which the Stalinist reaction lost faith in its ultimate
omnipotence.

Continuing Battles
The erosion of the party's power over cultural matters manifested itself in the literary "affair" of V.
Aksenov, V. Rozov and the magazine Yunost (Youth),
which was discussed at the first post-congress plenum
of the Union of Soviet Writers.
For some five or six years, Yunost had been one of
the most progressive organs in print, publishing mainly
avant-garde material. The appearance of Aksenov's
story Ticket to the Stars and Rozov's scenario ABC*1
had evoked the indignation of the conservatives. Both
authors showed young people rebelling against society
and their elders. Although the heroes in both cases
ended up on the "correct Communist road," the happy
endings were far less convincing than the youths' rebellion. Also, Aksenov touched on a theme that was a
sore spot for the party—the departure of some young
people from communism. This was the heart of the
matter.
Despite a favorable commentary in Literaturnaia
gazeta, many conservative reviews—with such eloquent
titles as "Phony Ticket" and "Ticket—but to where?"—
reflected the opinion that Yunost had erred in publishing Aksenov's story. The editor-in-chief, Valentin
Kataev, paid for the error with his job and was replaced
by the conservative hack, Boris Polevoi. This attempt
ia

Ibid., October 25, 1961.
Aksenov's story appeared in Yunost, Nos. 6-7, 1961; Rozov's
scenario appeared in the same monthly, No. 9, 1961.
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Two Writers—Two Views
THE READER IS sorely in need of the whole truth. He
is annoyed at evasion and subterfuge on the part
of the artist. . . . When a writer asserts today that
the cup is full to the brim or even brimming over,
he will get nothing but ridicule from his annoyed
reader. . . .
Writers are called the party's closest helpers—
this is a high title that carries with it many duties,
but it may be understood in different ways. There
are some who think that to be "a helper of the
party" means merely to go along with the party,
"using literary media" to illustrate the various
proposals of the party, the tasks it defines in economy
and production. In practice it works out something
like this: "The bright rays of the setting sun were
still painting with gold the tops of the birch trees
around the cottages of the Path to Communism
kolkhoz when Grunya, the dairymaid, having calculated all the factors, resolved to obtain from her
cows x litres of milk above the quantity required
by her commitments." (Laughter. Applause.) Perhaps it is not always as primitive as all that, but
that is what the "literary form" of the illustrative
method actually boils down to. Its unsoundness is
obvious.
— A . Tvardovsky at the 22nd Party Congress,
Soviet Literature (Moscow), No. I, 1962.

categorically rejected the
term "varnisher", with which esthetes among the
critics tried to label writers who gladly, proudly, and
at the bidding of their hearts, devoted their pens to
service in the party's cause. These writers are no
longer called that today. Thank you very much for
your help and support, Nikita Sergeyevich! However, the esthetes have trumped up something
new . . .: they either shroud in a conspiracy of
silence books that incur their displeasure, or snobbishly slight them, or simply classify them as being
of "small artistic worth." They may say that about
a novel relating of virgin-land dwellers. A book
about the deeds and thoughts of Stavropol kolkhozniks who wanted to remold their villages was
adjudged "unworthy of attention, parochial, and
shallow". . . .
Provided we adhere faithfully to the method of
socialist realism, keep loyal to party principles, and
be with the people—and we have no intention of
straying from these positions—blunders are scarcely
likely. . . . We have always been and always will be
the party's trusty helpers in all its great projects
and great accomplishments. (Applause.)
COMRADE KHRUSHCHEV

—V. ICochefov at the 22nd Party Congress, ibid.
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of the conservatives to regain power proved weak, however. Aksenov openly challenged party leadership by
publicly declaring, "You won't push us from our path."
Shortly thereafter he was assigned by Izvestia's editor,
Adzhubei, to Sakhalin. Upon his return in July, Novyi
mir printed two news stories by him, even more oppositionist in tone: they concerned the unfortunate lot of
Soviet workers in the Far East, the human baseness of
"leaders of production," and the aimless existence of a
young Muscovite who finally discovers a goal in life in
his own daughter, and not in the building of communism.42 In the face of Aksenov's personal courage,
the conservatives were powerless, in spite of all the

external power of their newspaper and magazine apparatus. To be sure, they had taken over Yunost, but they
had deepened the opposition of a writer extremely popular among the youth and could not force him into
silence while the two camps existed.
Between January and April of 1962, events unfolded
favorably for the liberals. Khrushchev ordered that the
ban on Pages from Tarussa be lifted. Not a word of
this appeared in the Soviet press, but reports from
Moscow literary circles reached the West by various
channels. It is not surprising that in such an atmosphere
42

NM, No. 7, 1961.

From a Poet's Notebook
Below are two of a group of five verses by the Soviet poet Boris Slutsky, recently published in
Izvestia (November 24, 1962). Though some of the verses were written as long ago as 195455, this is their first appearance in the Soviet press. The translations (with minor alterations)
are from The Current Digest of the Soviet Press, New York, December 26, 1962, p. 19.

The Boss

JC03SU4H
A MOH XO3HHH He JHOOHJI M e n *
H e 3Haji MeHH, He CJIUUIBJI H He
A BCe-TSKM 6OHJICH, K8K OHM,

H cympaiHo, yrpiOMo HeuasHAeji.
Kor.ua MeHH OH njiaicaTb 3acTaBflwi,
EMV Ka3ajrocb- a npHTnopHo njiavy.
Korfla rtpea HHM n rojioBy CKJIOHHJI,
Einy KB3aJiocb: n ycMemxy npftiy.
A H BCK) 3KH3Hb pafiOTBJl H8 Hero,
JIOHCHJICJI no3AHo, ooAHHinaJioi paHO.
JIK>6HJI ero. H 3a Hero 6UJI paaeH.

Ho MHe He noMorajio HHiero.
A a BO3HJI c coSoft ero nopTpeT.
B 3eMiflHKf> Bemaji H B naJiaTKe
CftiOTpeji,
H

HC
c KaacflhiM ronoM MHe BCC pewe,

pewe
O6HAHOK) Ka38AaCb HejIK)6OBb.
H Hbrae HaCTpoeHba MHe He ry6HT
T O T XBHMH (J)aKT, I T O HcnoKOH BBKOB
TaKHX, KaK H, xo3HeBa He
Jao6m.
1954

tlopa 3aitaH4HBaTb CTHXH.
Tlopa AonucbiBaTb 6a^.naabi.
A HOBMX HaiHHaTb — He Haso.
Tlopa AocTpaHBaTb flBopuw,
Ilopa — OTfle^KH H OTHHCTKH.
Ilopa — pa36opKH H paciHCTKB.
Ilopa MeiTw ocymecTBHTb.
Aa, 6 e s coMHeHbH H
B3HTb H ocymecTBHTb
1962

My boss had no love for me—
Did not know me, hear or see me,
And yet he had a deathly fear of me,
And gloomily, sullenly hated me.
Whenever he would make me weep,
He thought that I was acting.
When I would bow my head to him,
He thought I was hiding a sneer.
And I worked my whole life for him,
Late to bed, and rising early.
I loved him. And for him was wounded.
But it was all to no avail.
I carried his picture around with me.
Hung it in dugout and
in tent—
Kept gazing at it, gazing,
never tiring of gazing.
But less and less as the years
went by
Did his dislike distress me.
And now it upsets me not a bit to recognize
The patent fact that from the start of time
Bosses bore no love for such as I.
1954
Time for winding up the verses.
Time to bring the ballads to a close.
No need to make a start on any new ones.
Time to top off the palaces,
Time for trimming and for cleaning up,
Time to dismantle and to clear away.
Time to bring the dreams to pass.
Yes, with neither doubt nor hesitation—
To get to work and bring the dreams to pass.
1962
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the liberals attempted to influence the writers' organizations, the traditional conservative stronghold. Regular
elections to the administrative board of the Moscow
branch of the RSFSR Writers' Union were held on
April 4 and 5. One week later, Literatnrnaia gazeta
announced that Yevtushenko, Voznesensky, Slutsky and
other "leftists," who only two or three years before had
barely been tolerated in this Writers' Union, had been
elected to the board.
Another sensational aspect of the election was omitted
in Soviet press references but was reported by Michel
Tatu, Moscow correspondent of Le Monde.*3 Kochetov,
Sofronov and Gribachev were not even proposed for
reelection, so clear was it beforehand that they would
lose. Six hundred persons took part in the secret balloting, and the results showed that N. Abalkin, literary
editor of Pravda, and L. Sobolev, chairman of the board
of the RSFSR Writers' Union, had been blackballed
along with others. The situation was truly paradoxical:
Sobolev had been ousted from the board of the Moscow
branch of the organization of which he was central
board chairman. After the elections, according to Tatu,
the first secretary of the Moscow city committee,
Demichev, called upon the writers to forget their quarrels, not to create literary scandals, and to put their own
house in order. This speech also went unreported in the
USSR.
The conservatives, however, refused to reconcile
themselves to their defeat. A meeting of the secretariat
of the RSFSR Writers' Union took place in May at
Rostov-on-Don, a site purposely selected for the counterattack since it is a traditional conservative stronghold.
Yet the accusations leveled against the liberals at this
meeting only served to increase their prestige and popularity.
During the spring and summer of 1962, the articles
and literary works in Novyi mir became more and more
daring. The magazine Znamia shifted considerably to
the "left." The "cold war" was now conducted in the
pages of Novyi mir, Literaturnaia gazeta and Literatura
i zhizn, with each camp printing destructive reviews of
the other's significant works.
In the fall of 1962, Khrushchev renewed the struggle
against dogmatism for various external and internal political considerations, going so far as to call it almost
as dangerous as revisionism. The literary season opened
in September with a plenum of the board of the
RSFSR Writers' Union, at which one of the most significant developments in literary policy of recent years
took place—a declaration of complete amnesty for the
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new generation of writers, clearly on orders from above.
In May Literatura i zhizn had all but labeled the latter
as corrupters of the politically immature; in October the
same journal wrote:
Are the young writers ready to take over from the old
generation and to go forward with honor? The plenum
answered unanimously: yes, they are ready. The young
people themselves spoke out about this, not only at the
plenum but in all their works. . . . Young literature is
working for communism and it is good that the need to
"declare war" against even the slightest evidence of lack
of faith in the literary youth was brought out at the
plenum.44 (author's italics)
The two main speeches at the plenum by Shim and
Sobolev were directed against the conservative interpretation of young writers' works:
The opinion of some of our critics that young literature
is nihilistic and polemical in its attitude to the revolutionary past is profoundly untrue and reflects the inability
of some comrades to understand the essence of the real
literary process.45
And again:
Young poets do not run counter to the Soviet poetry of
older generations, but rather are new branches of the
eternally green tree of Russian Soviet poetry.
The main speakers generally ignored the anti-totalitarian elements of the new literature that had previously
been called "errors." Even Aksenov, who had been
condemned by the head of Agitprop a few months
earlier, was pardoned. All discussion of controversial
issues was carefully couched in terms acceptable both to
the young writers and to the party leadership; speakers
used such phrases as "the clarity of life's goal, the high
degree of humanism," etc., while the terms "socialist
realism" and "partiinost" were generally omitted. The
plenum is best summed up in the words of B. Akhmadulina:
I think that the time has become happy for us, that it now
runs in our favor. . . . Not only can my comrades work,
but they are encouraged by every means in their endeavor.46

New Gains, Uncertain Future
The development of events after the September
plenum was extraordinarily favorable for the liberals.
Yevtushenko and Aksenov were appointed to the
Yunost editorial board. (Heaven only knows how they
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are going to get along with that old glorifier of the ideal
apparatchik, that apostle of unquestioning submission to
the party, Polevoi, the editor-in-chief!) Other young
writers were appointed to fairly responsible posts in
various publishing houses and editorial boards, lzvestia
(October 28, 1962) printed Paustovsky's rebuff to two
conservative criticisms of Bondarev's new novel
Quietude. Komsomolskaia pravda came out against conservative tendencies in Yunost47 and also printed some
unorthodox and "formalistic" poems by Voznesensky
for the first time in years.48 Examples of "underground"
literature appeared to a certain extent (see box on
p. 56).
On October 21 Pravda published Yevtushenko's poem
about Stalin, which attacked not only the dead dictator
but also his still living and active followers. The November issue of Novyi mir published A. Solzhenitsyn's
novel, A Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, which for
the first time unfolded for Soviet readers the terrible
panorama of concentration-camp life. Also published
were the diaries of the famous film director, A. Dovzhenko, relating the external limitations and internal
sufferings of an artist under totalitarianism.49 The main
conservative organ, Literatura i zhizn, was ordered
closed as of January 1, 1963, and the conservative critic
R. Elsberg was excluded from the Writers' Union as a
"provocateur and voluntary informer who had sent many
talented writers to jail."50
But even though the conservatives have lost influence
in recent months, this does not necessarily mean the
rout of their forces. Most of the periodicals are still in
their hands, and Oktiabr devoted almost an entire issue
(No. 11, 1962) to a counterattack on the liberals.
Khrushchev's stance in this tug of war remains an
enigma. On November 23, in a speech to the Central
Committee, he seemed to stand for the first time at the
liberals' side, at least in his attitude towards de-Stalinization in literature. He stated that he, personally, had
ordered the Yevtushenko poem on Stalin to be printed
in Pravda. He also said that many important party
workers had read Solzhenitsyn's manuscript and had not
wanted to publish it, but that he had insisted that such
facts could no longer be concealed. This speech might
be regarded as almost a complete victory for the liberals
—but for two circumstances. First, the speech has not
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been published in the USSR (at least up to the middle
of December), and we have learned about it only from
reports which have trickled out in the foreign press.
Second, after Khrushchev and other party leaders visited
two artistic exhibitions in Moscow at the end of November, they declared a ruthless war not only on abstract
art but on everything that departs from naturalisticsocialist realist tranditions. In contrast to the non-publication of Khrushchev's November 23 speech, these remarks about the party leaders' "irreconcilability towards
any deviation from the main line in the development
of our art" were swiftly broadcast in the Soviet press.
A few days later, the extreme conservative, V. Serov,
replaced the more moderate B. Iogansson as President of
the Academy of Arts. The implication of this move for
literature was reflected in a Pravda editorial summing up
Khrushchev's remarks and mentioning "serious omissions in the work of the creative organizations" (an
obvious reference to the Writers' Union) .51

IT IS TOO EARLY, therefore, to speak of a conclusive
liberal victory, and too early to sum up the literary cold
war. One constant has revealed itself: the party's adoption of the "blowing hot and cold" tactic. It is entirely
possible that a new ice age is now beginning as the
successor to the "time of great hopes."
There is no question that those Soviet writers who
defend the interests and the rights of the individual to
freedom and happiness have made significant progress
in the last ten years in spite of all the zig-zags. How
far will this progress go? Is it reversible? The liberal
writers are convincing themselves and others that it is
irreversible. This is natural—if they were not optimists,
they would not have taken any steps forward. But it is
difficult to imagine that the party apparatus will surrender without resistance its claimed right to define what
constitutes "freedom and happiness of the individual."
Since 1952 the liberals have come a long way. But the
party program—the highest law of the party, which
their work so obviously contradicts—has not changed
one iota since that time. They are constantly reminded
of their present semi-legal position and their failure as
yet to cross any fundamental border. If the boundaries
of freedom are to be broadened, then someday it will
have to be realized that it is impossible and absurd
for Soviet literature to coexist with Stalinist slogans.
And then will come the decisive battle in the literary
"cold war."
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The Vagaries of Soviet Literature
Political Control of Literature
in the USSR, 1946-1959,
by Harold Swayze.
Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1962.
Russian Classics in Soviet Jackets,
by Maurice Friedberg.
New York and London,
Columbia University Press, 1962.
Dissonant Voices in Soviet Literature,
edited by Patricia Blake and Max Hayward.
New York, Pantheon Books, 1962.
Reviewed by Kathryn B. Feuer
IN THE YEARS after 1917, when Russian industry,
agriculture, and trade were being "socialized"—in the
sense of being brought under total state control—one
means of production, that ultimately private property,
the creative faculty of the human mind, remained recalcitrant to direct expropriation. The massive Soviet
effort to take over the nation's literary productive facilities from their anarchic, autonomous proprietors is a
common concern of these three very different books:
an anthology of some of the best Soviet writing from
1,918 to 1961, edited and annotated by Patricia Blake
and Max Hayward; a study of the treatment of prerevolutionary Russian literature in the Soviet period, by
Maurice Friedberg; and an examination of Soviet literary
policies since World War II, by Harold Swayze.
Of the three, the one by Swayze is—in some ways—
perhaps the most unusual. The subject being "literary
Mrs. Feuer teaches Russian literature at the University of
California (Berkeley). This is her first contribution to
this journal.

controls," it is puzzling, for example, not to find in
the book any discussion of the actual mechanics of
censorship, of the control system as exercised by Glavlit
(Chief Administration for Literary Affairs and Publishing) and by the editorial boards of publishing houses
and magazines. The sanctions and penalties to which
authors are subject are inadequately discussed; there is
no mention of the laws affecting writers and their work,
though these do offer many of the "revealing insights
into the nation's aims and aspirations" which Swayze
seeks to uncover. The chapter "Bureaucratic Controls
and Literary Production" is nevertheless a high point
of the book, for its detailed and absorbing discussion
of the workings of the Union of Soviet Writers and
of the Litfund is, in the best sense, high-grade literary
gossip, knowledgeable, sophisticated, and indispensible
background which is not easily come by.
Indeed, Swayze's evocation of the "literaturnyi byt,"
that particular professional matrix in which Soviet art
is created, is the great contribution of this whole book,
whose detailed account and analysis of literary decrees,
controversies and causes celebres in the postwar period
make it an invaluable reference work for students of
Soviet society. The author's analysis of the Young
Guard episode of 1947,1 for example, is one of a number of illuminating passages, and his conclusion about
1

The Young Guard, by Alexander Fadeyev (1901-56) first
appeared in 1945, and instantly became one of the most poular
postwar Soviet novels. For two years the book, which dealt
with partisan struggles against the Nazis, was praised by party
critics as a splendid example of "socialist realism." In 1947,
however, it was discovered that Fadeyev was guilty of a number
of grievous errors, chief among them a failure to give sufficient
credit to the role of the party in the activities of the partisans.
Taking heed of the criticism, Fadeyev published in 1951 a
revised version of The Young Guard, purged of its original
deviations.—Ed.
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