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prologue

The Fate of Zhivago’s Intelligentsia 

In December 1955 the Russian poet Boris Pasternak, from the austere 
study at his country house in Peredelkino, near Moscow, exulted in a letter 
to a friend about the novel he had just fin ished: “You cannot imagine what I 
have achieved! I have found and given names to all this sorcery that has 
been the cause of suffering, bafflement, amazement, and dispute for several 
de cades. Everything is named in simple, transparent, and sad words. I also 
once again renewed and rede fined the dearest and most important things: 
land and sky, great passion, creative spirit, life and death.”1 Those themes 
were tragically connected with Pasternak’s own life, and with the fate of 
thousands of Russian intellectuals and artists in the era of Soviet revolu-
tionary violence and terror.
 Boris Pasternak was born in Moscow into an assimilated Jewish family 
in 1890. His mother, Rozalia Kaufman, was a gifted pianist and his father, 
Leonid Pasternak, a prominent artist. The Pasternak family belonged to the 
creative milieu of Moscow, and young Boris grew up surrounded by profes-
sional musicians and artists, but also novelists and poets. His mother 
counted among her friends Sergei Rachmaninoff and Alexander Scriabin. 
Leonid Pasternak, who was acquainted with Lev Tolstoy, produced one of 
the finest portraits of the great writer. The parents saw their artistic endeav-
ors as part of the larger civic and cultural mission of the Russian intelligen-
tsia. The intelligentsia, a cultural phenomenon that had emerged in tsarist 
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Russia by the middle of the nineteenth century, was not a spe cific social 
group with distinct boundaries or definable characteristics that could be 
mea sured. As a rule, those who iden ti fied with the intelligentsia in the early 
twentieth century stood in opposition to the tsarist state and welcomed the 
revolutions of 1905 and 1917. Many Russian intellectuals and artists be-
lieved that the emancipation of society from the authoritarian state would 
usher in an era of unparalleled creativity.2 Like the majority of intellectuals, 
artists, and university students in the early 1900s, the Pasternak family 
longed for the social and cultural emancipation of Russia from the absolute 
autocracy of the tsars and the power of a corrupt bureaucracy. Leonid Pas-
ternak, despite his cultural assimilation, refused to renounce his Jewish 
roots and be baptized. Little Boris, however, accompanied his Russian 
nanny Akulina, a deeply religious woman, to Orthodox church ser vices.3 
He imbibed the mystical Byzantine atmosphere of old Moscow, with its 
hundreds of cathedrals and little churches, its black- cloaked, bearded priests 
and monks, the long Orthodox liturgies, the beautiful choral singing, and 
the languorous effect of incense. He never lost that early connection to the 
world of Byzantine- Russian faith, which many years later was to save him.
 Pasternak studied German philosophy in Marburg and had begun to 
write poetry by the time Russia entered the war against Austria- Hungary 
and Germany in 1914. After an initial outburst of patriotic fervor, the mood 
of the country turned to anger against the tsarist regime as the carnage 
mounted. The Great War sealed the fate of those who, like the Pasternaks, 
iden ti fied with the Russian intelligentsia. When revolution broke out in 
Petrograd in March 1917, cheering crowds of people welcomed it as “the 
dawn of freedom.” The Pasternak family, like many of their friends, believed 
that Russia not only would win the war but would join the family of West-
ern democracies. Soon, however, these dreams were crushed by the stark 
reality of anarchy, mob violence, and economic disintegration. In October 
1917 a group of socialist extremists led by Lenin and Trotsky toppled the 
well- meaning and liberal, but ineffectual, Provisional Government. In Bo-
ris Pasternak’s eyes, the Russian Revolution represented an extension of 
natural forces, the awakening of the people’s spiritual strength, and a leap 
into the unknown. But as Russia descended into bloody chaos, Pasternak 
remained above the fray. In 1921 he published a book of love lyrics, written 
in a strikingly new language and employing brilliant and original verse 
forms. Seen as according with the revolutionary times, the poems met with 



 Prologue 3

acclaim from the best Russian poets, including Anna Akhmatova, Marina 
Tsvetaeva, Osip Mandelstam, and Vladimir Mayakovsky.
 As the Bolshevik rulers moved to consolidate the new order in Russia, 
they began to destroy the most essential components of Pasternak’s milieu: 
freedom for individual creativity, sources of nonstate support for intellec-
tual and artistic undertakings, and opportunities for civic solidarity and in-
tellectual dissent. The Bolsheviks arrested, murdered, and forced into exile 
thousands of nobles, clergy, bourgeois, and educated professionals—the 
groups from which the intelligentsia had emerged. Even more than the tsar-
ist government, Lenin and his associates regarded the intelligentsia as a 
 social class and as a dangerous political opposition movement. The early 
Bolshevik years, marked as they were by terror, civil war, and rampant vio-
lence at ev ery level of society, took a terrible toll on Russia’s intellectuals 
and artists. Petrograd, the cap ital of Russia before the Revolution, suffered 
especially heavy losses. By 1923 half the membership of the Russian Acad-
emy of Sciences had died, emigrated, or been expelled by the regime. From 
1921 to 1923 Lenin’s government, apprehensive about the intelligentsia’s ca-
pacity to generate anti- Bolshevik sentiment, expelled a sizable number of 
intellectuals, university professors, philosophers, economists, writers, and 
journalists from Soviet Russia.4 Others emigrated to return to normal life 
and continue their education—among them Pasternak’s sister Josephine, 
who moved to Berlin. In September 1921 Pasternak’s father, mother, and 
youn ger sister Lidia left for Germany as well. In 1923 Pasternak stayed with 
them in Berlin, but then returned to Moscow. He would never see them 
again.
 Waves of arrests among intellectuals who did not support Bolshevik rule 
continued, despite the advertised liberalization of the New Economic Pol-
icy (NEP). At first, it seemed possible to live outside politics and maintain a 
relative cultural autonomy from the regime. Also, many young artists were 
attracted to the cultural proj ects that Bolsheviks had initiated and sup-
ported. These proj ects sought to promote a new proletarian culture and 
build a bridge between the “bourgeois” cultural legacy of the old Russia and 
the masses. The state- sponsored “enlightenment” policy received enormous 
social support from workers who had tasted the fruits of knowledge and 
were eager to express themselves in novel artistic forms within the revolu-
tionary cultural framework. The people from these movements, usually 
party members, enjoyed the patronage of intellectuals in the Bolshevik Old 
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Guard, among them Nikolai Bukharin, Anatoly Lunacharsky, and Georgy 
Chicherin. Pasternak and many young intellectuals and artists who had 
been educated in prerevolutionary universities and nurtured in a “bour-
geois” milieu remained under the powerful spell of the revolutionary mys-
tique. They believed they were witnessing the “birth of a new world.” Emi-
grating, escaping to the safety of the “old world,” from their point of view 
meant cultural death. Boris Pasternak, however distressed he was by the 
separation from his family, believed that only in the “new” Russia could 
one create authentic forms of cultural expression. The dream of the new 
Russia, articulated in a number of ideological schemes, from Eurasianism 
to Fabian socialism, caused many Russian émigré intellectuals to return to 
Soviet Russia in order to join the Great Experiment. Prince Dmitry 
Sviatopolk- Mirsky, a brilliant scholar of Russian literature who was born in 
the same year as Pasternak, was a striking example of this phenomenon. 
Mirsky fought in the White Army against the Bolsheviks and fled from 
Russia in 1920 after its defeat. In 1932, after years of scholarly research and 
lecturing in Britain, France, and the United States, he returned to the Soviet 
 Union a devoted communist. He wrote, “An émigré intellectual who wishes 
to remain alive must either lose his nationality or accept the revolution in 
one way or another.”5

 Instead of the new Russia, however, the Soviet  Union emerged, a totali-
tarian multiethnic empire. When Sta lin consolidated his hold on power in 
the early 1930s, of fi cial tolerance for cultural autonomy and pluralism came 
to an end. The Sta linist regime sponsored ultraleft professional educational 
groups and restructured the scholarly and sci en tific elites. It used writers 
and journalists to create a mythology that masked the existence of mass ter-
ror, famine, and a slave economy.6 Eventually, Sta lin sought to gain total 
control over the substance and direction of cultural and intellectual pro-
duction. The regime categorized all people of culture involved in educa-
tion and science as Soviet intelligentsia. It became one of Sta lin’s pet proj-
ects, no less than the secret police and the army, to marshal the intellectual 
and cultural resources to glorify his regime, prepare for war, and call upon 
the population for sac ri fices.
 The ideals of self- cultivation and self- improvement through high cul-
ture, intellectual work, and sci en tific knowledge were the of fi cial require-
ment for all Soviet citizens. The “Soviet intelligentsia” became necessary for 
the production and propagation of these ideals (of course under the guid-
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ance of the party leaders).7 In exchange, the state granted educated profes-
sionals privileged access to scarce goods, beginning with food. In 1934 Sta-
lin authorized the establishment of “creative  unions,” state- sponsored guilds 
for writers and literary critics, musicians, artists and architects, filmmakers, 
and theater people. Simultaneously, scientists and scholars were incorpo-
rated into the state- sponsored academy and academic institutes. Literature, 
once the “teacher of life” for the intelligentsia, now became the most impor-
tant staple of the Sta linist arts. Sta lin flattered writers, characterizing them 
as “engineers of human souls.” With great cunning, the Soviet leader let 
writers themselves construct their intellectual and aesthetic prison. Maxim 
Gorky presided over the establishment of the new cultural doctrine of so-
cialist realism, announced with great pomp at the First Congress of Soviet 
Writers in 1934; but in practice the doctrine soon became the re flection of 
Sta lin’s personal preferences. The innovative formalist vanguard was repu-
diated, and state- sponsored art promoted Soviet patriotism and mobilized 
the populace for the inevitable outbreak of war. All the “Soviet intelligent-
sia” had to submit to the infallible Sta lin’s judgment of cultural works.8

 The authorities bowdlerized Russian culture, excising from it ev ery thing 
judged to be “reactionary.” At the same time, the regime appropriated the 
greatest fig ures of classical Russian culture, from Pushkin to Tolstoy and 
Chekhov, as well as select fig ures from the revolutionary vanguard, like the 
poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. All of them took their place in the Sta linist lit-
erary pantheon. In a macabre paradox, during the height of Sta lin’s terror, 
the entire country celebrated the hundredth anniversary of Pushkin’s death. 
Every town, ev ery collective farm, and even the smallest shop had to honor 
the aristocratic Russian poet with lectures, readings, and performances. 
This cult of Pushkin became emblematic of the linguistic and aesthetic 
norms that de fined for millions the shape of socialist realism.9 Only shortly 
before, Sta lin’s new Soviet constitution had decreed that ev ery one who had 
an advanced education or worked in the professions belonged to the Soviet 
intelligentsia, a vague “intermediary layer” (prosloika) in the Sta linist social 
cake, between those of the allegedly “hegemonic” workers and of the col-
lectivized peasants. State co- optation of intellectuals and artists—along 
with their social milieu, their cultural symbols, and their very language—
had reached its apogee.
 Few options remained for Russian intellectual and cultural groups that 
had not been in the Bolshevik camp. Even earlier, during the 1920s, they 
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had had to choose between cooperating with the revolutionary victors or 
find ing niches outside the public sphere and forming semiprivate circles, in 
order to preserve an ethos of free discussion and cultural interaction. The 
first option meant becoming “fellow travelers” of the regime out of neces-
sity, and thus compromising cultural in de pen dence for the sake of new 
 opportunities. Often this was a slippery slope leading to forced collabora-
tion with the secret police and denunciations of colleagues. The second 
 option entailed intellectual and artistic marginalization, poverty, oblivion, 
and eventual elimination. The growing realization of that ineluctable out-
come triggered a wave of suicides among artists who had earlier believed 
that the Russian Revolution was synonymous with cultural and spiritual 
emancipation.
 Sta lin’s regime was successful in incorporating many members of the 
prerevolutionary educated elites into the state- run cultural institutions. Not 
only intimidation, the secret police, and the gulag contributed, but also 
many artists and intellectuals’ willingness to accept an autocratic order in 
preference to famine, violent death, or emigration. And the rewards were 
considerable. The state fed and clothed the Soviet intelligentsia, which it 
placed high in the distribution hierarchy. Sta lin’s creative  unions afforded 
the educated elites unique bene fits and privileges, while millions in the So-
viet  Union lived in misery and destitution.  Unionized writers, artists, schol-
ars, and scientists received better food supplies at a time of universal short-
ages, enjoyed free vacations at the  unions’ guest houses and hotels, and 
dined in subsidized  union restaurants that were closed to the general pub-
lic. The most loyal, successful, and sometimes even talented were awarded 
big monetary prizes, dachas, chauffeured cars, and scarce luxury goods.10

 Sta linism attracted intellectuals by identifying the Soviet modernization 
proj ect with the agenda of the Russian Revolution, and the goals of social 
and cultural transformation espoused by generations of the Russian leftist 
intelligentsia. Sta linism not only subverted the revolutionary message but 
also manipulated the intelligentsia’s traditional values of self- improvement, 
social activism, and commitment to being an agent of historical prog ress. 
The alternative to becoming part of the Soviet intelligentsia was too bleak 
to contemplate. Marginalization entailed the virtual impossibility of cre-
ative work and social recognition. Many members of the old intelligentsia, 
overwhelmed by traumatic changes, allowed themselves to be caught up in 
the current of history—that is, they served the regime. Some became in-
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formers for the secret police. Some even managed to perceive Sta lin as the 
embodiment of History itself. Cultural and intellectual life in the Soviet 
 Union during the 1930s resembled the two escalators of Moscow’s metro, 
moving in opposite directions. On the escalator going down stood people 
who were disillusioned, cynical, broken, and resigned. On the escalator 
moving up were those who were still young, ambitious, optimistic, full of 
smug idealism.11

 The Great Terror of the 1930s marked a point in time when the logic of 
fear and survival among intellectuals and artists provided a powerful cor-
rective to their interests and pursuits. Even those who had enthusiastically 
joined the Revolution and served the Bolshevik regime during war com-
munism, NEP, and the first years of Sta linist transformations felt trapped. 
The regime demanded individual approval of terror from each and ev ery 
member of the Soviet intelligentsia, whether in the form of “indignant” 
speeches at rallies or a signature under collective letters published in Soviet 
media. Thousands of intellectuals destroyed their archives, burned their 
diaries, in fear of arrest and interrogation. The personal files of the secret 
police archives are closed, but it is safe to conclude that practically ev ery 
professional in the scholarly, sci en tific, educational, cultural, and engineer-
ing spheres had a dossier filled with denunciations. It was the time when 
intellectuals devoured one another, sacrificing colleagues for the sake of 
survival. Anybody with ancestors from “former classes,” like the nobility, 
clergy, merchants, or kulaks, was vulnerable. Dmitry Likhachev, a student 
at Leningrad University, was arrested in 1928 for belonging to a circle of 
philosophers, lovers of Russian culture. After two years in a concentration 
camp on the Solovetsky Islands and at the “correctional works” of the Belo-
mor Canal, he was allowed to return to Leningrad (as the city, formerly St. 
Petersburg or later Petrograd, was now called). Aware of his chronic vul-
nerability, he found an inconspicuous job as a proofreader at the Academy 
of Sciences Press. There, all the staff members were people from “former 
classes” who could not find better employment. After the murder of Kirov 
in 1934, Likhachev learned from a woman who worked in the personnel 
department that she was making a list of members of the nobility and he 
was on it. In fact, Likhachev did not belong to the noble estate. He offered 
to retype the list at his own expense and thus saved his life. All people on 
the list disappeared without a trace. In 1938 Likhachev began to work at the 
Institute of Russian Literature (Pushkin House) in Leningrad. He found 
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there an “apocalyptic” atmosphere of mutual treason, and only a few people 
of integrity among the hordes of “scoundrels.”12

 Boris Pasternak, like many others, was fascinated by Sta lin’s power to 
transform Russia. And he felt, like many, the collectivist urge to leave the 
“rotten” humanism of the old intelligentsia behind. The meaning of the 
Russian Revolution for modern European history, for the fate of Russia, 
and for his generation captivated his mind. Yet his talent, integrity, and reli-
gious faith saved him from illusions about the nature of Sta linism. He saw 
the Russian countryside destroyed by Sta lin’s collectivization, peasants beg-
ging for food, carloads of peasant families dragged from their homes off to 
Siberia. In 1933, after Hitler came to power in Germany, Pasternak wrote to 
his parents in Berlin comparing the Nazi regime to Sta linism: “These two 
movements act in tandem and have the same characteristics. To make mat-
ters worse, one feeds off the other. These are the right wing and the left 
wing of one materialistic night.” As Sta lin’s terror spread, Boris Pasternak 
was in despair and on the brink of suicide.13 He was horrified when Sta lin 
offered him public recognition as “the number one poet” of the Soviet 
 Union. The Kremlin leader allocated to him one of the first state- built 
country houses in Peredelkino, a village converted into a relatively com-
fortable ghetto for “Soviet writers and poets.” Pasternak stopped writing 
poetry and devoted himself to doing translations of Shakespearian trage-
dies, as well as Goethe’s Faust. He refused to read Soviet newspapers, which 
were filled with news about executions. In 1937 he stayed away from the of-
fi cial celebration of Pushkin’s centennial. In that year many of his friends 
perished; some took their lives, and some died in labor camps. When Sta lin 
and his secret police began to arrest and murder famous Old Bolsheviks, all 
members of the Soviet intelligentsia had to affix their signatures to peti-
tions praising executions and demanding more of them. Pasternak refused 
to sign, saying: “Nobody gave me the power of life and death over other 
people.” He confessed to his friend Kornei Chukovsky that he would die 
rather than sign in support of such “baseness.” The of fi cials of the writers’ 
 union, appalled at Pasternak’s de fi ance, forged his signature.14

 Pasternak surmounted the temptation to commit suicide by rediscover-
ing his Orthodox Christian faith. The Great Terror, paradoxically, freed 
him from the fear of being marginalized. He realized that his infatuation 
with the Russian Revolution and attempts to “align himself ” with the Soviet 
proj ect had brought him to the brink where the destruction of humanist 
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values meant the death of an artistic and moral self. Pasternak rejected the 
totalitarian temptation, without fear of the consequences. He began to write 
poetry again, but no  longer in an experimental formalist, “revolutionary” 
style. His language became simpler, more lucid. The writer Alexander 
Afinogenov, who lived in Peredelkino in September 1937, wrote in his di-
ary: “My conversations with Pasternak will forever remain in my heart. He 
 comes to you and immediately begins to speak about big, interesting, genu-
ine issues. Art alone is his main concern. He loves people and suffers for 
them, yet he does it without weepy sentimentality. He has the gift of peer-
ing into the future, of separating the wheat from the chaff.”15

 The Great Terror left many writers, artists, and intellectuals disastrously 
isolated and demoralized. After the orgy of mutual denunciations, they 
could barely trust one another. Former members of the Russian intelligent-
sia who had supported the Bolshevik regime during the 1920s and enjoyed 
the political patronage of Bolshevik politicians now felt isolated and aban-
doned. According to a secret police file, the writer Mikhail Svetlov said in 
1938, “We are just the pitiful remnants of the epoch that has died. Nothing 
is left of the old party; there’s a new party, with new people. They have re-
placed us.”16 Indeed, there were no more Bolshevik intellectuals like Nikolai 
Bukharin, or authoritative cultural fig ures like Maxim Gorky, connoisseurs 
and patrons of art and literature. The new recruits in the party and state ap-
paratus, many of them from a blue- collar or peasant background, treated 
intellectuals and artists as a class in the ser vice of the regime. The only pa-
tron of art and culture was now Joseph Sta lin.
 The German attack on the Soviet  Union on June 22, 1941, and the subse-
quent tragic developments overshadowed not only the previous years of 
terror and upheavals, but even the Bolshevik Revolution itself. The country 
was fight ing for its life, and the people, after months of defeats, desertions, 
cowardice, and disarray, began to rally around the Soviet flag under the slo-
gans of the “holy” and “Great Patriotic” war. The war decimated the re-
maining cultural elite, as it did ev ery other group in Russia. The German 
siege of Leningrad in 1941–42 took a particularly horrifying toll: most of 
the old city dwellers who had grown up in the prerevolutionary culture 
died of famine. People burned libraries, to keep from freezing to death. At 
the same time, the war raised the morale of intellectuals and gave a new 
meaning to their personal destinies. Scientists, including those under ar-
rest, worked to design new weapons. The regime mobilized artists and 
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 writers, who served in various capacities to inspire people to sac ri fice and 
heroism with national patriotic slogans. This was the moment when the 
defunct ethos of the old Russian intelligentsia, which had been trampled 
underfoot, appeared to be returning. It was especially true for the writers, 
poets, and musicians: people turned to their verse and songs for direction. 
Vera Sandomirsky, a Russian émigré in the United States, wrote in 1943 
that the word rodina (Motherland) “became the highest symbol of uni fi ca-
tion, the banner of a whole nation.” The remaining members of the old in-
telligentsia and the young intellectual iconoclasts alike realized, under war-
time duress, that they owed loyalty not to the Revolution, but to the country 
and the Russian people. The war restored a mutual trust, a sense of national 
identity, and the feeling that Soviet citizens were a “band of brothers” risk-
ing death at the hands of the brutal enemy.17

 Pasternak was unfit for military ser vice. He, like most other poets and 
writers, was evacuated by train to eastern Russia when German armies ap-
proached Moscow. When he returned, months later, he found his city apart-
ment vandalized. His books and manuscripts, as well as the works of his 
father, had vanished. He also grieved at the suicide of his dear old friend 
Marina Tsvetaeva, the great Russian poet who had recently returned to the 
Soviet  Union from emigration. These were drops in an ocean of war- related 
di sas ters and tragedies. Pasternak began to read Soviet news, and he empa-
thized with people’s heroism and tenacity. In 1943, after the victory at Sta-
lingrad, he traveled to the front line as a military journalist. He wrote in his 
notes about the ruined Russian cities and German atrocities against civil-
ians, yet also prophetically remarked that if one had “to change the political 
system” to rebuild Russian cities and restore the country’s well- being, “this 
sac ri fice would not be made. Instead, they would sac ri fice the whole world 
to save the system.”18

 As Pasternak’s religious and mystical inclinations deepened during the 
war, they reinforced his view of human existence as a duel between life and 
death, whose ultimate stakes were spiritual resurrection. He summarized 
his spiritual experience in “Dawn,” a poem later included in his great novel 
as one of the “poems of Yuri Zhivago.”

My life owed ev ery thing to you.
Then came the war and devastation.
You vanished from my sight and soul,
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Even your name became unmentioned.
Now, after many, many years
I heard your voice with trepidation.
All night I read your testament
And was awakened back to action.19

 Pasternak seemed to ignore the nationalist and racist hatred around him, 
including rampant anti- Semitism. Other writers and poets of his genera-
tion did not share his spiritual detachment. Ilya Ehrenburg, who came from 
an assimilated secularized Jewish family of the same Moscow milieu as Pas-
ternak, joined the Bolshevik party at a very young age. He welcomed the 
Revolution but soon left the party in disillusionment and emigrated to 
Paris, Brussels, and other European cities, to live the life of an avant- garde 
artist. With the rise of fascism and Nazism, however, Ehrenburg returned 
to Moscow and became Sta lin’s informal ambassador- at- large in charge of 
international pro pa gan da, using his extensive contacts among those on the 
European left to mobilize the antifascist coalition. During the Great Patri-
otic War he became a member of the Jewish Antifascist Committee, a vehi-
cle to mobilize support for the Soviet cause in the United States. At the same 
time, the entire Soviet army learned to worship Ehrenburg, who put hatred 
against the Nazi invaders into cruel language. He wrote: “Kill the German—
that is your grandmother’s request. Kill the German—that is your child’s 
prayer. Do not let him through. Kill!”20

 The poet Konstantin Simonov’s main theme during the war was his love 
for a woman who was waiting for his return. Simonov was born in St. Pe-
tersburg to a Russian noble family; his mother was Princess Obolenskaia, 
and his father, a general, perished in World War I. Young Kirill (that was 
Simonov’s birth name) was raised by his stepfather, a tsarist of fi cer who 
joined the Red Army. Simonov grew up accustomed to the discipline and 
unswerving loyalty of the military caste. During the 1930s he plunged into 
the furnace of the cultural revolution in which “new Soviet people” were 
being forged. Like many others who were products of that era, he “aligned” 
his life with revolutionary history. Between 1937 and 1939 he began to 
write poetry intended to mobilize youth to serve the state in the impending 
epic battles of World War II. In 1939 he graduated from the Institute of Lit-
erature and became a war journalist. The Nazi assault on the Soviet  Union 
changed his life. He began to write about the real tragedies of the Russian 
people—soldiers in grim retreat and peasant  women left to the mercy of 
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the enemy. Millions of soldiers at the front and their relatives back home 
quoted Simonov’s poem:

Wait for me, and I’ll be back.
Wait the best you can.
Wait when sadness overwhelms
You in the yellow rain.
Keep on waiting even when
All of them give up.21

 The poet Alexander Tvardovsky celebrated the simple patriotism and 
sturdiness of a Russian peasant soldier. He belonged to the cohort of tal-
ented people of peasant background who joined the Soviet intelligentsia 
during the 1930s. His father had been dekulakized and the family exiled. 
Alexander, under threat of arrest, had to separate himself from his family. 
He joined the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers.22 In his autobiog-
raphy, published in 1951, Tvardovsky admitted that he suffered from the 
lack of a “serious cultural background,” a crucial problem for his literary 
generation.23 It took him less than a de cade to compensate for his peasant 
“backwardness” through determined all- night self- education sessions: in 
1936 he became a student at the Institute of Philosophy, Literature, and 
History (IFLI). Two years later he published a poetic saga about the end of a 
naive peasant’s dream to find a country with no communists or collective 
farms. In 1941, on the eve of the war with the Nazis, Tvardovsky received 
the Sta lin Prize for literature. By that time, feeling more secure, he had 
found his family in exile and brought them to back to their homeland. Yet 
the stigma of having a “kulak” father continued to beset him for the rest of 
his life.24 When the war with Germany broke out, Tvardovsky became a 
military journalist and wrote a cycle of poems about war, whose lack of of-
ficious pathos and sincere tone won readers’ hearts. His main protagonist, 
the soldier Vasily Tyorkin, became a hero to the army. Tyorkin, who was 
known and loved by millions, joined the gallery of Russian national charac-
ters previously created by Ivan Turgenev, Lev Tolstoy, Anton Chekhov, and 
Ivan Bunin. Sta lin also liked Tyorkin, and bestowed further awards on 
Tvardovsky.25

 During the war, hopes soared for a better life after victory, and the end of 
the repressive regime. Wartime transformations—the abolition of the Com-
munist International, the opening of churches, and other mea sures taken 
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by the regime—left intellectuals musing about the future. Some voiced re-
markably frank opinions in private conversations that were registered by 
the secret police and its ubiquitous informers. One writer said in 1943: “In 
the near future we will have to permit private initiative, a new NEP, without 
which we won’t be able to restore and revive the economy and circulation of 
goods.” A journalist was heard by a secret police informer to say, “My sym-
pathies have always been on the side of the democratic powers. . . . In the 
event of victory for Soviet power, there is only one thing left for me, an old 
democrat—suicide!” Another writer said, “The Revolution has not jus ti fied 
the forces and sac ri fices expended on it. We need reforms, transformations. 
Otherwise, we won’t be able to rise out of this abyss, out of the devastation 
the war has cast us into.” Others continued to adhere to the Soviet commu-
nist proj ect or remained pessimistic about the possibility of changes in the 
future. At most, they expected the end of terror and alleviation of the bu-
reaucratic management of cultural affairs. They hoped the regime would 
allow them to write their books, make their films, and stage their perfor-
mances. There were people who welcomed the Russian nationalist patriotic 
themes and wanted to evict the Jews from the ranks of the “Soviet intelli-
gentsia.” The Jews, by contrast, dismayed by the growing anti- Semitism, felt 
vulnerable and sought a return to the internationalist Bolshevik traditions 
of earlier years.26

 In May 1945, after millions of casualties and indescribable suffering, the 
Soviet  Union won the war. Instead of instituting reforms, however, Sta lin 
mobilized the country for a cold war against the Western powers. New 
waves of terror ensued. Remarkably, Sta lin and his secret police did not ar-
rest the members of the Soviet intelligentsia who had raised reformist and 
liberal voices during the war. Instead, a campaign to rein in the “cultural 
front” commenced. It became known as Zhdanovshchina, after Sta lin’s lieu-
tenant Andrei Zhdanov, who voiced the leader’s opinion. The party decrees 
of 1946–1948 humiliated and denigrated, among others, the most original 
and autonomous artists from Pasternak’s milieu: the writer Mikhail Zo-
shchenko and the poet Anna Akhmatova, the composers Sergei Prokofiev 
and Dmitry Shostakovich, and the filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein. It was the 
signal to all creative voices: align with the regime’s policies or perish. The 
Sta lin- Zhdanov decrees of 1946 that gave the party direct control over cul-
ture killed genuine creativity, caused self- censorship to metastasize, and 
opened the door to mediocrities, careerists, and intriguers. Some literary 
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hacks, in collusion with the party censors, invented the “theory of the ab-
sence of con flicts,” as a way of emasculating and banning literary works and 
essays that focused on social and economic problems. Many writers began 
to compose for an audience of one person, Sta lin himself, in works catering 
to his whims and tastes, and seeking to win his favor. Indeed, the despot 
remained the ultimate judge of what was good or bad in literature. He could 
even, at times, overrule the oppressive dictates of his minions and their lit-
erary assistants.27

 Zhdanovshchina and the Cold War ended the hopes of intellectuals and 
artists in Soviet Russia to resume contact with the outside world and regain 
their freedom to travel abroad. During NEP these contacts and travel had 
become a privilege, available only to supporters of the regime and trusted 
“fellow- travelers.” It had still been possible to obtain individual permission 
to emigrate.28 During the 1930s, however, the borders closed completely, 
and it became very dangerous to have foreign friends and contacts. And 
after World War II Sta lin, concerned with the effects that exposure to for-
eign lands might have on the Soviet army and society, unleashed a cam-
paign against “genuflection before the West.” Special “courts of honor” were 
created to stigmatize international cooperation and contacts in science. All 
forms of cultural exchange came to a halt. The almost complete isolation of 
Russian intellectuals and cultural fig ures from the rest of the world lasted 
for at least two de cades under Sta lin. It had traumatizing and sometimes 
curious effects. The Oxford scholar Isaiah Berlin, who visited Moscow and 
Leningrad in 1946 and 1956, observed that even the most sophisticated and 
knowledgeable people in Moscow and Leningrad knew nothing about con-
temporary culture, lifestyle, and living standards in the West and remained 
unaware of the problems high culture faced in so ci e ties characterized by 
mass consumption and marketing directed toward the lowest common de-
nominator.29

 Sta lin’s postwar policies re flected a growing suspicion of Jews as “the 
agents of American and British imperialism.” Antagonism at the top coin-
cided with the dangerous growth of anti- Semitism in the bureaucracy and 
in society as a whole during the war. After the establishment of Israel in 
1948, anti- Semitism became a state policy used to unify and cement Soviet 
Russian nationalism: Yiddish cultural institutions were shut down, and 
leading Jewish poets and actors, members of the Jewish Antifascist Com-
mittee (JAC), were arrested and murdered. The campaigns against “cosmo-
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politan in flu ences,” aimed at Jews assimilated into Russian- Soviet culture, 
became the most divisive and traumatic experience of the late Sta lin years, 
culminating in the Kremlin’s Doctors’ Plot accusations and purges of Janu-
ary 1953. At one of the anticosmopolitan meetings at Moscow State Uni-
versity, a professor of history asked a colleague what the reason for this 
campaign could be. The answer was: “War. People must be prepared for a 
new war.” During the anticosmopolitan campaigns, colleague denounced 
colleague, students humiliated their own professors, and writers, poets, lit-
erary critics, academic scholars, and many others had to attend the public 
sessions of prorabotki (“criticism and self- criticism”) that degraded and 
decimated the intellectual and cultural milieu in which they worked.30

 Again, as during the 1930s, the members of the “Soviet intelligentsia” 
who had jobs in state- sponsored institutions were caught up in an orgy of 
mutual recrimination and self- castigation. All of them became executors of 
the regime’s policies, among whom, according to a cruel Sta linist logic, 
were the popular literary heroes of the war years. Ehrenburg, because of his 
Jewish background, was under attack, but Sta lin decided to keep him in his 
“literary court.” From 1946 to 1952 Ehrenburg helped the Soviet  Union or-
ga nize the Soviet- led “peace movement,” and he was as effective then as he 
had been ten years earlier during the antifascist Popular Front. Ehrenburg 
was the only member of the Jewish Antifascist Committee who survived its 
tragic end. Had Sta lin lived  longer, Ehrenburg would have faced a terrible 
dilemma: whether to par tic i pate in the cover- up of a Jewish pogrom or to 
perish.31 Simonov, like Ehrenburg, became part of the literary court Sta lin 
created, and his pro pa gan da “ambassador.” In early 1946 Sta lin sent Simo-
nov to the United States and later “recommended” that he write a play por-
traying “dark forces” in America plotting a war against the USSR. Sta lin 
then made use of the play and film script The Russian Question in marshal-
ing forces for the Cold War. Simonov had to preside over the public humili-
ation of the writer Mikhail Zoshchenko, whom Sta lin viciously attacked in 
August 1946 as a “literary low- life.” Later, Simonov obediently led the at-
tack on Jewish writers, many of whom were his friends.32

 It was at this time, during a new descent from hope into despair, that 
Boris Pasternak began to write his novel Doctor Zhivago. During World 
War II, Pasternak lost his parents: they died in London after fleeing there 
from Nazi Germany. He also grieved over the death of twenty- year- old 
Adrian Neigauz, the son of his second wife, Zinaida. And the first years af-
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ter the war brought him a new personal drama. He fell in love with the 
young and charming Olga Ivinskaia, who worked for the literary journal 
Novy Mir. After two years of an intense romantic relationship with him, 
Ivinskaia was arrested and sent to labor camps. As he had during the Great 
Terror, Pasternak staggered under the blow. He regained his creative stam-
ina, however, and a new theme emerged in his writings, the tragic demise 
of the Russian intelligentsia in an era of revolutionary violence.
 On March 5, 1953, Sta lin died. Millions mourned his death. Very few 
noticed that the great Russian composer Sergei Prokofiev had died on the 
same day. It was a bad omen for the future of Russian culture. Among the 
Soviet intelligentsia, no level of creative autonomy, not to mention separa-
tion from the regime, was possible in public or even in private. All possible 
outlets for intellectual and artistic endeavor were controlled by the state 
and the secret police. Even more sig nifi cantly, intellectuals and artists had 
been fatally vitiated, consumed by their own venom, including ideological 
fanaticism and anti- Semitism. Writers and poets seemed to have forgotten 
how to think and write freely. Artists could not express their true feelings 
on canvas or onstage. Filmmakers were conscripted to shoot crude pro pa-
gan da and slapstick comedies. The ideal of civic solidarity among intellec-
tuals seemed a hopeless pipe dream. And the mission of improving and re-
forming Soviet society and its government seemed definitively buried. Yet 
the de cade that followed proved that the obituary for the intelligentsia was 
premature.
 Pasternak’s novel was the first defiant challenge to the postwar cultural 
silence. In Doctor Zhivago a mystical poet, a sensitive idealist, a doctor who 
saved people’s lives, finds supreme meaning and resurrection in love. In the 
novel, Yuri Zhivago has lost both his parents as a child and grown up in a 
family of educated and assimilated Jews, similar to the Pasternaks. Zhiva-
go’s milieu too worshipped classical Russian culture and welcomed the 
Revolution against the tsarist regime. Yuri marries Tonia, a daughter of the 
people who  adopted him as a child. A series of mysterious events, however, 
leads him to meet a young woman, Lara, who be comes his true love. Yuri is 
not particularly interested in politics and has no inclination to par tic i pate 
in the Revolution. Yet the Revolution sucks him into the vortex of outsize 
and tragic events, along with his family and his love. Fate gives Zhivago 
only a few weeks of happiness with Lara, during which he composes the 
“poems of Yuri Zhivago” in a country house, to which the couple has 
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 escaped from the surrounding turmoil. Soon the Civil War separates him 
from Lara, and later she seeks to emigrate from Russia and disappears from 
Zhivago’s life forever. Yuri himself is at the brink of death several times, but 
each time Providence saves him. In the novel’s poignant concluding scene, 
which takes place in NEP Russia at the end of the 1920s, Yuri, sick and un-
recognized, believes he sees Lara from the window of a crowded streetcar. 
He rushes out to greet her and instantly dies of a heart attack.
 Doctor Yuri Zhivago belongs to the Russian intelligentsia, an imagined 
community that existed for seven de cades in Russian society.33 Zhivago’s 
fate in the chaos and violence of the years that follow emblematizes the de-
struction of the social milieu and ethos of the intelligentsia. Pasternak de-
scribes, through the eyes of this doctor, the fratricidal, often senseless, and 
always dehumanizing nature of the Russian Revolution and Civil War. Pas-
ternak writes about the crimes committed by the Reds and the Whites, 
which mirrored and reinforced one another. Yuri Zhivago, having been 
forcibly drafted into a peasant army, is in a position to observe both the 
ideological rigidity of communist fanatics and the desperate ruthlessness of 
the White Army leaders. Many atrocities, in his view, were committed by 
simple peasants and soldiers who “needed no encouragement to hate intel-
lectuals, of fi cers, and gentry with a savage hatred.” Pasternak remarked that 
the enthusiastic left- wing intellectuals greatly valued such people. “Their 
inhumanity seemed a marvel of class consciousness, their barbarism a 
model of proletarian firmness and revolutionary instinct.”34 Pasternak 
seems to argue that the ideologies that the Revolution unleashed and the 
principles and values that Sta linism appropriated and exploited in lethal 
fashion were all dehumanizing dogmas, not worth the loss of Russia’s cul-
tural and spiritual trea sure trove. Though many intellectuals were culpable, 
he deplores the disappearance of the intelligentsia’s cultural milieu, which 
he compares to “frozen music.” In the final pages of Doctor Zhivago, after 
Yuri Zhivago’s death, his friends, survivors of war and terror, meet the only 
child of Yuri and his beloved Lara. That child, Tania, has grown up as an 
orphan among peasants, separated from the world of high culture. She has 
no opportunity to inherit the tradition of freethinking, spirituality, and 
 creativity that her father embodied. Pasternak does not tell us Tania’s fate. 
Her cameo appearance in the book makes the readers wonder whether 
the cultural continuity of the Russian intelligentsia has been irreparably 
 broken.
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 In 1956 Pasternak sent the manuscript of Doctor Zhivago out to several 
foreign publishers, and despite heavy pressure from the Soviet authorities, 
conspired with those publishers to have his novel published abroad. Even 
before its publication, however, party authorities began to blackmail the 
writer. Olga Ivinskaia, Pasternak’s lover and the prototype for Lara, had just 
recently returned after seven years in labor camps and in exile. Imploring 
Pasternak to give up his dangerous proj ect, she told him that not only his 
life but also her own was at stake.35 Pasternak resisted. “If the truth that I 
know must be redeemed by suffering,” he wrote to the boss of the party de-
partment of culture, Dmitry Polikarpov, “I can accept any suffering.” The 
atheistic bureaucrat could hardly appreciate Christian parables and senti-
ments, and party leaders were deaf to Pasternak’s appeal: “How can anyone 
think that someone’s passionate and focused creation can be concealed 
from the world simply by sealing it as one seals a bottle with a cork?” The 
writer continued by assuring them that “the only way to calm the storm” 
would be “to leave [him] and this theme in peace.”36

 On November 23, 1957, Doctor Zhivago came off Feltrinelli’s presses in 
Milan. Overnight it became a worldwide literary sensation and was trans-
lated into virtually ev ery major language.37 In October 1958 the Swedish 
Academy voted to award Pasternak the Nobel Prize for Literature. In the 
United States the translated version topped the New York Times best- seller 
list for over half a year. Nikita Khrushchev, who had taken over the leader-
ship of the Soviet  Union after Sta lin, was enraged. He and his associates had 
learned from members of the  Union of Soviet Writers that the poem “deni-
grated” the Bolshevik Revolution and blamed it for the destruction of Rus-
sian cultural heritage. Khrushchev and his political lieutenants never both-
ered to read the novel, but they decided that the brouhaha surrounding it 
was a Western Cold War provocation. The party presidium assessed the 
novel as “a tool of international reaction” and ordered “a collective letter 
from the most prominent Soviet writers” to be issued condemning Paster-
nak. Pravda denounced Pasternak as a “literary weed in the ser vice of inter-
national reaction.”38 In a nationally broadcast speech, Vladimir Semi-
chastny, the head of Komsomol, the communist youth league, said that 
Pasternak was an “internal émigré,” worse than a pig, which “never makes a 
mess where it eats and sleeps.”39 Pasternak found himself under tremen-
dous domestic pressure to repent, while thousands of intellectuals and pub-
lic fig ures from all over the world expressed their solidarity with the belea-
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guered writer. In January 1959 he responded to the witch hunt with another 
poem, published abroad:

What was my fault?
Did I commit a murder?
I have just written about my beautiful land
And made the whole world commiserate.40

 Pasternak’s defenders included such world- famous writers as John Stein-
beck, Graham Greene, Aldous Huxley, Somerset Maugham, Ernest Hem-
ingway, André Maurois, and Alberto Moravia. Eleanor Roosevelt and Prime 
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India both appealed to Khrushchev not to 
expel Pasternak from the Soviet  Union.41 Khrushchev decided to rescind 
the sentence exiling the poet. On November 1, Pasternak, under enormous 
pressure, agreed to write to Khrushchev renouncing the Nobel Prize. Ac-
cording to some observers, Olga Ivinskaia, fearing arrest, served as the tool 
of the regime by helping fabricate letters of repentance that were published 
in Pravda and at tri buted to Pasternak. The poet was not defeated in spirit, 
however. Privately, he announced his verdict on the Soviet regime: “It is 
doomed. One cannot live like this.”42

 In Pasternak’s novel numerous people, recognizing Dr. Zhivago posthu-
mously as a fig ure of great talent and inspiration, attend his funeral. When 
Pasternak died, only a brief mention in the newspapers signaled the death 
of “a member of the Literary Foundation, B. L. Pasternak,” on May 30, 1960. 
But many admirers of the poet experienced a moment of revelation the day 
they learned of his death.43 Some went to the village of Peredelkino to bid 
him farewell. The authorities had clearly discouraged attendance at the fu-
neral, and KGB agents took photographs of those who were present at the 
graveside. Nevertheless, Pasternak’s funeral was the occasion for the first 
sizable demonstration of unof fi cial civic solidarity in Soviet Russia, and as 
such it was symbolic. The funeral pro ces sion, later described by many wit-
nesses and memoirists, as well as KGB agents, consisted of five hundred 
mourners who made their way from the poet’s dacha to a church cemetery 
on a nearby hill. Speeches were given at the newly dug grave.44 According to 
one witness, the very fact that hundreds of people ignored of fi cial disap-
proval of the public funeral march showed a “crystallization of new civic 
notions” that were “stron ger than the usual fear.”45 Although many of Pas-
ternak’s friends and admirers did not show up, for fear of losing of fi cial 
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public standing and privileges, many others, including some people who 
had betrayed Pasternak during his ordeal, came to his funeral, perhaps to 
atone for their betrayal.
 The death of the poet, who had belonged to the spiritual milieu of the 
old intelligentsia, was the moment at which another spiritual and civic 
community emerged in the popular mind. The young people who iden ti-
fied with that community had a vastly different social background and life 
experience than Pasternak had, and many of them did not share or even 
understand his spiritual world. At the same time, they too were striving for 
intellectual and artistic emancipation, as the dead poet had. And they 
viewed themselves as the descendants of the great cultural and moral tradi-
tion that Pasternak, his protagonist Yuri Zhivago, and his milieu embodied. 
Thus, they were Zhivago’s children, in a spiritual sense.
 These people did not belong to a single generation, if one de fines a gen-
eration by age. The oldest of them were born in the 1920s—the Russians 
who fought against Hitler’s armies in World War II. Pasternak had high 
hopes for the war veterans. In his novel he at tri buted to them “fabulous, 
astounding qualities,” including a readiness “for great, desperate, heroic ex-
ploits,” and called them “the moral elite of this generation.”46 Yet the survi-
vors were few, for many of their peers had perished in the carnage of war. 

Boris Pasternak, who wrote Doctor 
Zhivago about the vanishing milieu of 
the old intelligentsia, which he 
described as “frozen music.” His 
funeral in 1960, however, marked the 
birth of a new community of Russian 
intelligentsia (Courtesy of Memorial, 
Moscow).
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The larger cohorts of Zhivago’s children were youn ger. They were born in 
the 1930s or early 1940s and were the generation that entered the universi-
ties of Moscow and Leningrad after the war. There, they met the veterans, 
and their feelings of solidarity united them in one “extended” historical 
generation that transcended the boundaries of age.
 Zhivago’s spiritual children were born into a society where ev ery one was 
supposed to absorb the Soviet way of life as naturally as the Russian Ortho-
dox had their faith, in church. They walked under the Kremlin’s red stars 
and learned Soviet songs. Many of them grew up without fathers, because 
of the lives lost to war or to political terror. In a sense, “Comrade Sta lin” 
became their substitute father. Some of them were taught to love Sta lin 
more than their parents. The beneficiaries of the Soviet enlightenment 
proj ect, they were the graduates of the best universities, above all in Mos-
cow and Leningrad, and were destined to become the highly educated 
group that Sta lin cynically called the Soviet intelligentsia. In reality, they 
were intended to be cadres totally loyal to Sta lin’s agenda and the party line: 
scientists and engineers, physicians and educators, elite youth in the mili-
tary, security, pro pa gan da, and cultural institutions who were destined to 
become apparatchiks in the state and party bureaucracies. This cohort of 
young intellectuals and artists grew up in isolation from the world, in a 
country of closed borders and “captive minds.” Meeting a foreigner was less 
likely than seeing a total solar eclipse. Foreign travel was un imag in able. 
Comparison between the Soviet experience and life in other countries was 
almost impossible.
 Yet something remarkable occurred. The years of war, violence, and mis-
ery tested the spirits of the “extended” generation of Zhivago’s children who 
grew up during that time and gave them extraordinary experience. They 
broke loose. The educated cadres trained for Sta linist ser vice turned out to 
be a vibrant and diverse tribe, with intellectual curiosity, artistic yearnings, 
and a passion for high culture. They iden ti fied not only with the Soviet col-
lectivity, but also with humanist individualism. This was the unintended 
result of the Sta linist educational system, the ideals of self- cultivation and 
self- improvement, and the pervasive cult of high culture that it propagated. 
These ideals, once intrinsic to the ethos of the Russian intelligentsia, now 
provided the codes for its revival among the young educated cohorts of the 
post- Sta lin era. The remnants of the old intelligentsia in literature and lib-
eral arts, with their memories of the truncated past, were still around and, 
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despite their abdication to the Sta linist mainstream, provided a compass to 
pre- Soviet ethical and aesthetic ideals, behavior, and language. Likewise, 
remnants of the romantic revolutionary idealism and optimism that had 
powerfully motivated the founders of the Soviet regime lingered on, despite 
the colossal moral and physical losses among its agents in the first half of 
the twentieth century. This idealism and optimism, although manipulated 
and corroded by the regime, still had the vigor to confront cynical con-
formism and docile passivity. The prestige of science and scientists, boosted 
by the exigencies of the Cold War, grew to an unprecedented degree in the 
USSR. The relentless search for “objective truth” placed scientists in the po-
sition of supreme intellectual oracles, autonomous from the party and ide-
ology.47

 As a result, these people who had grown up under the unifying press of 
Soviet conformism and censorship would succeed in presenting a dazzling 
array of ideas and attitudes.48 In 1987 Joseph Brodsky spoke in his Nobel 
Prize acceptance speech about his generation of writers, artists, and intel-
lectuals:

The generation born precisely at the time when the Auschwitz crematoria 
were working full blast, when Sta lin was at the zenith of his Godlike, absolute 
power, which seemed sponsored by Mother Nature herself—that generation 
came into the world, it appears, in order to continue what was interrupted in 
those crematoria and in the anonymous common graves of Sta lin’s archipel-
ago. The fact that not ev ery thing got interrupted, at least not in Russia, can be 
credited in no small degree to my generation, and I am no less proud of be-
longing to it than I am of standing here today. Looking back, I can say again 
that we were beginning in an empty—indeed, a terrifyingly wasted—place, 
and that, intuitively rather than consciously, we aspired precisely to the recre-
ation of the effect of culture’s continuity.49

 This tribute might well be addressed to all Zhivago’s children, the differ-
ent groups from that complex extended generation whose view of the uses 
of the mind and spirit rekindled the intelligentsia’s dream of a just and hu-
mane Russian society.
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The “Children” Grow Up 
1945–1955

After World War II a remarkable surge took place in the educational 
and cultural life of Russia. Schools and universities in Moscow, Leningrad, 
and other Russian cities filled up with new cohorts of students. The city 
youth, those who did not drown the stresses of war in drunkenness, gam-
bling, and crime, plunged into reading and study. Soviet libraries registered 
a burgeoning demand for detective and adventure stories, and even for 
fairy tales. Yet a minority of readers had more serious educational aspira-
tions—acquaintance with world literature, history, poetry, and philosophy.1 
The number of university students that graduated during the postwar years 
was no more than a million and a half. It was a small group by comparison, 
for instance, with college graduates in the United States, where eight mil-
lion people graduated from universities as a result of the G.I. Bill alone. 
Still, it was the largest group of educated young men and  women that had 
ever emerged in Russia—six times as large as the entire “Zhivago genera-
tion,” the university graduates in the last de cades before the Revolution.
 Aside from quantity, these students exhibited a special quality. During 
the first two de cades of their lives they had acquired extraordinary memo-
ries and social experience. Their youth and childhood had been interrupted 
by the Nazi invasion. Their soul and spirit absorbed the worst impressions 
of inhumanity as well as sublime moments of patriotic sac ri fice and na-
tional unity. Many years later, the young Russian filmmaker Andrei Tar-

We fulfilled our duty during the war, 
And we wanted our rights in peacetime.

—David Samoilov, 1979
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kovsky attempted to translate these impressions in his first internationally 
acclaimed film, My Name Is Ivan, the tragic story of a Russian child in war-
time obsessed by feelings of vengeance. Western critics, shocked by the 
film, regarded the portrayal of its protagonist as an exaggeration. Yet after 
the four years of war, famine, and privations on an un imag in able scale, the 
postwar students remained scarred by the slaughter and inhumanity of the 
recent cataclysm. The immediate postwar years had brought more hard-
ship and malnutrition. Moscow, Leningrad, and other cities were filled with 
tens of thousands of teenage orphans, crippled veterans missing limbs, and 
desperate prostitutes. In spite of all this (or perhaps because of it), the stu-
dents of the postwar years felt tremendous optimism and passion for life.2

 The presence of young war veterans at universities and in urban life was 
an important factor in the postwar educational boom. The Soviet  Union 
had nothing analogous to the G.I. Bill, yet war veterans could enter univer-
sities, including the best ones in Moscow and Leningrad, virtually without 
entry exams or competition and could study for free. Most of these people 
were noticeably older than the postwar youth, sometimes by a de cade. They 
had already commanded troops, sent people to their death, seen untold evil 
and destruction, liberated Europe, and returned home in triumph. Having 
come back to university halls and library desks, they were determined to 
make up for the “lost years.” Many of them later chose a party or adminis-
trative career instead of intellectual and cultural pursuits. Others, however, 
became a vital addition to the postwar generation of intellectuals, indeed 
perhaps the most crucial one.
 This generation had been brought up in the Sta linist system of educa-
tion designed during the 1930s. In the early postwar years this system be-
came ever more conservative. Boys and girls went to separate schools, and 
ev ery body had to wear uniforms. The post war students included sons and 
daughters of the highest party leaders: Sta lin’s daughter Svetlana and the 
children of Viacheslav Molotov, Georgy Malenkov, and Nikita Khrushchev. 
Yet social elitism did not de fine the ethos of the postwar students. On the 
contrary, they turned out to be not only a numerous and dynamic group, 
but also a remarkably egalitarian and democratic- minded generation. De-
spite vast distance separating the children of the privileged party and state 
nomenklatura and the kids who came from the impoverished provinces or 
destitute countryside, they all were convinced that they were equal, and 
that great opportunities lay ahead of them.
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Idealists and Veterans
Certain members of this generation were directly descended from the old 
Russian intelligentsia. They were not only those from the families of profes-
sors, doctors, writers, journalists, scholars, scientists, artists, and so on—
those who had shared and tried to preserve the intelligentsia’s ethos, habits, 
and values. Quite a few of them came from “common,” uneducated fami-
lies but had had a chance to grow up in downtown Moscow or Leningrad, 
where a concentration of intelligentsia types remained even during the 
1930s, despite arrests and deportations. One such area of Moscow was the 
Arbat district, a lovely maze of crooked lanes lined with ancient mansions 
and turn- of- the- century apartment houses, located in the vicinity of the 
Kremlin and many government institutions. Before the Revolution, when 
democratic- minded intelligentsia, educators, artists, and physicians had 
lived side by side with gentry and other groups, the district had acquired a 
certain renown. After the Revolution and during the 1930s the population 
of the Arbat became even more diverse: thousands of people from all parts 
of the Soviet  Union moved in, compressing the available space in commu-
nal apartments and fill ing the courtyards with their children. Many of these 
people belonged to the emerging party elites and had been able to move to 
Moscow because of their ser vice to the Bolshevik regime. Among them were 
many Jews, but also Georgians, Armenians, Latvians, and people of other 
ethnic origins, some of them educated and assimilated into the Russian 
culture, some of them not. Most remarkably, the melting- pot of the Arbat 
did not reject the old culture of the intelligentsia, but rather absorbed and 
preserved it. The “children of Arbat” went during the 1930s to schools where 
most teachers were still of prerevolutionary vintage. Most communal apart-
ments in the Arbat were tiny, yet over flowing with books from old private 
libraries. The “culture of the Arbat,” as one scholar of this district describes 
it, was the traditional culture of the rank- and- file intelligentsia of the late 
nineteenth century, somewhat in flu enced by the “Silver Age” trends in art 
and music. This culture presupposed aversion to nationalism and to anti- 
Semitism. It was also based on romantic relations between genders, and 
above all the conviction that “history is reasonable and develops in a good 
and positive direction.” The kids from the Arbat district also inherited an-
other cardinal principle from the old intelligentsia: a sense of social duty, of 
responsibility for the country, and a need for personal engagement.3
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 The Arbat was, of course, not the only locale where the cohorts of young 
postwar intellectuals and artists grew up. There was the Institute for Phi-
losophy, Literature, and History—a Soviet analogue of the Ecole Normale 
Supérieure in France. There was also the Institute of Literature in Moscow, 
where mature writers and poets taught seminars to aspiring youth with 
an interest in the humanities, preparing the best of them to become the 
shapers and creators of culture. Other university- level institutions of higher 
learning were re- created in the 1930s as workshops for educated Soviet 
elites. Yet those elites—the Bolshevik vanguard, the majority of the Old 
Bolsheviks, Red Army marshals and generals, numerous “Red professors,” 
and hundreds of leftist writers—perished in the dungeons of the secret 
 police, in the camps of the gulag, and in mass graves on execution fields. 
That great bloodletting deprived the revolutionary and Soviet past of its 
heroes and replaced them all with the towering effigy of the Great Leader, 
Sta lin. The terror destroyed and erased from public memory the role mod-
els of their youth—among them Nikolai Bukharin, Marshal Mikhail Tu-
khachevsky, and the writers Isaac Babel and Boris Pilniak. Most of the sur-
vivors of the terror at universities and other cultural institutions were, 
paradoxically, the professors who did not share the communist idealism. 
They, who had instead been brought up in the nineteenth- century tradi-
tions of liberalism and humanism, could not help passing on to their stu-
dents their manners, habits, ethical standards, and aesthetic attitudes—
while keeping their political views to themselves.
 Among the students at IFLI and the Institute of Literature, passion for 
Russian fine arts coexisted with the desire to transform Russia and the 
world. A few of these students were talented poets who later became the 
voice of the postwar and post- Sta lin generation. Among them were Jews 
whose parents had moved to Moscow and abandoned their Jewish roots in 
the interests of adopting the new Soviet “motherland” and identity. David 
Kaufman (alias Samoilov) came with his family from Vilno. Pavel Kogan 
came from Kiev. Some were Russians whose parents had belonged to the 
peasantry or the provincial lower- middle class: they also left the “old Rus-
sia” behind and fervently iden ti fied with the new Soviet Russia. Sergei 
Narovchatov, a blue- eyed poet from a Russian town on the Volga, stood out 
among them. The most profound ambition of these revolutionary roman-
tics was to sac ri fice themselves in the coming battle with fascism and Na-
zism and to continue the great spiritual transformation of mankind that, as 
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they believed, had begun with the Russian Revolution. They looked for 
kindred souls and found them, surprisingly, at the Moscow Institute of Law. 
At a time when Soviet jurisprudence and “socialist law” jus ti fied the exter-
mination of “enemies of the people,” Konstantin Simis, Boris Slutsky, Vladi-
mir Dudintsev, and other law students attended a literary circle run by Osip 
Brik, a friend of famous poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. They invited poets 
from the Institute of Literature to a session. Slutsky, an aspiring poet from 
Kharkov, especially impressed them with his or ga ni za tional skills, unusu-
ally broad erudition, and fervent belief in the world revolution.4

 In 1940 this group of young people were passionately engaged in end-
less conversations about the future of the world, the imminence of a great 
war, and the duties of poets and intellectuals. They quickly proclaimed 
themselves the vanguard of their generation, at the very moment when the 
madness of Sta lin’s great terror was beating their predecessors to a pulp. 
Samoilov’s private diary recorded his dismay at the devastating arrests and 
executions. Some of the young poets’ classmates lost their parents in the 
purges and were harassed and ostracized as “children of enemies of the 
people.” The young poets faced deeply troubling questions. Why did Vladi-
mir Mayakovsky, the greatest bard of the Bolshevik Revolution, commit 
suicide? Why did the revolution from above cause famine in the country-
side and necessitate the introduction of rationing in the cities? How could 
those who surrounded Lenin stoop so low as to become, as their death sen-
tences stated, allies of fascists and Nazis against the Soviet  Union? In 1939 
came the shock of the Molotov- Ribbentrop Pact, which allied the Soviet 
 Union with the Third Reich. Then came the Soviet  Union’s war of naked 
imperialism against Finland. Samoilov’s diary during his teenage years re-
veals an inner struggle to refashion his soul and become fit for the future 
struggle, despite these seeming contradictions. Samoilov loved the Russian 
high culture of the nineteenth century, yet in the spirit of the times he tried 
to reject its humanism. He admired Lenin and Sta lin, and feared he was not 
yet “up to standard” for joining the Komsomol. To be a person of action 
and sac ri fice meant to defeat within oneself the “vagueness, nervousness, 
and hysteria” characteristic of non- Soviet intellectuals.5

 Growing up in the prewar intellectual atmosphere of the Moscow dis-
tricts and learning about Russian culture and art from their professors had 
left an indelible cultural mark on the group. Oleg Troianovsky, another 
IFLI student (from 1938 to 1941) and a future diplomat, recalls how during 
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of fi cial demonstrations on May Day or the anniversary of the October Rev-
olution his group of classmates, marching with the columns toward Red 
Square, would always shout out, at an agreed- upon spot, “Long live Boris 
Pasternak!”6 This was several years after the Soviet press had criticized Pas-
ternak and he had fallen out of favor with the authorities. Students in Mos-
cow wanted to worship both Russian literature and the Revolution, and 
they saw no contradiction in that attitude. Yet above all they remained in-
toxicated with their youthful radicalism. The young poets of IFLI and the 
Institute of Literature did not want to escape to the margins of history. They 
were still convinced that Sta lin and his regime constituted the only revolu-
tionary force of the times. Instead of doubting Sta lin and the Soviet state, 
the students in the group hoped to offer their ser vices to them.7 The com-
ing war against Nazism, they believed, would be a battle between good and 
evil on a truly millenarian scale. There was no time for individual intro-
spective re flections and doubts. In his diary Samoilov points out that “oth-
ers,” skeptics and realists, “felt contempt for our passion and fervor.” In 
 return, Samoilov wrote, “we disliked them.”8 From the fraternity- like atmo-
sphere of this circle emerged the most important Soviet lyrical “message of 
this generation”—the poem “Brigantine.” Kogan, its author, was a highly 
romantic, passionate, strong- willed, and doctrinaire member of the circle. 
He rhapsodized about “fierce and unyielding” young revolutionary fighters, 
those who “spurned comfort and tranquillity” in the name of sac ri fice, ad-
venture, and struggle. Kogan also wrote a poem calling on his generation to 
fight in ev ery battle, “to reach the Ganges,” and to “expand the motherland 
from En gland to Japan.”
 The Nazi invasion and the Great Patriotic War seemed to validate the 
views of the group, but it also endowed them with un imag in able experi-
ence. Many boys from the Arbat and other districts of Moscow and Lenin-
grad immediately volunteered to fight. Yesterday’s idealistic prophets shared 
the sobering and awful experience of military and social collapse in 
1941–42, which included the sight of retreating troops, the rigidity and in-
eptitude of the Sta linist high command, German superiority in the skies 
and on the battlefield, and widespread panic in Moscow at the enemy’s ap-
proach. They also experienced a historic reversal in the course of the war 
and rising waves of patriotism in the army and in society as a whole, as the 
Soviet army halted the Germans at Sta lingrad.9 During the war, the edu-
cated volunteers were inspired by the verse of older poets and writers, 
among them Ilya Ehrenburg, Konstantin Simonov, and Alexander Tvar-
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dovsky. As young of fi cers, they learned to see the qualities as well as the limi-
tations of their soldiers, Russian muzhiks from the collectivized villages, 
and saw things for which, as the older poet Ilya Selvinsky put it, “a language 
is as yet not created”: Nazi concentration camps, ditches filled with Holo-
caust victims, scenes of senseless murder.10 Finally, they par tic i pated in the 
conquest of Europe, which especially in Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia, 
and Hungary displayed its splendid material civilization and cultural rich-
ness even in the midst of war’s devastation. They never believed that they 
had par tic i pated in an occupation of Eastern and Central Europe. On the 
contrary, they felt that they had been part of a great liberating force, bring-
ing much- needed social and political reforms. Slutsky was one of those who 
helped divide landed estates among the peasants in Romania and Hungary, 
thus overhauling the so ci e ties that had spawned Nazism and fascism, and 
helped or ga nize “people’s democracies.” The pride of the victors was palpa-
ble. Nikolai Inozemtsev, an artillery intelligence sergeant and future direc-
tor of the Institute for World Economy and International Relations in Mos-
cow in the 1970s, wrote in his diary in July 1944: “Russians are the most 
talented, gifted nation in the world, with boundless capacities. Russia is the 
best country in the world, despite all our shortcomings and deviations.” 
And on Victory Day he wrote, “All our hearts are over flowing with pride 
and joy: ‘We Russians can do anything!’ Now, the whole world knows it. 
And this is the best guarantee of our security in the future.”11

 In Europe many Soviet of fi cers and soldiers did not live up to their image 
as liberators. They turned into marauding beasts. They pillaged houses of 
helpless German, Austrian, and Hungarian owners, and sent home war 
booty, from silk stockings and wrist- watches to tapestries, bicycles, and pi-
anos. By contrast, the educated idealists brought home books—literature 
and philosophy—and precious vinyl records of classical music. In Prague 
and Belgrade, the cultural centers of the Russian émigré intelligentsia, 
Slutsky discovered the richness of Russian cultural heritage preserved there 
in libraries, numerous journals, and Russian churches. In dismay, some of 
the educated lieutenants and captains of the victorious army watched the 
frenzy of rapine, property destruction, murder of civilians, and rape on a 
mass scale.12 Military journalist Grigory Pomerants, a former student at 
IFLI, was shocked at the end of the war by “the ugly things committed by 
heroes who had walked through the fire from Sta lingrad to Berlin.” If only 
the Russian people had the same energy to demand civil rights!13

 The war mercilessly mowed down the youth educated before the war, 
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volunteers from Moscow, Leningrad, and other cities. About nine out of ev-
ery ten who had volunteered did not return home. The cultural environ-
ment shaped by the old intelligentsia shrank disastrously. Leningrad, where 
over a million died during the Nazi siege—in addition to the tens of thou-
sands lost during the Sta linist terror—suffered the greatest social and cul-
tural damage. The Arbat district in Moscow became a rough place, invaded 
by social “outsiders” with little appreciation for its traditions.14 The group of 
poets from IFLI and the Institute of Literature had been decimated. In 1942 
Pavel Kogan was killed at the front. “Where young forest stood, only trees 
and stumps remained,” wrote Slutsky later. Those who survived felt they 
had to live with special meaning and intensity—not only their own lives, 
but vicariously those of the friends who had perished. Initially, the survi-
vors hoped that they would be able, with all their energy and skills, to re-
form and improve life in Russia. In 1945 some educated high- minded of fi-
cers in the Soviet Army felt like the Decembrists, the young Russian of fi cers 
who had returned to Russia from the war against Napoleon imbued with 
political liberalism and had later or ga nized a military insurrection to intro-
duce constitutional rule. One Soviet of fi cer later recalled: “It seemed to me 
that the Great Patriotic War would inevitably be followed by a vigorous so-
cial and literary revival—like after the war of 1812—and I was in a hurry to 
take part in this revival.” The young war veterans expected the state to re-
ward them for their suffering and sac ri fices “with greater trust and in-
creased rights of par tic i pa tion, not just free bus passes.”15 Slutsky expressed 
this postwar mood in a curt formula: “Bow to no one!” Like the poets of the 
Proletkult after the Revolution, he dreamed of blending poetry and power 
to bring about change in Russia.16

 The passion for poetry did not abate after the end of the war: from 1945 
to early 1946, Pasternak, Akhmatova, and other poets spoke before large 
audiences in packed halls. Educated people in Russia continued to believe 
in the power of the word and the idea. A group of veterans became philoso-
phy students at Moscow State University (MGU), men of insatiable curios-
ity. Yuri Levada, a student from the class of 1952, recalled: “It seemed as if 
there had never been such interesting people there before or since.” Boris 
Grushin, a student from the same class, remembers that war veterans in-
vigorated students by teaching philosophy “with new perceptions and 
 assumptions, with a new vision of life, of the world.” Similar to Slutsky, 
Samoilov, and the poets, this group of philosophers felt that it was their 
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mission to discover the laws of human development not only in the books 
of Marx, Engels, and Lenin, but also in the writings of classical German and 
French philosophers. There were some who “spent the war with a volume 
of Hegel.”17

 The postwar years presented a serious test for the prematurely gray 
young intellectuals. In 1946 Sta lin launched a vicious attack on what he 
considered the habit of “laxity” and at tri buted it to Western in flu ences. 
Georgy Shakhnazarov, a young war veteran and a postgraduate student at 
the Moscow Institute of Law in 1949, later came to believe that the target of 
the Zhdanovshchina campaigns was not so much old cultural elites as post-
war youth. Sta lin realized that the war veterans “believed they were en ti tled 
to live as they deserved” and decided to thwart them. His solution was 
“to destroy their political innocence, to engage them in a pogrom against 
Jewish ‘cosmopolitans’ in university departments, party meetings, publish-
ing houses, and other institutions of the ideological establishment.”18 The 
young idealists were slow to realize what was coming. Slutsky, Samoilov, 
and Sergei Narovchatov did not know how to interpret Zhdanov’s attacks. 
The only reasonable explanations seemed to be a necessity to mobilize 
 society for the Cold War. Samoilov recorded his conversations with 
Narovchatov. “The period of agreement with [Western] ‘democracies’ must 
inevitably come to an end,” because prostrate Europe had become the the-
ater of struggle between the Soviet  Union and Western powers. The young 
theorists naively expected that Europe would become “socialist” and that 
the Communist International, disbanded by Sta lin in 1943, would be re-
stored, to promote world revolution.19 Instead, Sta lin chose great- power 
chauvinism, Russian nationalism, and anti- Semitism as his tools in restor-
ing total control over Soviet society. Instead of offering advice to a company 
of attentive and understanding leaders, Slutsky had to earn a living by writ-
ing such shows for state radio as “People of the World Praise Their Great 
Leader.” To make ends meet, Samoilov had to translate the Albanian poem 
“Sta lin Is with Us” and similar propagandistic rubbish. The very air these 
young intellectuals breathed was filled with menace, terrifying enough to 
make them cringe at the sound of passing footsteps outside their door.
 Still, the friends continued to meet and debate. Samoilov married in 
1947, and the living room in his communal flat on Sretensky Boulevard in 
Moscow was often filled with guests. Among them were not only poets, but 
also physicists, economists, and historians. At the end of 1949 both Slutsky 
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and Samoilov found a second home in an apartment owned by Yuri Timo-
feev, a student at the Institute of International Affairs. Yuri had a rich li-
brary, and a fine collection of medieval armor. Above all, he was a collec-
tor of human talent, of brilliant men and  women. Besides Samoilov and 
Slutsky, the guests at Timofeev’s gatherings included other poets and writ-
ers, scholars, playwrights, people in radio and film, actors and actresses, as 
well as other young people of quick wit and erudition who shared a love of 
high culture. As they had in the prewar years, the guests still liked to gener-
ate and discuss sweeping concepts and universal truths. Alexander Ka-
zhdan, a young professor of Byzantine history at Moscow State University, 
shared his research find ings. The physicist Lev Landau explained quantum 
mechanics, which was banned in the USSR as a “bourgeois science.” Sa-
moilov and Slutsky read poems that could not be published. Everybody 
sang songs they had brought home from the war or learned in the streets. 
Their idealism had survived the war, but no one was ready any  longer to die 
on the battlefield for the creation of a universal “Soviet race.” Fear inhibited 
discussion of politics. Instead, the conversations were about science, litera-
ture, and poetry, interspersed with humorous banter, music, and flirtations. 
One of the guests recalled, “We wanted to compensate ourselves for the 
four years that the war took away from us.” Another profound and hidden 
motive was the desperate need to escape from the shabbiness and unifor-
mity of contemporary Soviet life.20

 In Sta linist Moscow during the years from 1949 to 1952, those informal 
and boisterous meetings were a wondrous oasis in the desert of Soviet re-
pression for the hundred or so young men and  women who frequented 
them. In early 1953 the Sta linist pogrom was about to erupt on a national 
scale after the arrests of the Kremlin doctors, many of them Jews. Most 
guests at Timofeev’s gatherings felt danger breathing down their necks. 
Samoilov’s father- in- law, Lazar Fogelson, was a Kremlin doctor, the only 
one who was not arrested, but it was only by accident. The secret police 
summoned both Samoilov and his wife, a student at the Institute of Foreign 
Languages, and tried to recruit them to inform on their friends.21 In 1951 
Slutsky could still tell Samoilov that he “liked Sta lin on the whole.” But a 
year later he also began to feel that his firm faith in the party and Sta lin had 
been built on sand. He was convinced that there could be no future for him 
and the people in his circle.22 He suggested disbanding the group, which 
was becoming too dangerous. Even a single report to the secret police could 
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have landed many of the young par tic i pants in mortal danger. Many years 
later, it turned out that there had indeed been informers among that band 
of joyous friends. The secret police had started a file on “Y. P. Timofeev, 
leader of a Jewish terrorist center.”23

 It was a great loss for Russia that the energy and creativity of the young 
war veterans found no outlet. Slutsky, Samoilov, and dozens of other tal-
ented veterans could not publish anything while Sta lin was alive. Their 
“truth from the trenches,” their brilliant erudition and humor, remained 
untapped and unrecognized. Yet at least they remained alive, escaped Sta-
lin’s terror, and were able to wait for better times.

Postwar Students
Younger men and  women born during the 1930s populated Moscow and 
Leningrad high schools and universities. Their youth had been scarred by 
war—it had left unforgettable wounds but also incomparable moments of 
remembered joy, such as Victory Day in 1945. Like the older educated in-
tellectuals, the war veterans, these men and  women were passionately pa-
triotic and in many ways shared the universalist ideals and dreams of the 
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prewar years. Leonid Gordon, who was a history student in the MGU class 
of 1953 and would become a sociologist in the 1960s, recalled, “All of us in 
our generation had a strong faith in socialist values, contempt for wealth 
and ev ery thing that we considered bourgeois. Our Soviet patriotism was 
strong.”24 Nail Bikkenin, a future adviser to Mikhail Gorbachev, who in 
1947 was a student of philosophy at MGU, remembered that students “had 
faith in their country and its proclaimed ideals, in the sacred memories of 
the war, and [in the idea] that the USSR was a country of enormous possi-
bilities and we had a lot of work ahead of us.”25 Ludmilla Alexeyeva became 
a history student at MGU in 1945. During the war, determined to volunteer 
at the front, she quickly obtained cer ti fi ca tion as a nurse, but she was not 
accepted because of her tender years. In her memoirs she wrote that the 
war had taught her to take responsibility as a citizen. She modeled herself 
on the wartime patriotic icon Zoia Kosmodemianskaia, a teenage Komso-
mol girl who was tortured to death by the Nazis in November 1941. Alex-
eyeva was ethnic Russian, yet when the anti- Semitic campaign began in 
the Soviet  Union, she felt dismayed and confused. She asked her uncle 
how it could be compatible with the internationalist principles of Marxism-
 Leninism. Her uncle replied, “International principles, Marxism- 
Leninism—that is for fools like you. There is a band of brigands. They have 
power. And they use it.” Alexeyeva told her husband, after the uncle left, 
“He is a wonderful man, but his thinking is primitive.” She believed that all 
good educated people must join the party to improve it from within. She 
herself joined in 1951, at the age of twenty- four, and persuaded her hus-
band to do the same.26 She and others like her continued to mea sure the 
value of their lives by their ability to construct a better “socialist” society. 
Alexeyeva and her classmates flocked to university auditoriums in the ex-
pectation that their generation would master the knowledge necessary for 
constructing a true communist society and bringing about radical improve-
ment of people’s lives. Khrushchev’s daughter, Rada Adzhubei, a student at 
MGU in the early 1950s, recalls, “The most important thing was that we 
were victorious and came out alive from the terrible war. We looked to the 
future with optimism. We believed that we could do ev ery thing, that in our 
country ev ery thing would turn out all right.”27 These feelings would stay 
with the postwar students as they grew up and began to occupy a promi-
nent place in the intellectual and cultural life of Russia in the 1960s.
 The openness of universities to all groups and the social and geographic 
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diversity of university students remained impressive. Students came from 
industrial cities in the Urals, from faraway Siberian towns, and even from 
collective farms. One of them was nineteen- year-old Mikhail Gorbachev, 
the future leader of the Soviet  Union, from a village near the Northern Cau-
casus, who became a student in the MGU law department in 1950. His wife, 
Raisa Titarenko, who had been born into the family of a railroad worker in 
a small town in the Altai Mountains, in the heart of Eurasia, became a stu-
dent of philosophy at MGU in 1949. The MGU dorm was a “little Soviet 
 Union,” populated by students from many regions and many ethnic back-
grounds. For all of them, life in Moscow, with its symphony orchestras and 
art galleries, the Bolshoi, and the Moscow Art Theater, offered the first en-
counter with high culture and the fine arts. Gorbachev in his memoirs re-
calls a student club at MGU, where famous classical actors and singers per-
formed for the student audience. “This was a remarkable tradition of a 
creative intelligentsia going back to the prerevolutionary era.”28

 The boundless, sparkling optimism of this group contrasted with the 
postwar misery, famine, and devastation around them. Even Moscow, the 
cap ital city, was in reality a far cry from the idealized images of pro pa gan da. 
Students who lived in Moscow, with a few exceptions, never had a room of 
their own to study in; usually, because of urban overpopulation and the 
lack of large- scale housing construction in Sta lin’s Russia, they slept, ate, 
and studied in the cramped conditions of deteriorating communal flats. 
Behind and above them loomed several pompous skyscrapers constructed 
on Sta lin’s orders by gulag prisoners to adorn the victorious cap ital. One of 
them, hidden in scaffolding until 1953, was a monumental university build-
ing that towered over Moscow from Lenin Hills. Meanwhile, the MGU 
dormitory where all incoming students lived, 32 Stromynka Street, was a 
huge barracks with a mile- long quadrangle of corridors, common facilities, 
and crowded rooms where at least six and often up to sixteen students lived 
together.29

 It was common to see students dressed in second hand war dungarees, 
rumpled jackets and pants, or high- school uniforms. The residents were 
sat is fied with their living conditions and did not perceive them as inade-
quate—especially in the context of widespread misery following the war. 
Students lived off the stipend the state paid them and even managed to send 
some rubles to their relatives. The material bene fits of studying and taking 
up a profession were not discussed: the majority of students wanted to de-
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vote themselves to high culture and the life of the spirit. Considerable pres-
tige attached to intellectual professions after the war. The state, reacting to 
the great defi cit of educated people and scientists, raised salaries for profes-
sors sharply, along with stipends and scholarships for postgraduate studies 
at privileged colleges. The first postwar generation of students would pro-
vide the initial pool for supplementing the remnants of educated cadres 
that had survived the purges and the war. These newcomers were convinced 
that they would be the vanguard of an fair and egalitarian society. Many of 
them would later bene fit from incredible upward social mobility, similar to 
that experienced by the cohort of Sta linist appointees during the 1930s.30

 The rapid onset of the Cold War and the confrontation with Western 
democracies, recent allies in the con flict against Nazi Germany, produced 
no noticeable doubts or rifts among students. The creation of “people’s de-
mocracies” in Eastern Europe, the communist revolution in China, the Ko-
rean war, and the seeming advance of communist forces in Western Europe 
appeared to prove that communism represented the wave of the future. A 
Polish student who came to MGU in 1953 recalled that nobody around him 
felt any guilt about the Soviet partition of Poland in 1939 or later crimes 
against the Poles; quite the opposite: ev ery one expected the Poles to be 
grateful to Soviet Russia for liberating them, establishing new Polish bor-
ders in the West, and helping set up “the pro gres sive social order” in Po-
land.31

 The anti- Semitic campaigns of 1948–1953 affected students, especially 
those from Muscovite Jewish families, and some Jewish professors, but 
these campaigns did not alter the mainstream students’ optimism. No anti- 
Semitism was apparent at the grass roots level. Some of the students be-
lieved that the campaign was a bizarre deviation, perhaps an error that 
would eventually be corrected. “The great majority of students from my 
class were conformist,” one former history student from the class of 1953 
later recalled. “We not only thought, we firmly knew, that our country was 
the vanguard force of mankind, evoking the admiration and envy of the 
entire world.” Zdeněk Mlynář, a Czech student who lived in the same dorm 
room as Mikhail Gorbachev, recalled, “We both had been supporters and 
proponents of Communist ideology in the form in which it had existed in 
Sta lin’s time. And that left its mark on the pro cess of our formation as indi-
viduals.” Most of the MGU students continued to trust Sta lin and all his 
declarations, even during the anti- Semitic campaign.32
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 Fear was present, of course, but it was not the predominant motivation, 
and it is almost absent from the recollections and diaries of the majority of 
the postwar students. (By contrast, it was the motivating factor in the be-
havior of the Jewish student minority.) More important still, the youngest 
among the students only vaguely remembered the Great Terror of the 1930s 
and learned to look elsewhere when arrests took place—to ignore the dark 
side of Soviet reality. Mainstream students during the Sta lin era formed a 
seemingly happy brotherhood of the young, espousing the ideals of equal-
ity, justice, truth, and hatred of racism and militarism. Yuri Burtin, a future 
literary critic for the journal Novy Mir, and in 1951–1953 a student of phi-
lology and literature at Leningrad State University, recalled in his memoirs 
that he partook of this common identity. “Since childhood we had lived in 
a totalitarian society and knew no other. It was the norm for us, and few 
argued with the norm.”33 Burtin also remembered the “militarism of men-
tality that fed on the logic of the Cold War.” Like other students, he was 
convinced that the state and society were more important than the indi-
vidual, and that the Soviet leadership, Sta lin in particular, knew best in 
which direction ev ery one should move.34 This revolutionary- romantic 
identity, however, made the postwar students malleable clay in the hands of 
the totalitarian regime.
 The students’ daily existence was outwardly politicized. They attended 
numerous Komsomol meetings, where they were allowed to simulate “po-
litical democracy” by nominating their candidates and arguing about their 
agenda (although the party and Komsomol leaders always called the shots). 
Students went to of fi cial rallies on Red Square, read Sta lin’s “Short Course” 
on party history, as well as his articles on linguistics and political economy, 
and discussed the content. At the same time, the dictates of ideology began 
to exist separately from real life in their minds. This bifurcation allowed 
students to combine common sense and total faith in the Soviet regime and 
its pro pa gan da.35 “We lived in an absolutely congested, regulated world,” 
recalls Rada Khrushchev- Adzhubei, “where it was absurd and criminal 
even to think about any kind of criticism of Lenin and Sta lin. We were born 
into it and believed in it without asking questions.”36 As had been true of 
children of enemies of the people in the 1930s, students whose relatives 
were in prison or in the camps sought to “erase” the fact from their con-
sciousness and redoubled their efforts to merge with the mainstream. The 
existing order became the accepted structure. As far as one could judge, 
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students of the late 1940s–early 1950s increasingly diverted their energy 
into nonpolitical activities: active tourism, with tents and backpacks, field 
trips to distant areas of the Soviet  Union, work on archeological sites, out-
door sports such as soccer and cross- country skiing, and, of course, danc-
ing and dating.
 Still, the disquieting trends and events of the last years of Sta lin’s life 
could not avoid raising eyebrows even among the mainstream students. 
They could not help wondering when the entire country seemed to genu-
flect before the “great leader” during Sta lin’s seventieth birthday celebration 
in December 1949. Huge pharaohlike statues of Sta lin were erected around 
the empire. In Moscow overzealous of fi cials transformed the Museum of 
Fine Arts, opened with the support of the intelligentsia in the late nine-
teenth century, into the collection of presents that a grateful population had 
sent to Sta lin. The deafening crescendo of acclamation in the cult of Sta lin 
grated on the ear and insulted the general sense of propriety. Even more 
perplexing were the “sci en tific discussions” and campaigns of 1948–1951 
against “idealism and Western in flu ences” in philosophy, biology, physics, 
and linguistics. Such world- famous physicists as Einstein and Bohr were 
attacked, along with their theories. T. D. Lysenko, an autodidact- agronomist 
and the sworn enemy of genetic studies, “routed” all his academic critics 
with Sta lin’s support, and the Soviet media began to call genetics “a paid 
servant of imperialism.” The same vulgar anti- Western label was attached 
to a new discipline of “cybernetics,” which the American Norbert Wiener 
de fined as a study of control and communications systems in machines and 
organisms. In June 1950 Pravda published Sta lin’s article “On Marxism in 
Linguistics,” which criticized the dominant sci en tific school, and the entire 
discipline immediately reversed itself, praising Sta lin as a choryphaeus of 
science. Students had to memorize the article by heart.37

 The Kremlin doctors’ affair in January 1953 dismayed anyone who was 
not deaf and blind. Those who believed in Sta lin’s infallibility were asked to 
credit that the doctors were indeed poisoning people for political purposes. 
Rada Khrushchev’s classmate and husband, Alexei Adzhubei, had just 
graduated and begun to work for the newspaper Komsomolskaia Pravda. 
On January 13, 1953, Alexei was told to write an editorial about the “Doc-
tors’ Plot.” When he saw the names of the indicted doctors, he momentarily 
passed out: one of the doctors was a family physician of the Khrushchevs, a 
gentle and straightforward person.38 Yet Adzhubei’s faith in Sta lin’s wisdom 
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did not waver, and terror of dissenting made most others of that generation 
turn a blind eye to the enormity being perpetrated.

Rebels and Jazzmen
Among the youngest of the “children” growing up in the last years of Sta lin’s 
life were some who carried their youthful idealism to its logical conclusion. 
They had learned at school about the heroes of the nineteenth century, the 
resisters and victims of political repressions, including the People’s Will ter-
rorists who had assassinated the tsar. And what students saw at schools and 
universities, and in their families, convinced them that the revolution had 
been “betrayed,” and that their own teachers and parents were servants of 
the repressive regime. A few fearless youngsters or ga nized secret so ci e ties 
to prepare a “revolution” against the “tyrannical Sta linist regime.” Secret 
police files and other documents about their underground activities reveal 
that these rebels had grown up naive Sta linists, true believers who were 
passionate about their Komsomol membership. They reacted to the state- 
sponsored cynicism, misery in the countryside, the privileges of the party 
apparatchiks, and above all to the corruption, crass materialism, and con-
formism of the bureaucracy, which they likened to the prerevolutionary 
petty bourgeoisie (meshchanstvo). They were too young and romantic to 
conceal their doubts and blend in. The groups never lasted long, and their 
members met with a cruel fate, either long terms in the labor camps or 
 execution.39 The phenomenon of “naive Sta linism” was especially strong 
among youth of Jewish descent, children of privileged of fi cials, and those 
who had been inspired by the Russian literature of the nineteenth century. 
Naum Korzhavin, a student at the Institute of Literature who was arrested 
in 1947 by the MGB (a predecessor of the KGB), recalled, “I believed that 
the atmosphere of the triumphant petty bourgeoisie around me was kill-
ing the ideals of communism. Everything around me seemed to be phony, 
above all my teachers (nothing surprising: they were afraid). It seemed that 
the bourgeois- minded bureaucrats had seized power and honest commu-
nists got arrested.”40

 Many more young men and  women did not risk their lives by going 
 underground. They, like the guests at Timofeev’s place, gathered in small 
groups with the aim of escaping from the mortal danger of politics into high 
culture and science. Some of them realized the futility and suicidal nature 
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of struggle against the regime. Others, who still wanted to trust Sta lin, did 
not even dream of such a struggle. The of fi cial educational curriculum did 
not satisfy their intellectual and artistic curiosity. The rapid shrinking of 
permissible cultural choices as a consequence of Zhdanovshchina left all the 
schools and styles beyond the pale except those prescribed, such as socialist 
realism and “Soviet patriotic art.” The campaigns to root out entire disci-
plines and fields of science and art, the disappearance of many banned 
books from public libraries, and other repressive mea sures evoked co vert 
resistance among those young men and  women. They had acquired a great 
appetite for forbidden cultural and intellectual fruits, and so they coalesced 
in groups of trusted friends, functioning as informal literary and musical 
so ci e ties. A truly extraordinary group of students from the Academy of Art 
and the department of philosophy at MGU wrote “reports” for one another 
on theosophy, genetics, and other disciplines banned in the Soviet  Union. 
In public these students posed as an innocent band of carefree youth, drink-
ing, and composing and singing student songs. A bunch of Leningrad stu-
dents discussed music by Sergei Prokofiev, Dmitry Shostakovich, and Vano 
Muradeli, the composers selected for party criticism after 1947.41

 The tightly controlled Soviet cultural sphere and the squalidness of ev-
eryday life only increased the search by urban youth for entertainment and 
their own, “generational” music and styles. Sta linist policies were not con-
sistent in this regard. On one hand, after some hesitation, the state authori-
ties authorized partial release of German and American films captured 
in Europe. These were mostly musicals, light- hearted comedies, and soap 
operas, films with Glenn Miller’s orchestra, the Tarzan series with  Johnny 
Weismuller and His Butler’s Sister with Deanna Durbin.42 On the other 
hand, in 1948, as the anticosmopolitan campaign in Soviet pro pa gan da 
turned shrill, the Soviet media and pro pa gan da apparatus lashed out against 
“aping of Western styles and fashions” among the “unstable part” of Soviet 
youth. The attack’s main targets were stiliagi—“style apers.”
 According to the Soviet behavioral canon, young men had to dress con-
servatively and frugally, and young  women could never use makeup. Defy-
ing these conventions, reported the Soviet satirical magazine Krokodil, was 
the main aim in life for the stiliagi. The magazine’s cartoons and caricatures 
showed young men between sixteen and twenty- one years old who resem-
bled American zoot- suiters of the 1940s: they wore extremely narrow trou-
sers, very broad- shouldered jackets, huge ties, and high platform shoes, and 
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often sported a bobbed hairstyle. All items of clothing, especially the tie, 
were of fantastic tropical design and color. The stiliagi’s female partners 
dressed in similarly provocative fashion and wore wild hairdos and large 
amounts of makeup. Although Soviet students were supposed to dance the 
way their parents danced, to tuneful orchestral pieces, stiliagi mimicked the 
American “dirty dances” of the 1940s, such as the jitterbug and the boogie- 
woogie, to the sound of jazz. They had obviously learned them from a priv-
ileged few who had traveled abroad with parents who were Soviet of fi cials. 
Stories and caricatures depicted style- mongers as deviants, above all as so-
cial “parasites” and “spongers” off their parents’ income.43

 Many stiliagi were children of the state and military elite, top engineers, 
and secret police of fi cials. Despite, or rather because of, the campaign for 
cultural regimentation and eradication of “de cadent” Western in flu ences, 
a freer style in clothes, music, and behavior became irresistible to a minor-
ity of the postwar generation. Everyday Russian life was threadbare, bleak, 
and uniformly dingy—devoid of anything bright and colorful. Soviet peo-
ple were wretchedly dressed after the war, in ugly, ill- fitting clothes. But 
was this the only reason for the phenomenon of stiliagi? Their emergence 
pointed also to important social and psychological changes, which the stili-
agi picked up on. It became “hip” to relax and enjoy life. In the absence of 
new and fascinating ideas in the late 1940s, there were fresh and fascinating 
things to see and to possess. Postwar students saw “trophies” that veterans 
brought back from Europe, including American- made radios and vinyl re-
cords with American jazz. And the famous four parts of Tarzan created a 
sensation among Moscow and Leningrad school kids. Joseph Brodsky, the 
future poet and Nobel laureate, was fascinated by the American “trophy” 
items as a kid in Leningrad. He also recalled, with the exaggeration of hind-
sight, that  Johnny “Tarzan” Weismuller’s guttural jungle yell “did more for 
de- Sta linization than all of Khrushchev’s speeches.”44 Vasily Aksyonov, the 
future Russian writer who was a style aper in the city of Kazan in those 
years, recalled the effect of the first postwar screenings of Hollywood films. 
“There was a time when my peers and I conversed mostly with citations 
from those films. For us it was a window into the outside world from the 
Sta linist stinking lair.”45

 The style apers were not as antipatriotic as their officious critics claimed. 
There were those among the fans of style who dreamed of overthrowing 
the Sta linist regime. Yet most of them accepted Soviet realities as a given 
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and just wanted “to have fun.” In their eyes Soviet pro pa gan da films could 
not compete with musicals from Hollywood and Europe. Music and songs 
by Isaac Dunaevsky and other Soviet composers attracted them less than 
the works of Glenn Miller, Benny Goodman, Duke Ellington, Louis Arm-
strong, and Ella Fitzgerald. “Sun Valley Serenade,” “Chattanooga Choo- 
Choo,” and “My Melancholy Baby” became tribal mantras for this contin-
gent of urban youth.
 Passion for jazz became the most conventional route for the transition 
from the Soviet mainstream to the world of Western “style.” Jazz was banned 
in the USSR after 1948, and numerous teenagers who had already fallen in 
love with it during the war and after suddenly found themselves in the cul-
tural underground. The party’s pro pa gan da attempt to ostracize both jazz 
and those who listened to it began to alienate these youngsters from the re-
gime and quite often from their parents, who were its loyal servants. Alexei 
Kozlov, who loved jazz from childhood, recalled that his “dissent” began in 
the early 1950s when he expressed his displea sure about the Soviet ban on 
jazz to his parents. Alexei’s father, a true party believer and well- established 
university professor, “trembled with wrath when he heard the hoarse voice 
of Louis Armstrong on the radio.” Paradoxically, the same father, whom 
his son viewed as a “fanatic,” procured ev ery thing Alexei asked for, includ-
ing a short wave radio set, one of the first tape recorders, and even U.S.- 
made clothes and boots—the last obtained in the special stores for privi-
leged of fi cials.46

 The anti- stiliagi publications and cartoons as well as the party propagan-
dists who guided them committed a grave error. They publicized the new 
youth “counter- elite.” Instead of tabooing the style phenomenon, Krokodil, 
the satirical magazine, with its extensive circulation, introduced the stiliagi 
to a large audience. A growing trickle of imitators appeared at dance parties 
and in the streets. Komsomol gangs hunted stiliagi down and beat them se-
verely. The Komsomol activists and vigilantes fought them, cut their tight 
slacks, and broke their records. In some cases groups of stiliagi ambushed 
the Komsomol patrols and paid them back in kind.47 The more stiliagi 
 became the target of public hostility, however, the more they appeared to 
be the vanguard of a new wave. They even  adopted the mocking term “style 
apers” as their sobriquet, to be worn with pride. An important goal caused 
their at tri butes and behavior to stand out amid the drab Soviet crowd: to 
look “American,” or at least foreign. Of course, no part of the young rebels’ 
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elaborate wardrobe could be obtained in Soviet stores. “Specialists” remod-
eled Soviet- made clothing and shoes into “made- in- the- States” articles. 
Then there was the way the style apers behaved and talked among them-
selves. They used their own slang, full of new words, with the aim of mak-
ing this jargon impenetrable for their parents as well as for others among 
the uninitiated. Stiliagi had their “Broadways”: a downtown segment of 
Gorky Street in Moscow, part of Nevsky Prospect in Leningrad, and main 
streets in other Soviet cities. They had an elaborate code of  behavior, 
whether in their “cafés” or at parties. The gatherings of style- mongers were 
extremely exclusive and male- dominated; their girlfriends clearly occupied 
a lower tier in their milieu, although they were indispensable to social life, 
especially dancing and casual sex. The right kind of girlfriend had to love 
jazz, dance the foxtrot and the boogie- woogie, and at least pretend to be 
available for an uncom pli cated sexual relationship.48

 Naturally, all the elements of this imagined “style” generated a consider-
able demand for money and stimulated resourcefulness; not ev ery body had 
obliging and well- to- do parents. No wonder that, aside from the growing 
cultural rift with the mainstream, the young stiliagi would later come to 
challenge the basic economic wisdom and values of Soviet “socialism,” the 
society where money was not supposed to be a fundamental value. More 
among them questioned the code and ideals of the “builders of commu-
nism” as their emphasis on the material aspects of style brought them into 
an acute con flict with the majority of their own age group as well as the rest 
of the Soviet public. For many of the rebels, the rejection of the “common 
life in misery” led to mockery of publicly proclaimed social justice and 
egalitarianism. The British journalist and historian Edward Crankshaw was 
surprised when, in casual conversations shortly after Sta lin’s death, he heard 
“charming, highly- educated youngsters speaking of the masses of the pro-
letariat to whom the country is supposed to belong with a callousness and 
brutality which I have not encountered in the countries of Western Europe 
for many de cades.”49 The representatives of the “working masses” replied 
with unmitigated hatred. There was clearly no love lost between the self- 
fashioned “elite” and the “plebeians.”50

 The young style apers created an imaginary America and an imaginary 
West, all that represented the antithesis of Soviet society. Alexei Kozlov be-
came a friend of the high- fly ing Felix, whose privileged apartment looked 
right onto the courtyard of the U.S. Embassy. From there Kozlov was able to 
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take a peek into “American territory” for the first time. Behind the high 
fence he glimpsed “cars of never- seen beauty, and children playing un-
known games and speaking American.” Later Kozlov recalled his anguish: 
he was looking at “the unachievable dream, at an unreachable planet.” The 
two friends often sat on the windowsill, peering into the courtyard and 
“feeling a passionate love for all things American.”51 Joseph Brodsky ob-
served that he and his friends tried to be “more American than the Ameri-
cans themselves.”52 This “American dream” and the passionate belief in the 
existence of a “better world” on the Western side were the direct conse-
quences of the Iron Curtain and would play a crucial part in the evolution 
of many intellectuals and artists from this generation. The imaginary West 
accompanied many postwar students as they grew up, and lasted into the 
1960s, until some of they managed to go abroad for the first time.
 From the start, the admirers of American style and jazz, as well as their 
broader following of imitators, engendered a dual con flict: between chil-
dren and parents and between them and Soviet institutions, especially the 
school and the Komsomol.53 At the same time, identities were not black and 
white. Most jazz lovers and famous future guitar balladeers, among them 
Vladimir Vysotsky, Yuri Vizbor, and Alexander Gorodnitsky, had never 
been style apers, although they absorbed some of their language and man-
ners. And some of the Komsomol oppressors of stiliagi would later become 
avid advocates of Western- style openness and liberalization. American cul-
tural in flu ences did not lead automatically to anti- Soviet views among the 
young. Paradoxically, many of them recalled that love of jazz and fashion-
able clothing coexisted with unquestioning acceptance of the cult of Sta lin. 
Yet the fans of American style were distanced from the romantic Sta linism 
of many of their peers; they created themselves in a different image from 
the rest of Soviet society. And this incipient alienation encouraged some of 
them to begin not only to have fun, but to think in de pen dently.

Sta lin’s Death and the Thaw
Sta lin died on March 5, 1953, just when the stage had been set for an orgy 
of arrests, possibly a repetition of the Great Terror of the 1930s. Had it hap-
pened, this would inevitably have swept away many of the young intellec-
tuals, not only war veterans, but also numerous students that were under 
the surveillance of the secret police and its informers. From March 6 to 
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March 8, 1953, Sta lin lay in state in the Hall of Columns in the House of the 
Soviets, a former palace of Field Marshal Prince Dolgoruky near the Krem-
lin. Huge crowds rushed from all directions to this location, creating a ter-
rible congestion in the narrow old streets of the cap ital. It was the first 
spontaneous appearance of the masses in Soviet streets since the Victory 
Day festivities. Then, the crowds had celebrated life and their survival. This 
time, the mass outpouring of energy ended in tragedy. The police and the 
military had neither experience nor instructions on how to prevent a stam-
pede. Instead, the authorities made the stampede worse by stationing doz-
ens of trucks to block the back alleys and lanes along the main streets where 
people accumulated. Hundreds of people were crushed and maimed.
 The friends from Timofeev’s gatherings did not go to the House of the 
Soviets. On March 9, 1953, while Sta lin was being buried in the mausoleum 
next to Lenin, Samoilov and many of his friends were celebrating the birth 
of his first son. They merrily discussed the future. Their intuition told them 
that the worst was behind them.54 Many from the “children’s” generation 
went to bid farewell to Sta lin. At the news of Sta lin’s death, anguish and un-
certainty seized thousands of young educated men and  women. The famil-
iar order began to crumble when the Red pharaoh suddenly turned out to 
be mortal. “What would happen now?” One future dissident, then a senior 
philosophy student at Leningrad State University, was “suffocated by tears.” 
The slogan “For the Motherland! For Sta lin!” was not jarring to his ears.55 
Some, including even children of the victims of repression, suggested that 
the best students should now join the party, to support it as had been done 
in the wake of Lenin’s death.56 Even many Jewish students and young intel-
lectuals, the targets of Sta lin’s last campaign, felt gripped by apprehension 
and wept, not knowing what the future would bring.
 In Moscow many students risked their lives in the stampede to see Sta lin 
lying in state. Mikhail Gorbachev stood for more than thirty hours in line 
and managed to view the dead leader.57 The young poet Yevgeny Yevtu-
shenko, a student at the Institute of Literature, was caught in the mob and 
realized with horror that it was crushing people against streetlights, tele-
phone booths, and military trucks stationed to control the crowd. He sur-
vived only because he was tall, whereas short people,  women, and adoles-
cents suffocated or were dragged down. The sides of trucks were slick with 
blood. Police and young soldiers watched helplessly from the trucks, since 
they had no instructions. In an episode Yevtushenko described later in his 
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Precocious Autobiography, he undertook to act on his own, organizing a 
chain of strong young men that began to restrain the mob and save dying 
 women. At that moment he felt a savage hatred for ev ery thing that had 
given birth to that criminal stupidity of the authorities.58

 Bronislav Kholopov, an MGU sophomore, and his young girlfriend es-
caped from the stampede only to make another attempt to get to Sta lin’s 
body the next day. The scene of the previous day’s tragedy was littered with 
innumerable buttons and galoshes. A woman wandered around the square, 
looking for a lost shoe; the entire back of her fur coat was torn away. Half- 
dead of frost, Kholopov and his fiancée made it to the House of the Soviets, 
where they saw Sta lin in his coffin and many of the Kremlin leaders. After 
returning to the university they shared their experience with hundreds of 
students in a gigantic hall. Everyone wept. People said, “Lucky you. You 
buried Him. You will remember this all your life.” Forty years later, Khol-
opov remarked, “The system and the secret police could mold such people 
in any way they wanted.”59

 Postwar students and many intellectuals were still mourning Sta lin when 
the first shocking revelation came in April 1953: the Kremlin Doctors’ Plot 
was bogus, a fabrication by the secret police, and consequently the entire 
anti- Semitic campaign was a sham as well. The of fi cial announcement ac-
knowledged, for the first time, that the “confessions” of the doctors had 
been extorted under torture. On June 23 came another shock: Lavrenty Be-
ria, Sta lin’s right- hand man and the head of the secret police, had been ar-
rested as an “agent of international imperialism” and, more spe cifi cally, a 
“British spy.” This was the beginning of a political awakening and an exis-
tential crisis for MGU students. Ludmilla Alexeyeva found herself “haunted 
by the image of our leaders around a dinner table, guzzling wine and vodka 
and plotting whom to kill next.”60 Party agitators tried to explain to students 
at the Stromynka dormitory that the party had made mistakes but had 
found the courage to admit them publicly. When the authorities themselves 
began to acknowledge their fallibility, the romantic cult of Sta lin among 
students began to crumble. Fundamental changes were afoot.61

 Yet students remained confused about the direction and nature of the 
changes. Many people were shocked to read criticism of the “cult of person-
ality,” along with the information on Beria’s arrest. They could not under-
stand why, after constant daily praise for the Great Leader, Sta lin’s name 
suddenly disappeared from newspapers, radio, and public discussions. The 
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first anniversary of Sta lin’s death on March 5, 1954, came and went without 
mention in the media. Young intellectuals felt cheated, even offended by 
this omission. At the Stromynka dormitory they showed, as part of the 
Women’s Day ritual, a Soviet film about a simple peasant woman who met 
Lenin and became a member of the Bolshevik government. When, in a fi-
nal scene, Sta lin enters a great hall to thunderous applause, the students of 
MGU also rose and began to applaud. An MGU student of philology, Igor 
Dedkov, suggested during a lecture that the audience should stand and 
commemorate Sta lin’s memory. These were the last gasps of reverent and 
romantic Sta linism. Yet, more sig nifi cantly, it was the beginning of a genu-
ine public self- expression that was out of step with the of fi cial tune.62

 The fans of “style” were the second group among Soviet students after 
the Jews to begin to re flect on the changes. When one of them heard the 
news of Sta lin’s illness over the radio, he was struck by the phrase about 
the urine test. The great Sta lin urinated like the rest of mankind! From that 
moment on the myth of Infallible Leader was shattered for this young 
man.63 The stiliagi and jazz fans had special and immediate reasons for 
 optimism: jazz music was in the air again. In November 1953 Yuri Gendler, 
a teenager from Leningrad, listened to a concert from the House of the 
 Unions commemorating the anniversary of the Bolshevik October Revolu-
tion. After sections of pompous performance and classical music, the con-
ductor’s baton passed to Leonid Utesov, the Soviet jazz legend. And Utesov 
declared: “We are opening the second section with a tango, ‘Splashes of 
Champagne.’” Decades later Gendler would remember his shock. For years 
the word “tango” had been banned, along with jazz and other types of West-
ern music. Two months after Sta lin’s death the “splashes” sounded almost 
like an act of emancipation. Gendler astutely realized that big changes were 
under way. Indeed, with the disappearance of the Great Leader, the ban on 
jazz performances miraculously disappeared as well. For a while the noisy 
public campaign against the stiliagi also quieted down.64

 Many in Moscow remembered the first years after Sta lin’s death, among 
other things, for the spectacular proliferation of kompany—circles of 
friends, informal groups consisting mostly of educated people in their 
twenties and thirties. It was common for a circle to number twenty, thirty, 
or even fifty people. Also, it was common for these circles to include pro-
fessionals from different vocations: physicists and other scientists encoun-
tered novelists, poets, and artists; university professors and people in the 
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liberal arts met physicians and lawyers. Timofeev’s parties lost their unique-
ness after 1953. By comparison with Western student groups, kompany of 
educated Soviet youth had far greater sig nifi cance. The sociologist Vladi-
mir Shlapentokh, who grew up in Moscow in the 1940s and 1950s, con-
cludes that American society simply had no equivalent term to describe 
“friendship among adults.” Russian companions shared a passion for sport 
and music, but also for ideas and the fine arts. Alexis de Tocqueville wrote 
in his Democracy in America (1831) that Americans had learned to offset 
their individualism by forming voluntary associations. In the Soviet  Union, 
where the regime sought to turn young people into obedient functionaries 
and loyal professionals, many groups of friends functioned as substitutes 
for nonexistent voluntary associations. Ludmilla Alexeyeva considered that 
the bands of friends of the 1950s had sprung up as a social institution, serv-
ing this generation by ful fill ing “a psychological, spiritual, perhaps even a 
physiological need to discover their country, their history, and themselves.” 
What had been mortally dangerous only recently under Sta lin now became 
tolerated by the regime.65 The large groups of friends became a substitute 
for “publishing houses, salons, billboards, confession booths, concert halls, 
libraries, museums, counseling groups, sewing circles, knitting clubs, 
chambers of commerce, bars, clubs, restaurants, coffeehouses, dating agen-
cies, and seminars in literature, history, philosophy, linguistics, economics, 
genetics, physics, music, and the arts.”66 Some of these groups traced their 
origins to the self- education groups of the late 1940s but were larger, more 
diverse, and more open than these. The kompany also bore striking resem-
blance to the kruzhki (circles) where the Russian intelligentsia had devel-
oped in the 1840s and where in the first de cade after the Revolution the 
followers of that vanishing tribe had entrenched themselves, preserving 
their intellectual and cultural habits and interests.
 For a while, the biggest problem for these groups was where to meet. 
One legacy of Sta linism was a terrible shortage of private space, and an ex-
treme scarcity of cafés and other public venues for informal gatherings. 
Among the stiliagi the designated meeting points were the Nord café in 
Leningrad and the Cocktail Bar on Gorky Street in Moscow. Those who 
lived in separate apartments (not communal flats) became extremely valu-
able assets for their companions. Andrei Mikhalkov- Konchalovsky recalls 
that many members of his elite companies came to spend evenings in his 
spacious apartment, owned by his privileged father, a high functionary in 
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the  Union of Soviet Writers. They occasionally stayed overnight in the din-
ing room, sometimes even sleeping on the floor under the old piano.67

 The rise of such circles of friends, with their intense networking, offered 
alternative gathering points for human interaction, including relationships 
with the opposite sex. Groups of young companions were natural centers 
of dating and matchmaking. Countless young men and  women met their 
partners there. Yet the absence of private space and life in communal apart-
ments discouraged or undermined many romantic affairs. Allegedly, among 
bohemian stiliagi, many of whom had privileged parents possessing sepa-
rate apartments, one could find a sex partner more easily, or so it was be-
lieved. Many, however, had to limit their courtship to dancing, long walks, 
and endless conversations. Mikhail Gorbachev recalled that he fell in love 
with Raisa in an instant and she soon shared his feelings, but the couple 

Yuri Timofeev (left) and his friends in one of many kompany in Moscow during the 
Thaw. He told his little daughter that one day she would be proud to live in the country 
where the communist experiment had played out (Courtesy of Isay and Yevgenia 
Kuznetsov).
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could only meet in the Stromynka dorm or at a student club. This obstacle 
hampered their intimacy.68 At the same time, sex was not the center of the 
intellectual kompany; they offered deeper relationships. Male friendship, in 
particular, provided a crucial sociopsychological bond for the groups of 
young people of the 1950s.
 The predominance of men in the bands of companions continued for 
many years after the war. Often a core group consisted of a few men who 
trusted one another absolutely and consulted one another on all important 
issues. The psychological distance between the members of this group was 
minimal; they felt they could spend an eternity together.69 Intellectual kom-
pany, in contrast to the rest of the society, also offered equality and respect 
to many educated young  women. In general, Russian  women had a very 
hard time of it, because Sta linism promoted male chauvinism and because 
twelve to seventeen million men had been lost during the war. Many  women 
had to raise children alone, without male assistance or alimony.70 Foreign 
visitors until the early 1960s described young Soviet  women as vulgar, badly 
dressed, and lacking in feminine charm. In intellectual circles,  women 
flour ished and found freedom from household chores. Ludmilla Alexeyeva 
was one of them. After her graduation from Moscow State University, she 
entered into a marriage of con ve nience and had children “like ev ery body 
else.” At the same time, she and her friend Natasha met a group of older 
men who had been imprisoned in 1946 for forming a mock association, 
“brotherhood of penniless sybarites.” In the safer environment of the Thaw 
those men formed a vibrant circle of friends. Each woman contributed her 
erudition or professional expertise to the group’s pool of knowledge. Lud-
milla produced “reports” on what she found in the numerous  volumes of 
Lenin’s work and old Bolshevik papers she read at that time, in an attempt 
to trace the transformation of Bolshevism into Sta linism. Natasha, an ex-
pert on Spain and Cuba, told the group what she read in Spanish- language 
press and learned from Spanish ex- pats who had moved to the Soviet  Union 
after the Spanish Civil War. Alexeyeva found her true love and intellectual 
partner among the “penniless sybarites” and divorced her husband. Her 
children stayed with her.71

 A major social function of the circles was to provide an environment 
that would foster self- education. A handwritten student journal, In Search, 
produced in October 1956 by the philology students at Ural State Univer-
sity, described this motive well. “The humanities have been destroyed in 
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our country, stripped to the bone during the last twenty sorrowful years. 
There is nobody to restore them, except ourselves. What should we do? 
Our teachers cannot give us ev ery thing. We are in the need of self- 
education.”72 As the atmosphere was gradually oxygenated with hope and 
initiative after 1953, young people avidly sought to form new connections 
and friendships. People struck up conversations, and subsequently relation-
ships, while waiting in long lines for much- coveted books, or to buy tickets 
to much- discussed theater plays, or by sharing literary news in a library 
reading room. Alexeyeva found new opportunities for friendship and intel-
lectual interaction in the basement of the Lenin Library in Moscow, where 
people discussed articles in the literary journal Novy Mir from 1953 to 
1955—and often disagreed over them.73

 As the site of informal discussion clubs, student dormitories played an 
extraordinary role in those years. Graduates of Moscow State University in 
1954–55, Gorbachev among them, recalled that the lights in the Stromynka 
dorm stayed on during the night. Students stayed up all night long, ex-
changing ideas and discussing literary news. Mikhail and Raisa met in a 
dorm room with their young classmates, philosophers and jurists, among 
them Merab Mamardashvili, a Georgian, and Yuri Levada, a Russian. Ma-
mardashvili would later become an original interpreter of neo- Kantian phi-
losophy; Levada would revive Russian sociology and launch Russia’s first 
in de pen dent public opinion center. Back then, they were still orthodox 
Marxist- Leninists; but what counted more was that in circles of intimates 
they were “normal”—that is, sincere and honest friends and associates, 
not hacks or informants. In the first sign of departure from the totalitar-
ian identity of the 1930s, post- Sta lin youth culture began to consider any 
reporting on informal student life as a betrayal. Openly “anti- Soviet” politi-
cal remarks were still the exception in these kinds of companies, but most 
of the time the perpetrator would be reprimanded by the members of 
the company itself and the indiscretion would be concealed from the au-
thorities.

Seeking Honesty in Literature
Between 1953 and 1955 this growing world of circles of friends, where the 
postwar generation of students and young intellectuals socialized, eagerly 
welcomed ev ery signal of change and liberalization following Sta lin’s death. 
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It was a time of renewed hope and of social and intellectual awakening in 
Russia. Hundreds of thousands of men and  women began to return from 
the concentration camps and rejoin society. The World War II veterans 
whose expectation of a better and freer life after the victory had been shat-
tered by Sta lin got their second wind. Russian cultural, sci en tific, and edu-
cational institutions mushroomed, fed by the in flux of postwar university 
students and graduates. Those years later came to be known as the Thaw, 
after a novel by Ilya Ehrenburg published in May 1954. It was a metaphor 
that transformed the idea of time and change. Whereas Sta linist pro pa-
gan da had presented the postwar years as a time of red- hot dynamism and 
feverish prog ress, Ehrenburg’s phrase equated them with the long winter 
and paralyzing frost. It hinted that the melting of the old order that had re-
pressed society and culture had already begun and might—or might not—
turn into spring.
 Anatoly Cherniaev, a war veteran and a classmate of poet David  Samoilov, 
wrote in his memoirs that in the years after Sta lin’s death “ev ery thing hon-
est, healthy, ethical that had been surviving for several de cades in this de-
ceived and maimed society began to boil like geysers under the surface of 
the dead sea, attracting ev ery body’s attention. And as it had been the case 
many times in Russian history, the leader and avatar in the liberation of 
minds was literature.”74 By the early 1950s, Russian literature seemed a life-
less landscape. The officious pseudoliterature of socialist realism degener-
ated into a form of pro pa gan da that concocted an imaginary “ideal” world 
populated by archetypes of Soviet people, not by thinking men and  women 
with hearts and souls.75 As Trofim Lysenko created a powerful faction in 
biology that marginalized and harassed talented geneticists, Soviet litera-
ture underwent a similar pro cess. The Lysenkos of literature were hacks el-
evated by the regime to the position of watchdogs of socialist realism. The 
monumental enterprise of socialist realism, however, had sig nifi cant flaws. 
The pseudoliterature it created was low- quality pulp fiction, pretentious 
and ar ti fi cial. It promoted the middle- class virtues of comfort and con-
formism along with conservative aesthetics and imperial chauvinism.76

 Most writers reacted to Sta lin’s death in the same way as the rest of the 
society. Konstantin Simonov felt that some part of his life had ended. He 
sat down to express his feelings in verse but, unexpectedly, burst into tears. 
He later recalled: “I did not cry out of sorrow or out of pity for the de-
ceased: these were not sentimental tears, they were the tears that result from 
shock.”77 An editor of the Literaturnaia Gazeta, he penned an editorial of 
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encomium: “Now, for many years ahead, our Soviet literature has one ma-
jor task—to recreate the image of Sta lin, the greatest genius of all times and 
peoples, in all its fullness.” This editorial infuriated Nikita Khrushchev, the 
new leader of the party secretariat, so much that he demanded that Simo-
nov should be fired. Another talented poet, Alexander Tvardovsky, also 
wept privately over the death of the “great man,” and was later morally trou-
bled by the sudden silence about Sta lin in the media. Tvardovsky had had 
to distance himself from his family when it was exiled during the collectiv-
ization, and he felt ashamed of it. So many years after the fact, he must have 
felt that a renunciation of the late leader would have been an indication of 
moral cowardice.78

 Soon, however, the rumor of changes began to spread through the  Union 
of Soviet Writers. Some writers believed that head of state Georgy Malen-
kov supported cultural liberalization. In August and September 1953, Alex-
ander Fadeev, the head of the  union, sent two secret letters to the new 
Kremlin leaders seeking clar i fi ca tion. He admitted that there was no  longer 
vibrant literature in Russia. He wrote: “How is it possible that during the 
last century and a half of the existence of the old Russia, despite the fero-
cious resistance of the most reactionary tsarist regime to ev ery thing pro-
gres sive, there emerged plenty of writers, composers, actors, and artists in 
ev ery de cade, distinguished not only during their time but also many de-
cades later. And in our day, when the socialist order in the USSR has been 
in existence for almost half a century, with the communist leadership being 
the most pro gres sive power, we have had allegedly only one great poet, 
Mayakovsky, and after him literature came to a grinding halt.”79 Fadeev cau-
tiously suggested that Sta linist regimentation in cultural affairs was exces-
sive: it throttled creative efforts. The existing system, he wrote, gave too 
much power to the army of half- educated bureaucrats: editors, publishers, 
directors, bureaucrats in the creative  unions and in the Ministry of Culture, 
and regional party bosses. Many of them, he complained, were too “unquali-
fied, ignorant, and rude” to handle the delicate task of controlling culture. 
Fadeev, never a liberal in cultural affairs, suggested establishing a “special 
connection” between the Kremlin leadership and the leading writers and 
artists. If the top leadership “could take under its immediate observation 
and guidance ten to fift een of the best writers in the country and would 
deal with the ideological and creative dynamics in the writers’  union in its 
entirety, then our Soviet literature would make great strides forward.”80

 No response to Fadeev’s letters was forthcoming. Yet on November 27, 
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1953, Pravda published an article, signed by the anonymous “Spectator,” 
which de fined socialist realism as broadly as it had originally been de fined 
in 1934 by Gorky and Bukharin: as a principle that allowed “unbelievable 
freedom of development” for a plurality of literary schools and “preserved 
the artist’s right to in de pen dence.” This article sent a signal of hope to the 
cultural elites. Some writers, musicians, and artists began to speak about a 
possible repeal of the Zhdanovshchina decrees. People who had suffered 
during the anticosmopolitan campaign began to talk about “some kind of 
ideological NEP,” alluding to the period in the 1920s, which in retrospect 
appeared as the time of un imag in able freedoms. And Fadeev began to in-
quire whether one could declare amnesty for all the writers attacked and 
ostracized after 1945.81

 Alexander Tvardovsky, the editor of a leading Moscow literary journal, 
Novy Mir, decided to help the party leadership by initiating a discussion on 
cultural policies and the task of culture. With his connections in the party 
apparatus, he knew about the uncertainty and disagreements among the 
Kremlin leaders.82 Tvardovsky also had his own hopes for a better future. 
He leaked the news that he was fin ishing a sequel to Tyorkin’s saga. This 
time he put the Russian folk hero into “another world,” an imaginary life 
after death, where Tyorkin, to his amazement, found just the kind of in-
stitutions, norms, and rules that had prevailed in Sta lin’s state and soci-
ety. Only Tyorkin, a spontaneous personality, was alive in this kingdom of 
“dead souls.” Even as Tvardovsky continued to mourn Sta lin’s death, his in-
nate honesty, humor, and irony led him in the direction of de- Sta linization.
 In December 1953 Tvardovsky launched the most sig nifi cant public dis-
cussion of the issues with a series of essays by Vladimir Pomerantsev in 
Novy Mir, en ti tled “On Sincerity in Literature.” Literature, Pomerantsev ar-
gued, cannot exist without talent and honesty on the part of the author. 
Prefabricated books that “varnish reality” are above all boring; they contra-
dict their readers’ common sense and offer nothing to their minds and 
souls. Literary critics, instead of testing the patriotic and ideological cre-
dentials of the author (a jab at the anticosmopolitan campaign), should 
stick to their ac tual business, criticizing bad books and helping talented 
writers. The con flicts and “vulgarities of life” should be the focal point of 
literature. Pomerantsev’s unassuming style and his Socratic manner of ar-
gument contrasted with the bombastic and cliché- ridden literary essays 
produced by Sta linist critics. In the postwar years Pomerantsev lived in East 
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Germany, working for the Soviet Military Administration. Even there, he 
seemed to breathe air less stale than that in Moscow.83 In a society debased 
and defiled by Sta linism, his essays calling a spade a spade produced a sen-
sation. It was as if one suddenly came upon a normal mirror in a hall of 
twisted re flections. The term “varnishing of reality” challenged the estab-
lished literary hierarchy of late Sta linism.
 It was not the quality of Pomerantsev’s essays and other Thaw publica-
tions that made literature the herald of liberalization. Rather it was the 
 special role of Russian literature in general in the worldview and education 
of the postwar generation. During World War II a bond had already been 
forged between them and talented writers and poets. Tvardovsky’s poems 
about Soldier Tyorkin, Simonov’s lyrics, and Ehrenburg’s fiery reporting 
survived the postwar crackdown. Some exceptions also punctuated the 
grayness of late Sta linist literature toward the end of the 1940s. Certain 
novels about the war provide at least some presentiment of the true trag-
edy and complexity of life, such as Star, by Immanuel Kazakevich, Front- 
Line Sta lingrad, by Viktor Nekrasov, and A Story about a Real Man, by Boris 
Polevoi. Many students also devoured the Russian classics, including works 
by Pushkin, Gogol, Tolstoy, Chekhov, and Herzen, as well as by Vladimir 
Korolenko and Konstantin Paustovsky. The works of Fyodor Dostoevsky, 
Sergei Yesenin, and numerous poets and writers of the past were banned 
from Soviet libraries. Some students got banned books from their home li-
braries. After 1946 the poems and novels of Akhmatova and Zoshchenko, 
denounced by Sta lin, continued to be circulated in handwritten and typed 
copies. Small groups of young, well- educated Russians found refuge in the 
libraries, reading any world classic that could be found there. It was cus-
tomary for young book lovers in those days to enter lengthy excerpts of the 
books they read, along with their thoughts about them, in their diaries.84

 Pomerantsev’s article gave numerous bands of students a welcome focus 
for discussion. They linked the dismal state of the arts in the USSR with 
economic and social problems. There still was no political framework for 
addressing this issue. Pomerantsev, however, proposed a moral framework: 
Why could the people who had won that monumental war not be treated 
like adults and told the bitter truth? Should the class struggle justify dis-
honesty and “varnishing” of reality? During the first months of 1954 the 
universities in Moscow, Leningrad, Sverdlovsk (Yekaterinburg), and other 
cities were abuzz with talk about “sincerity in literature.” Discussions among 
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students resembled the debates about Nikolai Chernyshevsky’s articles in 
Russia’s “pro gres sive society” a hundred years earlier. At MGU a group of 
graduate and postgraduate students expressed their solidarity with Pomer-
antsev in a collective letter. Among them was the astronomer and future 
dissident Kronid Liubarsky. It is worth noting two other students of Mos-
cow State University, roommates in the dormitory on Stromynka Street, 
for their par tic i pa tion in those debates. One was the Czech student Zdeněk 
Mlynář, who would become a leading fig ure in the Prague Spring of 1968 
and later a human rights advocate. Another was Mikhail Gorbachev, the 
future Soviet leader.85

 Yet the hopes ended as abruptly as they had arisen. In the Kremlin, at the 
top of the party pyramid, no unity existed, and certainly no will to abolish 
Sta linist control over literature. Malenkov’s in flu ence began to slip. His ri-
vals, Nikita Khrushchev and Viacheslav Molotov, criticized him at the time 
for lack of ideological firmness and for attempts to increase his popularity 
in Soviet society at their expense. Cold War tensions grew, exacerbated by 
the nuclear arms race.86 Sensing the chill wind emanating from the Krem-
lin, the secretary of the writers’  union, Alexei Surkov, once a gifted poet and 
now an experienced apparatchik, published a critique of Pomerantsev’s ar-
ticle and the whole discussion of “sincerity in literature” as expressions of 
ideological vacillation in the face of external threat.
 On July 23, 1954, the party secretariat condemned the “errors” of Novy 
Mir and pressured Tvardovsky to recant. Khrushchev, who also knew and 
liked the Tyorkin poems and iden ti fied with Tvardovsky’s peasant roots, 
sharply disapproved of the Novy Mir discussion of “sincerity.” He believed 
that the postwar suppression of literature and the fine arts, the implicit tar-
get of the discussion, was the correct party line, dictated by the emerging 
Cold War situation. And how could Soviet literature be “dishonest”? Also, 
Khrushchev might have been displeased with Tvardovsky’s recent publica-
tion of a poem about Sta lin, commemorating the anniversary of his death. 
In it the poet called himself an orphan.87 Tvardovsky refused to repent; yet, 
he still had complete faith in the wisdom and fairness of the party and in 
his own ability to work with its leadership for the “socialist cause.”88

 The year 1954 ended with the convening of the Second Congress of So-
viet Writers in Moscow. By comparison with the first congress, which had 
taken place twenty years earlier, this gathering, given lengthy coverage in 
the Soviet media, testified to the huge losses that literature had suffered un-
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der Sta linism. Hundreds of the most talented authors were gone, killed or 
ostracized by the regime. What remained was an assembly of aging, largely 
cynical men and  women delivering sterile speeches, deceiving others and 
themselves. There was no infusion of young blood, no in flux of fresh talent. 
Critical minds viewed the congress as the funeral of a once vital, complex, 
and idealistic literature. A professor of history from Moscow State Univer-
sity, Sergei Dmitriev, noted in his diary that the situation of literature was 
so disastrous that it would be best to “disband the writers’  union, avoid 
 creating a new one, and stop convening any congresses of writers.”89

 Although critical thoughts and discussions were suppressed and the of fi-
cial literature was in profound crisis, one “geyser under the surface of the 
dead sea” continued to gain strength. It was poetry. The Great Patriotic War 
had already produced a phenomenal demand for lyrics to embody the long-
ings, desires, and profound sentiments of Russians whose individual feel-
ings had long been suppressed.90 The renewal of this suppression after 1946 
only whetted the appetite for intimate verse. Between 1953 and 1955, re-
sponding to this demand, even Soviet newspapers, usually turgid and ster-
ile, began to publish poetry almost daily. Astonishingly, in April 1954 the 
journal Znamia published, without much ado, ten beautiful poems by Boris 
Pasternak, which he had written in 1946–47 for his Doctor Zhivago. The 
political and literary censors, and most of the public, completely missed the 
fact that Pasternak had written these poems about the resurgence of his 
love for God. His “second birth” into mystical Christianity had helped the 
poet survive years of suicidal despair.
 David Samoilov and Boris Slutsky, already in their midthirties and still 
without a single publication, felt renewed inspiration. Slutsky in particular 
believed that his time had fi nally come. Slutsky was convinced, and tried to 
convince others, that the “poetic renaissance” that had followed Sta lin’s 
death was an omen of better and greater things to come. The core of his 
political philosophy remained the same as in 1940 or in 1945: it was a 
Marxist- Leninist revolutionary philosophy, but now it stood in opposition 
to the anti- Semitic and anticultural policies of the Sta linist “ruling class.” In 
Slutsky’s opinion the Great Patriotic War was a period of redemption for 
communist ideas; and the party, once it had been purified of careerists and 
time servers, would again become the proper vehicle for global historical 
changes. He, a party member, wanted to be a commissar of the “pro gres-
sive” literature of the future.91 In his poems about Sta lin, “Boss” and “God,” 
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circulated in handwritten copies among friends, Slutsky sought to break 
Sta lin’s terrible spell over his generation. He portrayed him as “another 
God, more cruel and cle ver than Jehovah,” who responded to worship and 
love only with “somber, grim hatred” toward his slaves. In his poem “Jews,” 
Slutsky, whose relatives had perished in the Holocaust, wrote about living 
“under the curse of a wretched race.” Citing his own war record, he dis-
pelled the Nazi slander,  adopted by Soviet anti- Semites, that Jews had let 
others fight for them.92

 The poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko remembered a conversation he had had 
in the first half of 1954 in the group of students from the Institute of Litera-
ture. Yunna Morits, an eigh teen- year- old poet, whose parents were still in 
the camps, said to the twenty- one- year-old Yevtushenko, “The Revolution 
is dead, and its corpse is stinking.” Another teenage student, with a round 
childish face and a thick red plait, Izabella Akhmadulina, her sloe eyes 
flashing, retorted, “You ought to be ashamed of yourself. The Revolution 
 isn’t dead; the Revolution is sick, and we must help it.”93

 Yevgeny Yevtushenko had been born in 1932, the son of young and ro-
mantic geologists, in Zima, a stop on the great Trans- Siberian Railway. His 
parents soon split up, and only later did he learn a family secret: both 
his grandfathers had vanished during Sta lin’s Great Terror. He grew up a 
naive Sta linist, like many others. His early patriotic poems, published in a 
sports tabloid, were his ticket to the Institute of Literature in 1953. The 
tragic stampede during Sta lin’s funeral shattered Yevtushenko’s blind opti-
mism, yet the romantic core remained intact. He did not want to stand out-
side the mainstream, he wanted to direct its course. Yevgeny enjoyed his 
role as a public personality, and he was a natural fighter. His considerable 
dramatic talent turned his poetic evenings into emotional mass perfor-
mances. Tall and lanky, with the jaunty smile of a pop star, in his tweed 
jackets and bright ties, he could be mistaken for a stiliaga. Akhmadulina, 
later known as Bella, would soon become the brightest female light of the 
new poetic generation. She had been born into a family of low- ranking 
 Soviet of fi cials in Moscow.94 As a student, she was an idealistic Komsomol 
activist. At the same time, she had a profoundly private side; her literary 
taste was shaped by Marcel Proust. Beautiful, frail, exuding immense femi-
nine charm, Akhmadulina rivaled the most famous actresses when she was 
onstage. In the opinion of many later admirers, she had “a completely un- 
Soviet expression” on her face and a look of “perpetual, quivering astonish-
ment” in her gaze.95
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 Soon after their conversation about the ailing Revolution, Yevtushenko 
and Akhmadulina were married. In a few years, moreover, their poetry 
came to symbolize the yearning for change and spiritual liberalization. In 
1955 Anastas Mikoyan, then a member of the Politburo and Khrushchev’s 
most important ally, noticed a crowd blocking the way of his government 
limousine. On inquiring what all the commotion was about, he received 
one word in reply, “Yevtushenko.” When he inquired who that was, the an-
swer was, “A poet.” Mikoyan later admitted: “I saw people queuing up for 
poetry, not for food. I realized that a new era had begun.”96

 During the de cade that followed, literature, especially poetry, would be-
come the main outlet for the creative energies of the new generation. The 
search for a fresh style and individual self- expression, heralded by the ap-
pearance of the stiliagi, would continue in the sphere of the fine arts. From 
the ranks of the war veterans, as well as the maturing students of the imme-
diate postwar period, would emerge the heirs to the socially concerned in-
telligentsia that had nourished the poets and writers of the Russian past. 
The eagerly awaited words of these “children of Zhivago” would serve as an 
inspiration to the rapidly burgeoning numbers of young artists and intel-
lectuals, scientists and engineers, philosophers and journalists. On the ru-
ins of the old intelligentsia young shoots began to sprout—a change at first 
as gradual and imperceptible as the Thaw that had produced them.

Bella (Izabella) Akhmadulina, who 
became a nationally known poet after 
Sta lin’s death. She said in 1954, “The 
Revolution  isn’t dead; the Revolution is 
sick, and we must help it” (Courtesy of 
Memorial, Moscow).
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Shock Effects 
1956–1958

On the morning of February 25, 1956, Nikita Khrushchev walked up 
to the Central Committee podium to read the most important speech of his 
life. He faced thousands of delegates to the Twentieth Congress of the Com-
munist Party of the USSR, gathered in the long, cavernous Hall of the Su-
preme Soviets in the Kremlin. In the speech he castigated Sta lin as a tyrant 
and a murderer of many “honest communists.” Based on previous investi-
gation, the report he delivered unmistakably indicted Sta lin as the master-
mind of the destruction of party and state elites during the 1930s. Quickly 
dubbed the secret speech, Khrushchev’s report would soon become any-
thing but secret for tens of millions in the Soviet  Union and hundreds of 
millions around the world.1 Khrushchev edited the report to suit his com-
munist beliefs and political purposes. He did not mention in the report that 
between 1937 and 1938 alone Sta lin’s secret police arrested 1,548,366 peo-
ple. Of these, 681,692 were executed. He did not mention the atrocities of 
the Revolution, the deportation and death of millions of peasants during 
collectivization, the elimination of gentry, clergy, intellectuals, and artists—
crimes that had occurred before 1937–38. He also omitted to mention later 
crimes, including those in which he was personally involved, such as the 
infamous Katyn massacre, in which 22,000 Polish of fi cers were murdered 
by the NKVD in 1940.2

I built my house on sand 
That seemed so recently to be a rock. 
So is it still for some. For me 
It split asunder, fell to bits.

—Boris Slutsky, 1952
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 Still, the enormity and cold cynicism of the Sta linist crimes, revealed 
by Khrushchev, produced profound and lasting shock among the commu-
nist believers and many educated idealists who believed in the Soviet cause. 
Even the people who had seen much cruelty and injustice in Soviet soci-
ety were shattered by the revelations. Thirty- two- year-old Alexander Ya-
kovlev, a war veteran and young party apparatchik (he would later be-
come one of the fathers of glasnost under Gorbachev), was lucky enough 
to obtain a guest ticket for the concluding day of the congress. Ten years 
earlier, soon after his demobilization from the army, he was standing at 
the train station of his hometown observing cars filled with Soviet POWs 
traveling from German camps to Soviet camps in Siberia, when he sud-
denly began to notice other harsh realities of Soviet life—starving chil-
dren, the confiscation of grain from peasants, and prison sentences for 
 trifling violations. “It became increasingly obvious that ev ery body was 
 lying,” he recalls, referring to the public triumphalism after the war.3 Still, 
for him the shock at Khrushchev’s report “was incredibly profound.” He 
felt a terrible chill inside. Khrushchev’s words “canceled out ev ery thing” 
he lived for. His faith was “exploding in shrapnel like a grenade shell.” Thir-
teen hundred delegates to the congress felt the same. Nobody applauded 
at the end of the speech. People left the hall bowed down, as if crushed 
by the unfamiliar knowledge. During the intermission an IFLI graduate 
and war veteran, Igor Chernoutsan, stood smoking in the corridor with 
poet Konstantin Simonov. He later wrote: “We already knew a lot, but we 
were stunned by the way the truth caved in on us. But was it the whole 
truth?”4

 For idealistic, educated Russians, the shock of the “secret speech” was 
comparable to the outbreak of World War II. Just as then, a world of cer-
tainties came to an end, now that core beliefs and commonly accepted wis-
dom had turned to dust. The shock effect was especially strong on the co-
horts of young university graduates and on those university students who 
were just entering social and cultural life. Confronting the enormity of Sta-
linist crimes, admitting the criminal nature of the man who had led the 
Soviet  Union to victory during the war, and toward superpower sta tus af-
terward, required a mental revolution. Whom now to trust? Where to turn? 
The Soviet proj ect and their own existence, professional and personal, sud-
denly lost their moorings.
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Catharsis and Trauma
Khrushchev did not have the vision or the intellectual ability to turn de- 
Sta linization into a consistent policy after the secret speech. It was as if he 
had pushed a huge boulder down a mountain and could not comprehend 
the magnitude of the avalanche it produced. Educated Russians learned 
about Khrushchev’s speech in a peculiar way. On March 5 the party Polit-
buro (at that time called the presidium) approved Khrushchev’s edited copy 
of his speech, and later it was issued to all party committees, to “inform all 
the Communists and Komsomol members, and also nonparty activists in-
cluding workers, white- collar personnel, and collective farmers.” Party 
functionaries read the speech aloud behind closed doors at universities, 
colleges, and even high schools. It was relatively easy even for nonparty 
members, including university and high school students, to familiarize 
themselves with the speech. William Taubman found that altogether “up to 
seven million Party and eigh teen million Komsomol members had the 
speech read to them in the weeks that followed.”5

 Lidia Chukovskaia, the daughter of a famous literary critic from the 
 prerevolutionary intelligentsia of St. Petersburg, described in her notes how 
the reading of the speech went at the of fice of the writers’  union in Moscow. 
“We suddenly saw that all the people standing quietly in the corridor trick-
led into the conference hall. We entered with them and sat at the long table. 
A young, pretty woman in a green suit locked the door and sat down at the 
head of the table. She read very distinctly, in a style typical of the intelligent-
sia. The reading lasted for two hours and a half.” Some  women cried. There 
was no discussion after the reading, and the audience filed out of the hall, 
each left with his or her own feelings and thoughts.6 Chukovskaia and some 
others who had known the truth about Sta lin’s repressions or had secretly 
hated the tyrant and his regime rejoiced. Yet many more were overwhelmed 
and even appalled. Ehrenburg recalled that he “was shaken” by the speech, 
“as it was not given in a circle of friends by one of Sta lin’s victims but by the 
first secretary of the party.”7

 Party committees and propagandists, as well as the secret police (trans-
formed in 1954 into the KGB), were painfully unprepared for the new situ-
ation. The absence of any explanation or guidelines for discussion of the 
speech produced a virtual state of paralysis in the party and the state pro pa-
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gan da apparatus.8 Party or ga ni za tions, expecting to receive detailed in-
structions from above, delayed their regular meetings. Weeks passed, and 
still the Kremlin was silent. The delay only magnified the wild rumors cir-
culating in Moscow and Leningrad.9 The KGB and party or ga ni za tions also 
reported rumblings of discontent from Ukraine, Estonia, Central Asia, and 
the South Caucasus. From March 4 to March 9, a nationalist mass uprising 
exploded in Georgia, even before the secret speech was read there: crowds 
consisting mostly of students and members of the Soviet intelligentsia “de-
fended” Sta lin against what they perceived as Khrushchev and Mikoyan’s 
conspiracy. The Georgian mutiny was put down by the army at the cost of 
dozens of casualties.10

 Among students and young intellectuals in Russia the first reaction to 
the speech was often one of collective catharsis. Vadim Medvedev, a student 
at Leningrad State University (he would become a Politburo member under 
Gorbachev), recalled that in the complete silence of the university confer-
ence hall somebody whispered, “Something is rotten deep down inside our 
party.” In the spring of 1956, strangers and even opponents could freely tell 
one another their real thoughts about the Communist Party and the Soviet 
past. “Such conversations would have been unthinkable a few weeks ear-
lier,” recalled Alexeyeva. “Something extraordinary is happening,” one stu-
dent told Ehrenburg. “Everybody is arguing—and moreover, absolutely 
 ev ery one is beginning to think.”11 Great numbers of students could not im-
mediately digest the terrible news revealed by Khrushchev: they were angry 
at him and blamed him for ruining their youthful idealism. Those naive 
Sta linists persevered in their faith. Yet for others, especially those whose 
parents and relatives had perished in the Great Terror, the facts were unde-
niable, and Sta lin “was a great malefactor.” These students asked: Who cre-
ated the cult of personality? If there was only one personality, what did the 
rest of the party do? The obvious answer was that the cult of personality 
was not the dictatorship of only one man. Every party committee in ev ery 
region, district, and area had its petty Sta lins. And if there were many exe-
cutioners, where did they come from, from what dark realm had they 
emerged? Where were the guarantees that past crimes would not be re-
peated? Spontaneous, unguided discussions began to erupt among the stu-
dent youth of Moscow, Leningrad, and other Russian cities in late March 
and April. After a presentation of the speech at the Moscow Regional Peda-
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gogical Institute to professors, graduate students, and some undergradu-
ates, “many considered it as manifest proof of the degeneration and bureau-
cratization of the party.”12

 An avalanche of desperate signals from disoriented party propagandists 
reached party headquarters, reporting on “antiparty activities” in places 
with a high concentration of professionals and educated groups. Confusion 
was widespread: What to do with Sta lin’s portraits and statues? Should all 
his works be removed from pro pa gan da and teaching schedules and mate-
rials? Students in Moscow high schools began to tear Sta lin’s portraits off 
the walls. At the party meeting of the Dubna Thermo- Technical Labora-
tory, a secret lab near Moscow working on the development of atomic reac-
tors under the aegis of the Soviet atomic ministry, a spontaneous discussion 
of the speech took place. The young physicist Yuri Orlov, a war veteran and 
an MGU graduate (class of 1952) felt an irresistible urge “to get cleaned up 
from all this filth and blood.” At a public discussion of the speech Orlov 
spoke about the dictatorship of “a gang of crooks” in the country. He de-
nounced the tyranny of “careerists and conformists” in the bureaucracy, the 
sci en tific establishment, and state media. The vast majority of the audience, 
primarily young physicists, applauded. Other speakers deplored the ab-
sence of freedom of information and free speech. Some of them demanded 
an end to jamming of the BBC and other Western radio stations. The anger 
of the young discussants increasingly focused on the present leadership. 
Sta lin was dead. But what about his accomplices who were still in power?13

 The tumult provoked by Khrushchev’s speech began to alarm the party 
leaders. The pressure grew for Khrushchev to de fine the content and limits 
of de- Sta linization. On April 5 Pravda published a piece severely criticizing 
the “antiparty remarks” of young scientists at the Thermo- Technical Labo-
ratory. Yuri Orlov and three other young scientists who supported him 
were fired (there were no arrests). The Politburo decided to convene a party 
plenum to address “the task of improving ideological efforts.” The Soviet 
leader still seemed inclined to deliver further attacks against the cult of Sta-
lin. He put his favorite speechwriter and adviser, Dmitry Shepilov, in charge 
of the preparations. Khrushchev’s ally Marshal Georgy Zhukov, the minis-
ter of defense, prepared materials on Sta lin’s errors during the war. The 
 plenum was never convened. The text of the speech was leaked to Israeli 
intelligence, and then to the CIA. The U.S. State Department published the 
speech, and soon American- funded Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe 
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began to broadcast it, to the dismay of communists in both the East and the 
West. This unexpected development altered Khrushchev’s calculations. 
Suddenly, the entire communist world, and especially Soviet satellites in 
Eastern Europe, were in turmoil, and this strengthened the opponents of 
rash de- Sta linization in the Kremlin.14 On June 30, 1956, Pravda fi nally 
published a Central Committee resolution titled “On the Cult of Personal-
ity and Its Consequences.” It explained Sta lin’s crimes as caused not by flaws 
of personality, but by “historical circumstances,” such as the war and the 
presence of enemies within and surrounding the USSR. The resolution also 
explained that the party could not criticize Sta lin, because people already 
associated socialist victories with him. The Kremlin belatedly sought to set 
boundaries for de- Sta linization. There was the blatant contradiction be-
tween the secret speech, which condemned Sta lin’s crimes, and the party 
resolution, which did not. And that discrepancy only provoked additional 
passionate debates among young Soviet intellectuals and students.
 With the secret speech, the Thaw not only returned, but rapidly evolved 
into a much more radical and divisive phenomenon. Khrushchev was mis-
taken in thinking that Soviets could easily remove Sta lin from the Soviet 
and communist worldview and move on. The revelations about Sta lin’s use 
of terror against party members dealt an irreparable blow to the teleologi-
cal view of Soviet history. Sta linism implied a constant expansion in time 
and space; it recognized no reversals, and “each step was a step forward, ev-
ery stage an absolute achievement.” The past was only the springboard for 
another leap into the future. In contrast, Khrushchev was now asking peo-
ple to return to the past. This request meant that despite the bloodshed and 
sac ri fice of millions, the communist “train” had been moving in the wrong 
direction.15 Given the quasi- religious faith that communism was the wave 
of the future, such a realization implied that perhaps Soviet society could 
no  longer be seen as being in the forefront of global prog ress.
 Some older intellectuals and artists, especially the victims of Sta lin’s re-
pressions and those who had just returned from the gulag, greeted the 
speech with quiet satisfaction but felt uneasy about the passions it had un-
leashed. The poet Anna Akhmatova, a victim of communist and Sta linist 
repression, was thankful to Khrushchev for liberating her only son Lev, 
who had spent years in the camps. She began to call herself a Khrushchev-
ist. At the same time, she remarked on March 29, 1956, “What if each and 
ev ery one started to draw conclusions from Khrushchev’s report and, most 
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important, added his or her own considerations and experience? It would 
be disastrous.” Bitter experience made Akhmatova worry that moderate 
liberalization from above might again generate a vicious cycle of radicalism 
and repression.16 The radicalization Akhmatova feared did indeed begin 
to emerge in university classes and dorms. The reaction to Khrushchev’s 
bombshell reactivated the traditional alienation between the “thinking” 
segment of the youn ger generation and the ruling class. This kind of ten-
sion had given rise to the Russian intelligentsia a century earlier. Moreover, 
the questions of who was to blame and what was to be done were the same 
“accursed” questions that had tormented and fragmented educated circles 
in Russia earlier. Indeed, a small but growing number of young writers, in-
tellectuals, artists, and numerous circles of friends would soon pursue ex-
actly the same road that the nineteenth- century intelligentsia had taken 
before them: they would question the existing regime in the name of uni-
versal ideals of justice and human rights.
 The more idealistic young intellectuals and students were, the more they 
felt shocked by the secret speech. At Moscow State University, the most in-
tense discussions took place among students in the humanities: historians, 
philologists, philosophers, and journalists. Such young men and  women 
had the intellectual and cultural ammunition to discuss social and politi-
cal issues. Among students of physics, chemistry, geology, and biology, ide-
ological unrest was marginal. But even some of these students quoted 
Trotsky, criticized the party, and compared the KGB to the Gestapo.17 At 
some schools the student movement was more visible: the Institute of Lit-
erature and the Institute of Cinematography (VGIK) in Moscow, the Insti-
tute of Mining Engineers and the Institute of Technology in Leningrad, and 
so on.18

 The secret speech alienated the idealistic students of 1956 from Sta lin 
but also from Sta lin’s successors. Socialist romanticism was the political 
credo of these students, and justice, equality, and internationalism were 
their ideals. These students did not differ much in their beliefs from the 
postwar students and the educated war veterans of the 1940s and early 
1950s. In other words, they were part of one extended historical generation. 
One student of Moscow State University, arrested in 1957 for “anti- Soviet 
crimes,” recalled, “For me, and also for the majority of the politically en-
gaged youth, Marxism- Leninism remained the unshakable foundation.” He 
admitted he “could not conceive of a society, first, without a socialist order 
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[and], second, without a politically centralized or ga ni za tion—that is, the 
party.”19 Mikhail Krasilnikov, a student of philology at Leningrad State Uni-
versity arrested in November 1956, would later acknowledge that at the 
time of his arrest he preserved a completely “communist” mentality: he 
read John Reed’s sympathetic account of the Russian Revolution and de-
spised cap italism and consumerism.20 Commenting on the viewpoint of the 
educated majority during the Thaw, a Russian sociologist wrote about the 
paradox: a profound hunger for personal freedom coexisted and clashed 
with a sincere belief in the Holy Grail of collectivism.21

 For such students, the first reaction to Khrushchev’s revelations was 
sympathy for the victims of the Great Terror—the Old Bolsheviks. Many of 
the youn ger generation had either lost their parents and relatives during 
that time or knew someone who had. The most politically engaged not only 
read Marx, Engels, and Lenin, far beyond the required curriculum, but also 
managed to read Bukharin and Trotsky, whose works were banned from 
Soviet libraries. Yet their main inspiration came from Alexander Herzen 
and other Russian socialists of the nineteenth century. The young radicals 
came to the conclusion that the existing regime was a horrible deviation 
from revolutionary ideals. It had come to represent the injustice of tyranny 
by a bureaucratic apparatus over the working masses. Pimenov, a young 
mathematician from Leningrad State University, wrote several romantic 
dramas and poems about non- Bolshevik revolutionaries. His heroes were 
the idealistic terrorists of the nineteenth century: Andrei Zheliabov of the 
People’s Will, the or ga ni za tion whose militants assassinated Tsar Alexander 
II in 1881; Georgy Gapon, a priest whose fiery socialist agitation among 
workers triggered Bloody Sunday of January 1905 and the first Russian rev-
olution; and Ivan Kaliaev, a suicide bomber from the paramilitary wing of 
the Socialist Revolutionary Party.22

 The young idealists of 1956 had already witnessed three years of political 
changes since Sta lin’s death, zigzags in pro pa gan da, and discussions about a 
literary Thaw. Some of them were free of the paralyzing fear that muzzled 
the older intellectuals. Across the country, students raised embarrassing 
questions in front of older party members and propagandists. How could 
you allow the cause of the Revolution and the ideals of communism to be 
defiled and diverted? Why did you not stop Sta lin? The ability to think in-
de pen dently and hold unauthorized public discussions about Sta linism led 
by logical pro gres sion to public protest. At the end of May the students at 
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Moscow State University decided to boycott a canteen at the Stromynka 
dorm. The canteen was notorious for its bad food and for the regular theft 
of produce and meat by the personnel. Young  women from the MGU de-
partment of philology came up with the initiative to picket the canteen. 
Students from the departments of history, biology, and journalism jumped 
at the idea. Slogans emerged: “If you do not want to be fed like cattle—sup-
port the boycott!” “We will rock Lenin Hills!” These hills, across the Mos-
cow River from the city center, were the location of the newly opened 
 university campus. But the obvious political pun (the reference to Lenin) 
rattled party and state of fi cials.23 Right under the nose of the Kremlin, the 
students at the most elite Soviet university were engaged in a spontaneous 
protest.
 Baffled authorities at first blamed the boycott on foreign students from 
“people’s democracies” who resided in the MGU dorm. There was a search 
for the “enemy forces” that had instigated Soviet youth. Yet instead of a 
crackdown, a directive came from the Kremlin to negotiate with the stu-
dents. A number of speakers from the Moscow Party Committee and the 
KGB came to MGU and the Stromynka dorm, in an attempt to pacify pro-
testers and answer their questions. The Komsomol or ga ni za tion at MGU 
was caught off guard by the novelty of the situation and paralyzed by inde-
cision over how to respond. In fact, many Komsomol activists sympathized 
with the student protest.24

 Another important development was the students’ exercise of direct de-
mocracy. In spring 1956, during the discussion of the secret speech, stu-
dents replaced the old Komsomol or ga nizers, usually appointed from 
above, with new “natural leaders” from their bands of companions. Many 
of these people supported the boycott. The Komsomol meetings turned 
into ever more radical discussions. At the department of philosophy, stu-
dents openly questioned the curriculum. “Marx and Engels are banal,” they 
said. “Lenin is outdated. Let us read Bukharin,” and “The party Central 
Committee is not an icon.” In what reads like a roster of future stars of 
 Gorbachev’s glasnost, the list of speakers included Yevgeny Plimak, Yuri 
Kariakin, and Anatoly Butenko.25 At the department of journalism the new 
Komsomol bureau headed by Igor Dedkov, Valentin Chikin, and Bronislav 
Kholopov “crushed Sta linist dogmas” at student meetings. Freedom of 
speech was typically one- sided. The audience hissed and booed if anybody 
tried to defend Sta lin and his era. Dedkov got into the habit of put ting a 
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black porcelain cat on the presidium table whenever a speaker turned out 
to be “reactionary”—it was the sign for him or her to leave the podium.26

 Student activism withered in June, as exams started. The party and uni-
versity authorities believed that the whole affair was over and were pre-
pared to sweep it under the rug.27 However, the national revolution in Po-
land, triggered by bloody reprisals against labor riots in Poznan on June 28, 
reignited the student movement in Moscow, Leningrad, and other urban 
centers.28 Many students stopped attending lectures and seminars in the 
struggle to gain a “free schedule.” Students rushed to buy Polish- language 
dictionaries as well as Polish newspapers—soon these disappeared from 
the press stalls. With the support of the newly elected Komsomol commit-
tees, student activists began to issue wall newspapers and self- published 
journals without the approval of the authorities—a startling break with Sta-
linist regulations. Most of these newspapers dealt with issues of interest to 
students, such as the curriculum, but toward the end of October some arti-
cles began to discuss Impressionism, Postimpressionism, and other trends 
in Western art—a taboo subject since the late 1940s, when the monopoly 
of socialist realism was established. At the Institute of Technology in Lenin-
grad, a group of young poets and “style apers”—Yevgeny Rein, Dmitry 
Bobyshev, and Anatoly Naiman—posted a number of articles on Western 
art in general and Picasso in particular for the institute’s wall newspaper 
Kultura. Students at the Herzen Pedagogical School in Leningrad posted 
a number of articles “burying socialist realism” in their wall newspaper 

Igor Dedkov, who in 1956 was an activist in the 
student movement against bureaucracy and in favor of 
a “return to Leninism.” Later he became a literary 
critic for Novy Mir (Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).
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 Lit- Front. Similar publications appeared at MGU and a number of Moscow 
institutes as well as at other universities in the Soviet  Union.29

 And like their predecessors a hundred years earlier in tsarist Russia, the 
disaffected and alienated students turned to literature for guidance. They 
focused their attention on one novel that had appeared in the literary jour-
nal Novy Mir.

Not by Bread Alone
Most Soviet writers were as unprepared for the secret speech as anybody 
else. The public discussion of Khrushchev’s speech at a party meeting of the 
Moscow writers provides a glimpse of their public reaction. Alexei Surkov, 
the secretary of the  Union of Soviet Writers, delayed the regular meeting of 
the writers, who were members of the party, until March 29, 1956. In his 
opening speech he avoided the topic of Khrushchev’s report.30 Then other 
writers in the audience took the floor to initiate an unauthorized and pas-
sionate discussion of Sta linist crimes and the responsibility of Soviet writ-
ers. So many writers wanted to speak that the meeting lasted for three days. 
None of the “old intelligentsia” writers spoke. Moreover, writers and poets 
who had won national fame and prizes under Sta lin, such as Simonov, 
Tvardovsky, and Ehrenburg, were notably absent or silent.
 Most outspoken were those who called themselves Old Bolsheviks, the 
survivors of the purges. Also active were those who had joined the “social-
ist intelligentsia” during the 1930s but then became the target of various 
Sta linist campaigns. Their pent- up fear found release in a spate of vitriolic 
and emotional anti- Sta linism. Alexander Avdeenko, a worker- turned- writer 
whom Sta lin first elevated and then ostracized, was quick to explain his lack 
of literary achievements by pointing to “the stifling cult of personality.”31 
Avdeenko was very close to Khrushchev in his social background and 
views. He expressed great happiness that “we liberated ourselves from the 
General Tutor of Soviet literature who acted like the tsar, rewarding some 
and executing the others.”32 Another speaker, Pavel Bliakhin, the author of 
the twenties best seller Red Daredevils, about the Civil War, asked Soviet 
writers to admit that by helping create the cult of personality, they had 
 enabled Sta lin to become “an autocrat comparable to any Russian tsar in 
the past.” To great applause from the audience, he criticized the bureaucra-
tization, corruption, and great inequality in society and in the  union.33 The 
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greatest emotion erupted among the audience when Bliakhin raised the is-
sue of the recent anticosmopolitan campaign. From 1953 to 1956, people of 
Jewish background still made up almost a third of the membership of the 
Moscow writers’ or ga ni za tion. The lack of resistance against the persecu-
tion of Jews in the union, Bliakhin said, “cast a dark spell on us Russian 
party members.” Several other speakers, including war veterans, con-
demned Anatoly Sofronov, Nikolai Gribachev, and other literary hacks, 
who had zealously or ga nized the purge of Jews from the Soviet literary 
scene several years earlier.34

 Avdeenko and Bliakhin defended the “cult of Lenin” as “the cult of hu-
manism, the cult of great ideas that transform the world.” This quickly be-
came the public consensus at the meeting. The writer Vasily Ermashov ex-
tolled members of the Bolshevik old guard who allegedly, on the eve of their 
execution, “spoke truth to the despot’s face.” Sta linism, as he summed it up, 
was “the entire system of anti- Leninist views.” His appeal to begin a long 
and dif fi cult struggle for “the return to Leninism” elicited prolonged ap-
plause from the audience.35 Raisa Orlova (Liberson), a graduate of IFLI and 
former “naive Sta linist,” recalled in her memoirs that the audience burst 
out singing “The Internationale.” Orlova was overwhelmed with emotion. 
“Finally, the true and pure revolutionary ideal has returned, something 
you can give yourself to without doubts. It was us against them, Sta linist 
goons. The world once again was becoming simple and black- and- white in 
a new way.”36

 The Revolution and the Russian tradition of revolutionary sac ri fice re-
mained unquestioned ideals throughout the discussions of Sta lin’s crimes 
by most the literary fig ures of the time. At a meeting of Moscow literary 
critics with the collective of the Literaturnaia Gazeta, one critic declared, 
“We all know that during the last twenty or so years the history of Russian 
populism, of Land and Freedom, of the People’s Will, was scandalously 
downplayed.”37 In the next twenty years, the study of these revolutionary 
predecessors of Lenin’s party attracted increasing attention from Soviet ide-
alists. De- Sta linization did not mean the end of the communist ideal. To 
the contrary, it meant a rejuvenation of the idealism and the intellectual 
identity of the pre- Sta lin period.
 The of fi cial de- Sta linization rekindled Boris Slutsky’s idealism, which 
had been shattered by earlier events. Slutsky believed that the Twentieth 
Party Congress gave new life to the communist experiment, by cleansing it 
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of Sta linist anti- Semitism and chauvinism. He felt responsible for the fu-
ture of the revolution.38 Slutsky’s star was on the rise. In July 1956 the estab-
lished literary veteran Ilya Ehrenburg published an enthusiastic review of 
Slutsky’s poetry in the Literaturnaia Gazeta. He advertised the stern,  honest 
poetry as speaking in the vocabulary and intonations of his contempo-
raries. “He is able to perceive what others can only dimly glimpse.”39 
Slutsky’s friend David Samoilov also agreed that it was necessary to recover 
the lost revolutionary and internationalist values, yet he was less optimistic. 
He wrote in his diary that Sta lin had brought to power the anti- intellectual 
lower- middle classes (meshchanstvo), the embodiment of provincial be-
nightedness and crass materialism. This new caste that dominated the bu-
reaucracy, secret police, and pro pa gan da apparatus “forced art, science, and 
the press to serve its interests.” After June 1956 Samoilov already viewed 
Khrushchev as “the agent of the ruling class” and suggested that of fi cial lib-
eralization had peaked. He concluded that the task of “ev ery thing honest in 
our literature” should be to oppose and denounce this new caste.40

 Samoilov was not alone in such broodings. In the early morning of May 
14, 1956, Alexander Fadeev, the former omnipotent head of the  Union of 
Soviet Writers, committed suicide. In his farewell note to the party Central 
Committee Fadeev wrote, “The most sacred thing, literature, was allowed 
to be torn to pieces by bureaucrats and the darkest elements of the people.” 
The fifty- six- year- old writer recalled that his generation had entered the 
field of literature under Lenin with a great feeling of liberation and a sense 
of the world’s openness, with unlimited inspiration to create art. Instead, 
writers became whipping boys for the party, and now “only a few preserved 
the sacred flame in their soul.” Fadeev concluded that his own great and 
“profoundly communist” talent had been exploited, mistreated, and fi nally 
rejected by the party bigwigs. “The arrogance of the new bosses speculating 
on the great Leninist teachings has resulted in my complete mistrust of 
them. They are even worse than the satrap Sta lin. He at least was educated, 
and these types are ignorant.”41 The KGB con fis cated the letter and reported 
it to the leadership. It was buried in the party safes, but the Kremlin’s angry 
response was discernible in the of fi cial obituary that ascribed Fadeev’s sui-
cide to alcoholism.
 Other writers in 1955–56 continued to hope for a “literary renaissance” 
under the Kremlin tutelage, and there were promising signs that it might 
take place. Since early 1955, even before the party congress, Khrushchev 
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and his supporters had been following a policy of “peaceful coexistence” 
with the West. Part of this course was demonstrating the open and “peace- 
loving” nature of Soviet society, and a “public diplomacy” of people- to- 
people contacts.42 The Kremlin’s new foreign policy opened up opportuni-
ties for the liberalization of domestic cultural life. In 1955 a group of Soviet 
writers and journalists was instructed to travel to the United States, to ob-
serve, study, and write about the country. They brought back not only their 
American observations, but numerous proposals on how to reform and im-
prove Soviet journalism, foreign policy pro pa gan da, diplomatic practices, 
and even airport ser vices. The leaders of the writers’  union even petitioned 
the Kremlin for permission to join PEN, an international literary or ga ni za-
tion. The petition was rejected in 1955, but resubmitted after Khrushchev’s 
secret speech. The authors of the petition argued that PEN would be an ex-
cellent platform for spreading Soviet in flu ence among “pro gres sive” writers 
and “sig nifi cant groups of the intelligentsia” in the West.43 Last but not least, 
the Kremlin gave a secret command from to the department in the party 
apparatus in charge of culture to look critically at the repressive Sta lin- 
Zhdanov mea sures of 1946–1948 against writers, musicians, and artists. 
One of the apparatchiks in the department of culture was Igor Chernou-
tsan, a graduate of IFLI with broad connections in Moscow literary and ar-
tistic circles.44

 During the breaks, the delegates to the Twentieth Party Congress could 
buy an almanac, Literaturnaia Moskva, a collection of works selected by a 
group of prominent writers, among them Konstantin Paustovsky and Ve-
niamin Kaverin. It contained the masterpieces of Anna Akhmatova, Niko-
lai Zabolotsky, and Boris Pasternak, as well as the works of Viktor Shklov-
sky and Kornei Chukovsky. It was the first attempt on the part of writers 
since the early 1930s to act as a group of co- workers and select literary 
works according to their own aesthetic and ethical judgment. In this way 
writers tried to reclaim and restore the traditional duty of the old Russian 
intelligentsia to de fine the criteria of art and culture. In the more open at-
mosphere after the secret speech, the appearance of Literaturnaia Moskva 
did not create a sensation. The second issue of the almanac appeared in the 
summer of 1956. Its editors rejected Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago as “too vo-
luminous.” Yet the book contained many more talented works, which con-
trasted with the insipid offerings in the Soviet literary journals. The true 
public sensation of the second issue was “The Levers,” a short story by 
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 Alexander Yashin. When Yashin had tried two years earlier to submit it for 
 publication, he was told to burn the manuscript or hide it in a safe. The 
story described the phenomenon of double thinking and dual behavior 
among Russian peasants on a collective farm. Privately, they spoke in plain 
language and with sincerity about ev eryday problems, but the moment they 
began to speak at a party meeting, they ceased to be kind and honest peo-
ple and turned into “le vers” in the gigantic party machinery. This story 
brought back the theme of sincerity and the impact of ideology on behavior 
and culture, which had been raised by Pomerantsev in December 1953.45

 The season of literary sensations, however, was only beginning. Konstan-
tin Simonov, Tvardovsky’s successor as editor of Novy Mir, was determined 
to turn this journal into a vehicle of the cultural Thaw. In the spring of 1956 
Simonov was reading two potentially explosive manuscripts. One was Doc-
tor Zhivago by Boris Pasternak. The other was Not by Bread Alone by Vladi-
mir Dudintsev, a young jurist and war veteran. It did not take Simonov long 
to decide not to publish Zhivago. He quickly concluded that the novel ne-
gated his own life, its meaning, ethos, and pathos. As for Pasternak’s Chris-
tian allegories, they simply fell on deaf ears, since Simonov was an atheist.46 
Dudintsev’s novel, by contrast, took as its holy script the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion.
 Dudintsev belonged to the older cohort of “children.” He had first tried 
his hand at literature as a young romantic from the poets’ circle at the Insti-
tute of Jurisprudence. After the Nazi invasion he volunteered for the army 
and witnessed the military di sas ters of 1941 and the inadequacy of the 
 Soviet political and military leaders. Dudintsev recalled watching a couple 
of Luftwaffe fighters shoot down several dozen Soviet aircraft one by one. 
“How could this happen? A question churned in my mind.”47 He decided to 
write a book and search for answers. Unlike Pasternak, Dudintsev did not 
deplore the death of Russian culture, humanism, and individualism in the 
wake of revolutionary chaos and state terror. His goal was to unmask new 
“enemies of the people,” the bureaucrats and careerists who had thwarted 
the great revolutionary experiment. Thirty- three years later Dudintsev ex-
pressed this goal with the same clarity. “In 1917 the Revolution took place, 
and all the people, if you allow me this metaphor, landed on a new unin-
habited island. And some people became ‘parachutists,’ who came from the 
destroyed world to settle down amid the Soviet realities. The entrepreneur 
and the egotist nestled in their souls. They looked around and realized they 
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could live well if they accepted the new rules of the game. They concealed 
their real selves and began to shout along with the others, ‘Long live world 
revolution!’ And because they mimicked sincerity and yelled louder and 
more emphatically than others, they rose quickly, assumed leadership posi-
tions, and began to struggle for their own personal well- being.”48

 At the party plenum in July 1956 Khrushchev blamed governmental “bu-
reaucratization” as the barrier to the unbridled innovative energy of the 
masses. Simonov, a par tic i pant at the party plenums, decided to make pub-
lishing Dudintsev’s novel a priority. A friend recalled that he “fully realized 
what a brouhaha the appearance of Dudintsev’s novel would cause. He sa-
vored in advance the role answering phone calls and letters, being attacked 
by interviewers, and speaking at various readers’ conferences, where, re-
sponding to the applause of the majority, he would defend his decision be-
fore the [party] stalwarts.”49 He hoped to counteract the negative fallout 
from his March 1953 homage to Sta lin and regain Khrushchev’s trust.
 As expected, the publication of Dudintsev’s novel in Novy Mir in August 
through October set off a public furore. The novel became a manifesto for 
those who took the secret speech as a call for new thinking and action. Si-
monov was elated. Other experienced “generals” of the literary establish-
ment seemed to be in the same camp with him. Many writers on the edito-
rial board of the Literaturnaia Gazeta, the of fi cial publication of the  Union 
of Soviet Writers, praised Dudintsev’s novel to the skies. Ivan Frolov, a post-
war philosophy graduate of MGU (and a classmate of Raisa Gorbachev) 
said: “Our literature simply has not had such outstanding characters; the 
writer rises to a tremendous level of universality.” Valentin Ovechkin, an 
early advocate of “sincerity in literature,” concluded, “It is time to apply the 
tools of literature” to unmask the “co vert enemies of Soviet society, [who] 
have set us back by five to ten years.” Pasternak’s friend the writer Vsevolod 
Ivanov asserted that the novel would enjoy “enormous success in the coun-
tries of people’s democracies [in Eastern Europe] that also suffer from 
 bureaucratization.”50 The Moscow branch of the  Union of Soviet Writers 
scheduled a public discussion of Not by Bread Alone for October 22, 1956.
 What exactly happened at this historic discussion at the Central House 
of Writers in Moscow can be established only from private recollections 
and unof fi cial minutes. All the witnesses unanimously recall agitation and 
high feeling swirling around the event. Special detachments of mounted 
Moscow police had to control the crowds that wanted to enter the building 
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located on Vorovsky Street. In the discussion hall, Dudintsev recalled, peo-
ple even sat on the floor, but the front seats, reserved for dignitaries, re-
mained unoccupied. Then “solid- looking people,” probably from the KGB, 
appeared, and some “brave lads cleared the way for them. They occupied 
those front chairs and, poised to listen, took out their pads and golden pens. 
For anybody with eyes and ears this was enough to sound the alarm calling 
for maximum caution.”51

 At first the public discussion went smoothly and calmly. A number of 
writers, including the top of fi cials of the writers’  union, took the floor to 
defend the novel as the new beacon of “truly Bolshevik literature” in the 
spirit of the Twentieth Party Congress. Then Konstantin Paustovsky, an old 
and respected Russian writer, took the floor and recalled that in July 1956 
he had taken part in the first Soviet cruise around Europe aboard the luxury 
liner Victory. Among the passengers were many privileged members of 
the Soviet high bureaucracy (party nomenklatura), traveling first- class but 
forced to mingle with others. The old writer was appalled by their arro-
gance and undisguised contempt for “simple folk” who were traveling in 
other classes. The privileged passengers were also rabidly anti- Semitic. 
They were exactly like Drozdov, the dark main character in Dudintsev’s 
novel, a crafty apparatchik who had no revolutionary ideals and who throt-
tled innovation and prog ress. “There are thousands of those Drozdovs,” 
Paustovsky stated, “an entirely new social stratum . . . a new group of ac-
quisitive carnivores brought up and encouraged to gratify their lowest in-
stincts. Their weapons are betrayal, calumny, character assassination, and 
just plain murder. These types dare to claim the right to represent the peo-
ple without the people’s consent.” The time was near, he warned, when the 
people would “mercilessly sweep away the Drozdovs.” He concluded, “We 
must fight this battle to the end.”52

 The audience, especially the students up in the galleries, applauded 
 furiously. The script of the discussion, prepared by cautious advocates of 
the Thaw, was swept aside. Konstantin Simonov realized that Paustovsky’s 
words could be interpreted as an attack against the party authorities. In the 
concluding speech at the meeting he sought to steer the meeting in a politi-
cally correct direction. The enemies of socialist idealism, he said, could be 
found in all groups in Soviet society, not only in the upper bureaucracy. 
“Drozdovs, if one can speak about the cruise ship Victory, exist at ev ery 
level: they travel in any class, including the one where the writers traveled.” 
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Simonov distanced himself from those who were prepared to use Dudin-
tsev’s novel “for malicious purposes” and present this literary work as criti-
cizing “whole strata of the party and state apparatus.”53

 Just over a week later, on October 30, at a national conference of teachers 
of literature, Simonov delivered an inspired and robust defense of Dudin-
tsev’s novel. Undaunted by the conservatism of the audience, he declared 
that the Sta linist decrees on theater and music should be revised or re-
pealed. He also deplored the anticosmopolitan campaigns in literature and 
culture, as well as xenophobia and isolationism in the guise of “Russifica-
tion” of culture. The majority in the audience were teachers from provincial 
schools who felt greatly surprised: just a few years ago Simonov had ex-
pressed the opposite opinion. Apparently, some concluded, the new policy 
he was voicing had been approved in the highest spheres. Simonov pursued 
the same “revisionist” line in his “Literary Notes,” an essay that would soon 
appear in Novy Mir.54

 Meanwhile, on October 23, 1956, an anti- Sta linist national revolution 
had suddenly begun in Budapest. The revolution in Hungary, one of the 
Soviet satellite countries of Eastern Europe, grabbed the attention of nu-
merous university students in Moscow and Leningrad. Some of them at-
tempted to or ga nize public meetings for November 4 in solidarity with 
the Hungarian rebels. During the of fi cial celebration of the anniversary of 
the Bolshevik Revolution in Leningrad a few days later, the poet and style 
aper Mikhail Krasilnikov was arrested after shouting slogans expressing 
solidarity with the Hungarians.55 Lev Krasnopevtsev, a graduate of MGU, 
decided to or ga nize a secret group of junior faculty members to conduct 
revolutionary pro pa gan da among Moscow university students. The Hun-
garian events, he recalled, “turned us upside down.” The Hungarian Revo-
lution radicalized thousands of students who deplored Sta lin’s subversion 
of the values of “true socialism” and wanted “glasnost” and an end to the 
tyranny of the bureaucracy.56

 According to the KGB and party informers, “anti- Soviet agitation” was 
brewing at MGU, the Moscow Conservatory, the Institute of Literature, the 
Institute of Cinematography, the Institute of Mining Engineers, and the In-
stitute of Energy. In the Archangelsk region a young man was caught dis-
tributing leaflets comparing the Soviet regime to the Nazis’. The leaflet read, 
“Sta lin’s party is a criminal and antinational [or ga ni za tion]. It has degener-
ated and turned into a closed group consisting of degenerates, cowards, and 
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traitors.”57 The future dissident Vladimir Bukovsky dreamed of acquiring 
weapons and going to Budapest to support the insurrection or storming the 
Kremlin.58 Igor Dedkov, a Komsomol activist at the department of journal-
ism at MGU, recalled that for him “the revolution had been betrayed. We 
underwent a very distinct alienation from the authorities and even opposi-
tion to them.” A delegation of students, including Dedkov, visited the rector 
of MGU and threatened to protest “the executions in Budapest” publicly. 
Even Khrushchev’s granddaughter Yulia, a sophomore student on the edi-
torial board of a student newspaper, sided with the radicals and informed 
them about “the moods at the top.”59

 In this new context, Dudintsev’s novel became in the eyes of many a call 
not for reforms, but for revolution. At Leningrad State University the crowd 
of students, as one of them later recalled, expected the writer to become 
their leader, “the one to point them toward some actions.”60 The Ukrainian 
writers’  union in Kiev received an anonymous letter that read, “Dudintsev 
is a thousand times correct. There is a whole group in power, a product of 
the terrible past.” The author of the letter was “a representative of a quite 
sizable stratum of middling Soviet intelligentsia that grew up in the 1930s 
to 1940s.” After the secret speech, the writer said, “[we] opened our eyes, 
we learned to tell the truth from a lie. There could be no return to the past. 
The edifice of lies that people like you helped erect is falling apart.”61

 These radical voices notwithstanding, many other students were not pre-
pared to reject the foundations of the system and denounce Soviet poli-
cies. The Russian provinces remained quiet and conformist. Alexander Bo-
vin, a future “enlightened” party apparatchik, had transferred to MGU from 
provincial Rostov and found himself the most moderate among his class-
mates. “I was not ready for such a high- pitched democratic and anti- Sta-
linist mood.” Bovin disagreed with the criticism of the party and of the en-
tire Soviet system; he defended the Soviet policies in Poland and Hungary. 
Other students interrupted and booed him.62 Reports in Soviet press that a 
Hungarian “fascist” mob was lynching communists in Budapest cooled stu-
dents’ sympathies toward the Hungarian rebels. Still- recent memories of 
the war and the Battle of Budapest at the end of 1944, which had cost the 
Soviet army tens of thousands of lives, also in flu enced many. For the vast 
majority of Zhivago’s children, the Soviet tanks in Hungary were “our 
tanks.” At MGU one war veteran and professor of history cut off students in 
his seminar when they began to question the Soviet invasion: “Discussion 
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is inappropriate at a time when Soviet soldiers are spilling their blood over 
there.”63

 The invasion of Hungary was the point when the radicalized students 
began to feel alienated not only from the Soviet regime, but also from the 
society. Boris Pustintsev, one of the 1956 protesters, recalled later, “In this 
country we were completely alone. The masses were possessed by absolute 
chauvinism. Ninety- nine percent of the population entirely shared the im-
perial aspirations of the authorities. Even many anti- Sta linists then approved 
of all the twists and turns of the regime.”64 The rest of urban society, above 
all workers and the lower classes, as well as peasants in the countryside, did 
not join the anti- Sta linist movement. The shocks of 1956 did not break 
through the solid home front. Yet even a limited student movement repre-
sented a threat to the party leadership. It responded with repression.

Crackdown and “Consolidation”
At first, the Kremlin did not know what to do with the students’ activism 
and the discussions on literature and culture. The presidium appointed a 
commission to work on the issue.65 On November 12, the newly established 
Party Bureau of the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republics  adopted a 
resolution, “On Measures to Improve Ideological Work in Institutions of 
Higher Education.” There was still no talk about repression, but the mo-
mentum was building in that direction.66 On December 1 a memo from the 
party Central Committee, party department of culture, mentioned Simo-
nov’s proposal to abrogate the party decrees on literature. “Com. Simonov’s 
speech contained some correct critical remarks. At the same time, the very 
fact of his criticism of the CC [party Central Committee] resolution in front 
of a nonparty audience must be recognized as inadmissible for a commu-
nist.”67 The last word, however, was Khrushchev’s to speak, and the Soviet 
leader was busy with more pressing issues.
 Writers were not sure how the events in Hungary would affect the Thaw. 
Sixty- six writers signed an “open letter” to their French colleagues justify-
ing the invasion of Hungary. Among them were Ehrenburg, Tvardovsky, 
and Paustovsky—the most prominent supporters of the Thaw. By siding 
with the authorities politically, they probably intended to save the literary 
“renaissance” that, as they hoped, might still continue.68 On November 21 
Simonov sent a long memorandum to Khrushchev urging him to repeal 
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Sta lin’s postwar censorship of literature. Promoting xenophobia and re-
pressing famous writers, he argued, stifled opportunities to recruit new 
friends in the West and thwarted innovation and prog ress. Referring to 
Khrushchev’s recent speech promoting sci en tific and technological innova-
tion, Simonov wondered why innovation should not be promoted in the 
cultural arena as well.69

 The response from the Kremlin fi nally came: it was a resounding no. On 
December 6, Dmitry Shepilov, Khrushchev’s lieutenant, invited Simonov 
and other prominent writers to “a conference on issues of literature” at 
party headquarters. Shepilov read the order from above: Soviet writers 
should not desert the party ranks and promote cultural liberalization dur-
ing the acute Cold War struggle. Instead, they should help the party to build 
a firewall against the Western campaign to undermine Soviet society by 
ideological and cultural means.70 The majority of the invited writers eagerly 
accepted the new line and opened fire on Simonov’s Novy Mir and Dudin-
tsev’s novel, as well as on the almanac Literaturnaia Moskva and Yashin’s 
Levers. The previously cautious supporters of the Thaw joined the chorus 
of critics. The writer Boris Polevoi urged his colleagues, “Stop taking pride 
in this lousy liberalism; stop indulging in this desire to show that we stand 
above the fray.” Alexei Rumiantsev, a young editor of Kommunist, the par-
ty’s “theoretical” journal, denounced “the Trotskyite notion about the emer-
gence of a new bourgeoisie, some kind of new class that exploits the work-
ing class of our country.” Simonov tried to stick to his guns and defend his 
position.71 But hopes for a “literary renaissance” lay in ruins.
 The Hungarian Revolution convinced Khrushchev that even a literary 
debate could spark a conflagration. The KGB reported that the revolution 
in Budapest had begun with literary discussions at the Petöfi Circle, a club 
of nonconformist Hungarian writers. One of Khrushchev’s old friends, the 
Ukrainian literary hack Alexander Korneichuk, denounced the group of 
writers who published Literaturnaia Moskva. He explicitly compared them 
to the Petöfi Circle. Such a denunciation only recently could have led to ar-
rests. On the same day the “conference” with the writers opened, Khru-
shchev asked menacingly at the party presidium what should be done with 
anti- Soviet elements. He linked the student turmoil to literary publications. 
Just a few months after denouncing Sta lin’s repression, the Kremlin leader-
ship was talking about the need to investigate, arrest, and try internal 
 political enemies.72 The KGB and local authorities sprang into action. In 
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Moscow and Leningrad, the authorities began to remove from the local 
Komsomol or ga ni za tions those activists who had been elected in the spring 
and those who had encouraged the student glasnost and free speech. On 
December 1 the KGB arrested two students of the Institute of Cinematog-
raphy. In Leningrad on December 21, 1956, the KGB learned that a few 
students planned to gather on the Square of Art to discuss the Picasso exhi-
bition that had recently opened at the Hermitage. Hundreds of KGB plain-
clothes of fi cers, police, and sleuths surrounded the square, after clearing it 
of pedestrians. Arrests of students followed. A number of students in prov-
inces were expelled from universities on spurious charges of challenging 
the principles of socialist realism in literature and art.73 By the spring of 
1957 thousands of students and other “troublemakers” would be expelled 
from schools and arrested. During 1957 almost twenty- five hundred peo-
ple, among them not only students and intellectuals, but many workers and 
collective farmers, were indicted for counterrevolutionary crimes—the big-
gest spike in repressions since 1953.74

 The editors of Literaturnaia Moskva were not arrested, but the almanac 
was shut down. A long and vicious of fi cial campaign against Simonov and 
Dudintsev announced the end of the Thaw to thousands of educated read-
ers of Novy Mir. At first, Simonov behaved with dignity, offering his resig-
nation from the journal.75 Soon he went into semiexile in Tashkent, where 
he stayed for two years. At the same time, following the party orders, Simo-
nov publicly renounced his earlier appeals for cultural liberalization and 
his views on Dudintsev’s novel. That ended his short- lived career as the 
spiritual leader of the youn ger generation of educated Russians. David 
Samoilov referred in his diary to Simonov as “that son of a bitch.”76

 The crackdown of 1956 did not last, however. Khrushchev did not and 
probably could not return to full- scale Sta linist practices. In June 1957 
Khrushchev emerged triumphant, having foiled a coup against him at the 
party plenum. He ousted his enemies Molotov and Kaganovich (but also 
Malenkov and Shepilov). And he tried to repair the damaged relationship 
with the Soviet intelligentsia, especially writers. In his usual populist man-
ner, he or ga nized his “appearance” before writers in the least formal way, at 
an outdoor party with food and drinks. The party took place on May 13, 
1957, in one of Sta lin’s former dachas, sixty miles outside Moscow. His as-
sistants prepared a carefully balanced text for him, but, as was his habit, he 
cast it aside, driven by his instincts and gradually by excessive amounts of 
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alcohol, and began to speak off the cuff. Rada, his daughter, remembered 
her growing dismay as Khrushchev spoke: “Everything was wrong.”77 
Khrushchev contradicted himself hopelessly and began to explain why he 
both “respected and condemned Sta lin.” He called Dudintsev a “chicken,” a 
pawn in the hands of those who “wanted to seize political initiative from 
the party.” He went on: “All the reactionary foreign press lionizes Dudin-
tsev. They want to undermine us ideologically. They want to in flu ence you, 
writers, and thereby demoralize our society.”78

 Those writers who had come in the hope of find ing in Khrushchev an 
ally for the literary “renaissance” were appalled. Khrushchev’s zigzags un-
dermined his authority as a statesman among Sta linists and anti- Sta linists 
alike.79 He was incapable of being the architect of the Soviet cultural para-
digm. “Tsar Nikita” was woefully undereducated. He looked like a tipsy 
 satyr, not an omniscient teacher. No matter how Soviet writers, intellectu-
als, and artists had suffered under Sta lin, they still regarded him as a sig-
nifi cant presence, almost as a mystical force. Khrushchev’s behavior left 
them amused and humiliated at once. His power over writers and culture, 
now desacralized, began to resemble oppression, but also nonsense.80 This 
view of Khrushchev quickly spread through the entire generation of youn-
ger educated Russians. Many could watch the Kremlin leader on televi-
sion. In one televised appearance, speaking to the Congress of Soviet High 
School Teachers, Khrushchev apologized for his speech. He looked like a 
guilty schoolboy standing in front of the blackboard. On another public oc-
casion, during the inauguration of the huge Lenin Stadium in Moscow, 
Khrushchev jabbered on so long that the audience of students and Komso-
mol activists began to jeer him.81 The poet Samoilov saw Khrushchev close-
 up in April 1957 and thought he was a parody of a ruler; his behavior was “a 
cheap circus, philistinism expressed in state categories.”82

 Sensing his failure to communicate with intellectuals, Khrushchev turned 
to writers from a plebeian background, who could better understand him. 
Paradoxically, one of them was Alexander Tvardovsky, one of the original 
promoters of the Thaw. In July 1957 the Soviet leader invited him to  become 
once again the editor of Novy Mir. Khrushchev also left ev eryday cultural 
matters, including literature, art, philosophy and history, to the of fi cials of 
the state bureaucracies in charge of culture, education, and pro pa gan da. 
This network included the divisions of the party apparatus, the ministries 
of education and culture, the subdivisions of the KGB, the secretariats of 
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professional  unions, and the presidium of the Academy of Sciences. For all 
its centralization and duplication, it was not monolithic. Some of the key 
bureaucratic players were determined to control the cultural output.83 Oth-
ers, among them Khrushchev’s well- educated assistants Igor Lebedev and 
Igor Chernoutsan, harbored a personal passion for the arts and favored the 
gradual liberalization of artistic and intellectual life.84

 Gradually, the number of arrests among students and intellectuals di-
minished.85 The post- Sta lin leadership expected to win over educated 
youth, not to terrorize them. During late 1956 and 1957 the party leaders 
and lecturers, as well as KGB functionaries, regularly gave speeches to stu-
dents at Moscow State University. These functionaries sought to restore 
trust in Kremlin policies.86 The KGB of fi cials stressed that they would never 
return to Sta linist excesses and spoke about “socialist legality.”87 At the same 
time, the authorities restored some practices from the early 1930s, to pacify 
the students. In particular, they again introduced quotas on the number of 
children of intellectuals to be admitted to universities and took mea sures to 
increase the numbers of “children of workers and peasants” in the student 
body. Also, high school graduates could not enter the university without 
two- year “working- class experience,” that is work at a factory or a plant.88 
The new policies made membership in the Komsomol obligatory for all 
college and high school students. By 1958 Komsomol ranks had soared to 
18.5 million members. In 1962, membership reached 19.4 million—the 
numbers just could not grow any further.89 These policies, the authorities 
hoped, would prevent educated youth from imitating their radical prede-
cessors from the prerevolutionary intelligentsia.
 The students and young intellectuals who had been politicized by 
Khrushchev’s denunciation of Sta lin and the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 
graduated and dissolved into Soviet society. Some of them, like Igor Ded-
kov, were blacklisted and could not be employed in Moscow or other major 
cities, despite summa cum laude diplomas. A much greater number, how-
ever, continued to study at the universities in Moscow and Leningrad and 
cause headaches for the party nomenklatura and KGB. At Moscow State 
University, the departments of history, biology, and physics were especially 
volatile and “unreliable.” Memories of the secret speech, the Stromynka 
boycott, the literary discussions of 1956, and the Hungarian Revolution 
continued to in flu ence the mood of students and faculty. Many of them 
believed in pursuit of justice and wanted to fight for their rights. The stu-
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dents of the Institute of Cinematography or ga nized a lecture boycott to 
protest the arrest of two of their classmates. They elected a commission to 
investigate the causes of the arrests and sent a letter of protest to the Su-
preme Soviet. The arrest of Krasnopevtsev’s group by the KGB in August 
1957 sent thousands of MGU students into a state of shock; some perceived 
it as a “return to 1937.”90

 The hopes for further liberalization did not come to an end. From the 
issues of power and politics the attention of educated young people moved 
to the search for new forms of cultural and personal self- expression. In 
February 1958 the head of the party or ga ni za tion at the history department 
complained that it was hard to defeat “revisionism” among students. There 
were just too many of them. During 1959 party functionaries in the MGU 
physics department complained that senior students rooted en masse “for 
freedom, for any kind of freedom. Even girls are for free love, for freedom 
of the arts, of abstract art. Somebody keeps shaping their views. Who does 
it? We in the party or ga ni za tion have no idea.”91

Zhivago’s Passions
Boris Pasternak, the author of Doctor Zhivago, was the only Russian writer 
in 1956 who did not wait for liberalization to come from above. He simply 
acted as if no censorship existed. Pasternak wrote to Konstantin Paustovsky: 
“Only the unacceptable should be published. Everything acceptable has 
long since been written and published.” In May 1956 Pasternak distributed 
the manuscript of his novel to Polish and Czech publishers. He also asked 
an Italian visitor, Sergio D’Angelo, to pass the manuscript along to Giangia-
como Feltrinelli, a young Italian communist and aggressive publisher. Pas-
ternak did not want to listen to the ob jec tions of his wife, who was fearful 
of the consequences.92 In the commotion following the secret speech, when 
many foreign visitors to Pasternak’s dacha came and went, the manuscript 
crossed the Soviet border. By September, the news that Pasternak had writ-
ten an “anti- Soviet novel” and sent its manuscript abroad reached the KGB 
and the head of the party department of culture, Dmitry Polikarpov. About 
that time Simonov, after consultation with the authorities, sent a letter to 
Pasternak explaining that Novy Mir could not publish Doctor Zhivago. On 
September 1, 1956, a memorandum from the leaders of the writers’  union 
to the party leadership concluded: “Pasternak not only  comes out against 
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the socialist revolution and the Soviet state. He breaks with the core tradi-
tions of Russian democracy, [and] declares ev ery word about the bright fu-
ture of humanity, about the struggle for the people’s happiness to be sense-
less, false, and duplicitous.” At that point all the parties still wanted to 
prevent a bigger scandal, and to dissuade Pasternak from publishing his 
work abroad.93 The Soviet authorities asked Pasternak to demand the re-
turn of the manuscript of Doctor Zhivago from Feltrinelli. The Russian 
writer and the Italian editor were both, however, determined to publish the 
novel. At that time Pasternak openly acknowledged that his earlier roman-
tic infatuation with the Russian revolutionary movement and political radi-
calism had been a tragic mistake. He planned to use the royalties from the 
novel to set up a foundation to restore destroyed churches and help the 
families of victims of Sta linist repressions.94

 After the novel was published in the West and received the Nobel Prize 
in October 1958, the scandal triggered by Khrushchev’s denunciation of 
Pasternak quickly began to spiral out of control. Never before had a writer 
living in the Soviet  Union been the cause of such international political 
storm. As had happened during the show trials of the 1930s, the authorities 
set off an organized mass hate campaign, this time against the “unpatriotic” 
Pasternak. The formula “He who is not with us is against us” presented him 
to the Soviet people as a Western agent who had sold his “Soviet pride” for 
Nobel Prize money. Workers and peasants who had previously never heard 
of him demanded his expulsion from the USSR and even his execution. 
The poet’s family expected him to be deported any day. Adding insult to 
injury, all Soviet publishers and editors broke their contracts with Paster-
nak, he no  longer received any money, and his mail was stopped.95

 The “Pasternak affair” sharply divided the Russian educated public and 
cultural circles. Even those writers who championed cultural liberalization 
and admired Pasternak’s poetry decided against supporting him. Fear was 
a major factor in their decision. Many convinced themselves that it was 
madness to oppose the Soviet state. Some of Pasternak’s old friends re-
nounced him or feared to get in touch with him. Pasternak’s Christian faith 
and his firm belief in art free from ideology or politics irritated and infuri-
ated many of his colleagues; they saw his stance as arrogance, his refusal to 
back down as egotism, childish individualism. Even Vladimir Dudintsev, 
whose name had been emblazoned on the banners of the 1956 movement 
for liberalization, distanced himself from Pasternak and allowed the au-
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thorities to use his name in the campaign. A high of fi cial of the  Union of 
Soviet Writers and the author of the Soviet national anthem, the poet Sergei 
Mikhalkov, proposed to extradite Pasternak from the USSR.96 Most strik-
ingly, the students of the Institute of Literature in Moscow signed a letter 
supporting this motion. On October 27, 1958, the board of the  Union of 
Soviet Writers voted unanimously to expel Pasternak from the  union’s 
ranks. On October 31 a general conference of Moscow writers voted in fa-
vor of the proposal to the government to send Pasternak abroad.97 Among 
the speakers, unexpectedly, was the poet Boris Slutsky. He felt that Paster-
nak had become a tool of Western pro pa gan da in the Cold War confronta-
tion. He also felt responsible for the literary “renaissance” that Pasternak’s 
individual revolt seemed to threaten. As he explained later to his oldest 
friend, “Had I refused [to denounce Pasternak], I would have been forced 
to renounce my party membership. After the Twentieth Party Congress I 
neither could nor wanted to do that.”98

 At the same time, a minority of writers, artists, intellectuals, and students 
viewed Pasternak as a hero, a victim of a monstrous and ignorant bureau-
cratic regime. David Samoilov wrote in his diary about Zhivago, “The sig-
nifi cance of this book is far superior to its qualities.” He remarked on Pas-
ternak’s “fascinating freedom of mind and seriousness in approaching the 
fundamental issues of our time.”99 Yevgeny Yevtushenko publicly insulted 
Slutsky by handing him “thirty coins,” in an obvious comparison to Judas. 
A few students of philology and fans of futurism from Leningrad State Uni-
versity painted on the walls of the Peter and Paul Fortress in huge letters, 
“Long Live Pasternak!”100

 This division was replicated among the broader reading public. Nobody 
could read Pasternak’s novel (except a few who had seen it in manuscript 
and some who heard the excerpts on Western broadcasts). This fact did not 
prevent many people from expressing sharply divergent opinions about 
Doctor Zhivago and the author. They based their judgment on the selected 
fragments that Literaturnaia Gazeta had published. In November 1958 the 
newspaper had received 423 letters from its readers on the Pasternak affair. 
Of these, 338 expressed complete solidarity with the of fi cial denunciation 
of the “antipatriotic acts of B. Pasternak.” Aside from the letters of collective 
“indignation,” a group of people believed that Pasternak was wrong in his 
interpretation of the Russian Revolution as a cultural catastrophe, as an 
orgy of bestial energy that had destroyed Russian culture. They viewed the 
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Revolution as an enormous awakening of the repressed majority’s self- 
worth. Only 43 letters, roughly 10 percent, supported Pasternak. By con-
trast with many denouncers and critics who had been witnesses to the Rev-
olution, these defenders were youn ger educated people and students, the 
same audience that had applauded Dudintsev’s novel two years earlier. For 
them Pasternak and his hero Zhivago could not be wrong, especially be-
cause they had been targets of an of fi cial campaign.101

The years of shocks produced an ambiguous impact on Russian intellectu-
als. An articulate minority of the young educated public felt prepared to 
oppose the party’s decisions in the domain of culture, if not in other areas. 
This minority emerged largely during the events of 1956, which presented 
the youn ger generation with unexpected choices. The shock effect of 
Khrushchev’s secret speech in particular was profound and lasting. Sud-
denly, the old idols lay shattered, and the new leadership’s explanations 
of the past crimes were manifestly inadequate. The ideological commotion 
and unrest among students was palpable, for the first time since the advent 
of Sta linism. Some Soviet writers sought to reclaim their traditional Rus-
sian role of public moral leaders, raising “accursed questions” about who 
was guilty and what was to be done. The party leadership initially favored 
cultural liberalization but, under the impact of revolutionary events in 
Eastern Europe, returned to repression and reasserted control over the cul-
tural sphere. Established writers, faced with pressure from above, capitu-
lated and acted as servants of the regime. Only Boris Pasternak behaved in 
1956–1958 in the tradition of the democratic “old intelligentsia” and defied 
the Soviet authorities. His novel Doctor Zhivago was a leap toward individ-
ual freedom and the outside world.
 The momentum of emancipation from below continued. Facing the im-
possibility of radical democratization, young idealists placed their bets on 
cultural revival and self- expression. These familiar reflexes of Russian in-
telligentsia, squashed by the Bolshevik regime and Sta linism, began to re-
appear. Of course, this emerging contingent, for all its similarity with the 
“old intelligentsia” of the nineteenth century, belonged to a strikingly dif-
ferent society and a different era.



three

Rediscovery of the World 
1955–1961

Khrushchev’s course of “peaceful coexistence” presented new oppor-
tunities for travel abroad and interaction with foreigners. The Kremlin 
 envisaged a rapid expansion of cultural exchange with Western countries, 
including ballet tours, concerts and music competitions, book and art exhi-
bitions, and sci en tific and scholarly conferences. This policy was based on 
the optimistic expectation that the Soviets could use the appeal of Russian 
culture and science to offset the scary images of Soviet militarism and bel-
ligerent communism that had been the hallmark of U.S. Cold War pro pa-
gan da.1 The Soviet state began to tell Soviet citizens to “conquer” the hearts 
and minds of foreign guests with hospitality and love.2

 In opening up foreign tourism to the USSR and cultural exchange with 
the West, Khrushchev incurred a risk. Thousands and eventually millions 
of Soviet citizens—including scientists and artists—were drawn into this 
enterprise. In 1955–56 artists, art exhibitions, performers, and just plain 
tourists rushed into a previously hermetically closed Soviet society. On 
June 2, 1957, Khrushchev, appearing on the popular CBS program Face the 
Nation, provocatively called on Americans to “do away with your Iron Cur-
tain.” The Foreign Ministry followed up with formal proposals for a more 
broad- scale exchange of technical, industrial, sci en tific, and artistic groups. 
“Working with foreigners” became a growing cottage industry, involving 
hundreds of institutions and hundreds of thousands of Soviet citizens.

Frontiers are in my way. It’s awkward 
Not to know Buenos Aires or New York.

—Yevgeny Yevtushenko, 1955–56
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 Although Soviet authorities hoped that they had the means, beginning 
with the secret police, to keep “cultural diplomacy” under their control, this 
soon proved to be an illusion. Educated young Russians had grown up in 
a closed society, in an atmosphere permeated with xenophobia and anti- 
Western pro pa gan da. After Soviet soldiers had marched across Europe and 
liberated it from the Nazis, Sta lin rang down the Iron Curtain. Everything 
Soviet and Russian was extolled; ev ery thing foreign and especially Western 
and American fell under suspicion. Even during Sta lin’s life this policy 
back fired, producing spontaneous resistance from the stiliagi, the young 
men who turned foreign material culture and art, especially American jazz, 
fashion, and dances, into a cult. And when the post- Sta lin leadership ended 
the period of xenophobia and cautiously began to open the country to the 
world, the Western cult begun by a few became a major trend.
 Frederick C. Barghoorn, an American scholar from Yale University who 
was one of the first Western scholarly “paratroopers” to land behind the 
Iron Curtain, quickly noticed that Russian society was more vulnerable to 
Western penetration than American society was to communist in flu ence. 
The American CIA understood it, as well, and considered educated young 
 Russians targets of opportunity. The Kremlin acknowledged the point, al-
beit in an unconventional way. In October 1963 the KGB arrested Barg-
hoorn on a trumped- up charge of espionage.3 The future, however, proved 
that Barghoorn was right. Western “soft power,” not the KGB, was a win-
ning weapon. The growing exposure to foreign in flu ences began, very 
slowly, to shape the minds of larger groups of educated Russians, especially 
youth in Moscow and Leningrad.

Glimpses through the Curtain
The isolation of the Soviet society from the world was imposed not only 
by the Iron Curtain, a physical barrier maintained across the eleven time 
zones with barbed wire, KGB border guards, and barking dogs. A psycho-
logical wall existed inside the hearts and minds of the vast majority of citi-
zens of the Soviet  Union. Some compared Soviet fear of ev ery thing for-
eign to a kind of mental illness that Sta lin exploited. In the years from 1953 
to 1955, recollects one Russian writer, that wall seemed to have been built 
“for life.”4

 Yet there were loose bricks in that wall. In 1955, as two young fans of 
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Western “style,” the jazzman Alexei Kozlov and his friend Felix, kept their 
worshipful watch over the U.S. Embassy courtyard from the window of a 
Moscow apartment, other Russians began to gain glimpses through the 
Iron Curtain in ever greater numbers. The first layer of the Iron Curtain 
that Russians might penetrate, the first boundary to cross, took the form of 
the border with the “fraternal” countries of the Soviet bloc. After 1955, 
newspapers from “people’s democracies” were available on some news-
stands in Moscow and Leningrad, including on university campuses; those 
papers provided the first alternative source of information to reports in the 
Soviet media. At the same time, Soviet tourism to Eastern Europe grew 
rapidly; in 1957 more than half a million Russians traveled to Poland, Ro-
mania, China, East Germany, and other communist countries.5

 Poland was especially important. One linguist and poet from Moscow 
recalled that “for a certain part of intelligentsia in the Soviet  Union, Poland 
after 1955–1956 served as a bridge to Europe, to European culture—begin-
ning with the general culture of ideas and ending with political culture.” 
Some poets and other writers, budding intellectuals, and scholars learned 
Polish before they learned other foreign languages. Polish newspapers 
and books on philology, art, philosophy, and sociology were like a second-
hand version of the Western original, yet they provided a good start. Some 
American and European authors, such as William Faulkner, Franz Kafka, 
and James Joyce, were banned from Russian libraries, yet available in Polish 
translation. Even Polish publications on Marxism- Leninism had more 
depth to them, for their authors were aware of the plurality of European 
Marxist and social democratic thought. Besides, Polish and Russian culture 
and history were inextricably linked. A Russian student of Polish ancestry 
who studied at Moscow State University observed, “Everything that took 
place in Poland reverberated in Moscow. Why? The Poles have always been 
very close to us. We share a common history, a common experience.”6 Both 
the Polish and the Russian intelligentsia had idealistic, romantic, and revo-
lutionary roots; in both countries the intelligentsia collapsed as a result of 
the repression, violence, and mass massacres during World War II and the 
Sta linist period. And in both the Soviet “metropolis” and the Polish “satel-
lite” late Sta linism did ev ery thing to extinguish the specter of cultural au-
tonomy and freethinking. The Poles, however, managed to preserve more 
of these precious qualities.
 The next and most coveted boundary to cross allowed entry to countries 
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outside the Soviet bloc. Yugoslavia, Greece, Italy, France, and a host of other 
attractive tourist destinations were virtually off- limits, for they belonged to 
the hostile parts of the world. For years, only a select few members of “So-
viet intelligentsia” like Ehrenburg and Simonov were able to travel there, 
always with Sta lin’s personal approval. Khrushchev changed that. He and 
other Soviet leaders began to go abroad, starting with a trip to Yugoslavia in 
May 1955, “like Renaissance princes, accompanied by a retinue of top per-
formers—ballerinas, singers, and pianists were taken along.”7 In June 1956, 
on its maiden voyage, the luxury liner Victory took a large group of high- 
placed Soviet of fi cials, but also journalists, writers, musicians, and artists, 
around Europe for the first time in their lives. (It was this trip which led 
Paustovsky to think about a new privileged class in Soviet society.) The ship 
sailed from Odessa to Turkey, Greece, Italy, and France—altogether eleven 
countries—and returned to Leningrad. The liner’s passengers saw Mount 
Etna on Sicily, visited Capri, and saw the museums of the Vatican and the 
Louvre.
 Every traveler abroad had to be approved for an “exit” visa from the 
USSR. This meant obtaining approval from a host of authorities at the 
 person’s place of work or study—the Komsomol, party, management, trade 
 unions—and then being vetted by the KGB and the “exit” section at party 
headquarters. A candidate for a trip abroad had to have an unblemished 
“moral and political face,” at least from the point of view of the screening 
committees. Any one of them could close the exit gates at any moment. For 
many who left the USSR for the first time, the trip became an intense, 
 almost religious experience, a tale to share with all friends and acquain-
tances.8 Onboard the Victory liner, a young writer “discovered new worlds” 
for the first time. “It is impossible to set down on paper the beauty of 
those landscapes, the sultry breeze and warmth, and the feelings that over-
whelmed us.” Another passenger, a journalist for the party organ The Com-
munist, swore half a century later that the voyage had “shocked him even 
more than Twentieth Party Congress.” He explained, “I saw cultures and 
ways of life that we could not even dream about.”9

 The leaders after Sta lin encouraged privileged journalists and other writ-
ers to publicize their impressions about the outside world, provided that 
those impressions were ideologically correct and patriotic. In the fall of 
1955 seven Soviet journalists and writers took a tour across the United 
States. The group included Khrushchev’s son- in- law, Alexei Adzhubei, who 
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was the editor of Komsomolskaia Pravda. The journalists traveled around 
the United States for two weeks on a lavish spending account and attended 
numerous meetings, rallies, and parties. The Soviet visitors tried hard to 
conceal their culture shock with invocations of Soviet patriotism. After the 
trip they told Khrushchev that most Americans were friendly and open. 
The leader of the group, the head of the international department of 
the  Union of Soviet Writers, sent several memoranda to the party Central 
Committee with recommendations that took aim at xenophobic traditions 
in Soviet diplomacy, the rigidity of the Soviet media, and the pro pa gan da 
machinery. The memos also proposed reaching out to American writers, 
and publishing the works of Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, and 
 Arthur Miller in the Soviet  Union. Foreign correspondents working in the 
 Soviet  Union, according to one memo, should not be treated as foreign 
spies and “bandits of the pen.”10 A series of articles (later transformed into 
books) appeared in millions of copies, informing educated Russian readers, 
among other things, that Americans owned fifty- five million cars, that the 
United States had high- quality roads and ser vices and comfortable hotels 
and motels.11 All this was a great revelation to Soviet readers.
 Another memo from the writers observed that 8 to 10 percent of Ameri-
can citizens had family roots in tsarist Russia but that at the height of the 
anticosmopolitan campaign, they had no  longer been able to communicate 
with their relatives in the Soviet  Union. The memo recommended lifting 
restrictions on such family correspondence, so that thousands of Soviet 
citizens, “with the assistance” of Soviet and Komsomol or ga ni za tions, could 
write back to their American relatives and dispel “legends about the Iron 
Curtain.” Of course, the memo continued, the correspondence would be 
controlled, and harmful epistles would simply be intercepted.12 In the next 
few years the pro pa gan da authorities and the KGB disagreed on the issue of 
private correspondence. Yet tens of thousands of families in Russia again 
began to receive letters and postcards from their relatives living abroad.
 No foreign tourists had arrived in the USSR by the time Sta lin died. In 
Moscow in 1954–55 a tiny foreign colony remained, consisting mostly of 
journalists and men who had married Russian  women and decided to stay. 
In the population of Moscow, just a tiny fraction was left of the once- 
extensive community of foreign communists, their families, lovers, friends, 
and acquaintances: it had been destroyed by the Great Terror and the sub-
sequent anticosmopolitan campaigns.13 At the same time, the growth of the 
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Soviet empire produced a new international crowd: exchange students from 
“fraternal” countries. University dorms hosted thousands of young men 
and  women from Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, 
East Germany, China and Mongolia, and Albania. Later, students came 
from Yugoslavia, France, and Italy, and Egypt, Syria, and other Arab coun-
tries with “pro gres sive” regimes. Many of them made substantial contribu-
tions to the endless, sometimes stormy debates students had about politi-
cal, social, and cultural developments in the USSR. Particularly strong was 
the cultural and intellectual in flu ence of Polish and Czech students. Mikhail 
Gorbachev developed a close friendship with Zdeněk Mlynář, a Czech stu-
dent. Friendship with foreigners opened up new comparative perspectives 
and eroded the customary xenophobia, dogmatism, and chauvinism among 
students. Many still believed that the “Soviet way is always the best,” but a 
few others began to harbor doubts. Eastern and Central European litera-
ture and fine art, once discovered, dispelled the myth of Russian and Soviet 
cultural superiority.14

 In 1955 Moscow, Leningrad, Sta lingrad, Rostov, and a number of other 
Soviet cities opened their doors to Western tourists and their once- dreaded 
cosmopolitan in flu ences. The tourist infrastructure and logistics disman-
tled in the 1930s were restored. A few hotels in Moscow and Leningrad, 
among them the Moskva and Sovetskaia, were spruced up and elevated, at 
least in the Soviet imagination, to Western standards of ser vice.15 A number 
of Soviet intellectuals and artists took advantage of Khrushchev’s secret 
speech to invite their colleagues from abroad as well as Russian artists who 
had emigrated to the West after the Russian Revolution. Members of the 
old intelligentsia, separated for de cades, could meet again. In May 1956, the 
famous linguist Roman Jakobson, an émigré from Russia who was a profes-
sor at Harvard University, returned to visit his friends. Isaiah Berlin also 
visited from Oxford for the first time since 1945.16

 Foreign visitors became the object of tremendous attention from Russian 
students. During the summer of 1957 the future CIA analyst and historian 
Raymond Garthoff met with hundreds of students in Moscow and around 
Russia. In one instance, Garthoff and his colleague met spontaneously with 
150 students from an agricultural college outside Leningrad. As soon as it 
became clear that the Americans spoke Russian, a large circle gathered 
around each of them. Students were so excited and grateful for the oppor-
tunity that they even escorted the guests in a ceremonial march to the train 
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station.17 The KGB could not monitor ev ery contact young intellectuals had 
with foreigners, although it watched them closely.18

 The appearance of foreigners on the streets of Moscow, Leningrad, and 
other Soviet cities after 1955 provided a boost to the stiliagi movement. The 
fans of “style” met their role models, real Westerners, for the first time. An 
American college student who traveled to Russia late in 1956 talked to 
many Moscow teenagers. Some of them proudly told him which wave-
lengths enabled them to hear the Voice of America. The American student 
noticed their contempt for the authorities and the police and perceptively 
observed that “in their general hatred of their own life, they have built up 
an over- glamorized picture of life outside the Soviet  Union.” The stiliagi 
tried to buy ev ery thing he was wearing.19 The immediate result of the reap-
pearance of foreign tourism was the practice of buying and selling of for-
eign clothes, sometimes secondhand. At first style apers just wanted to buy 
foreign- looking articles that were fashionable and of high quality for them-
selves. The search for individual bargains quickly developed into a new 
kind of black market, one in highly prestigious “Western products” that 
were not available in Soviet stores.20

Culture Shock
From October to December 1956, in addition to the Hungarian crisis and 
the heated literary discussion surrounding Not by Bread Alone, another 
event excited tens of thousands of people in Moscow and Leningrad: the 
Cubist art of Pablo Picasso, the prolific Spanish genius, was on display for 
the first time in the Soviet  Union, at the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts in 
Moscow, and then at the State Hermitage Museum in Leningrad. Under 
Sta lin, Picasso’s art had been banned in the USSR as “formalist,” despite the 
fact that Picasso was a member of the French Communist Party and his 
dove was the symbol of the pro- Soviet international peace movement. 
The ban on formalist art was not lifted after Sta lin’s death and was even 
strengthened by the Cold War cultural offensives, as the American govern-
ment promoted abstract art as a proof of freer artistic self- expression in the 
West.21 Last but not least, power in the  Union of Soviet Artists and the So-
viet Academy of Arts was completely in the hands of the established “mas-
ters of socialist realism”—in other words, those who controlled the gigantic 
and highly  profit able production of artifacts for party pro pa gan da ranging 
from pompous paintings to statues and busts of Sta lin and Lenin.22
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 The opening of the Picasso exhibitions was the result of Ilya Ehrenburg’s 
cle ver scheme. He had known and liked Picasso since the 1920s, when they 
met in the bohemian circles of Paris. Ehrenburg played on the Kremlin’s 
eagerness to reach out to the broader intellectual and artistic circles of 
Western Europe. The French Communist Party supported Ehrenburg and 
greatly enhanced his lobbying power. Additional support came from many 
youn ger Soviet artists who in 1955 began to raise their voices against the 
complete subjugation of art to the goals of state pro pa gan da. They looked 
for an opportunity to rehabilitate artists who had been victims of Sta linist 
purges and campaigns after the early 1930s.23 On the eve of the exhibition 
opening in Moscow, a large group of artists or ga nized a reception to cele-
brate Picasso’s seventy- fifth birthday. When Ehrenburg entered the recep-
tion, they gave him an ovation. By contrast, most shunned the confused 
and sweating Alexander Gerasimov, the president of the Academy of Art.24

 On October 25, 1956, the day of the opening, crowds of people gathered 
around the Pushkin Museum. Ehrenburg asked those who were pushing 
forward through the police cordon to remain patient: “You waited for this 
moment for twenty- five years. Now please wait a few minutes more.”25 
Many young Soviet artists considered the exhibition to be the most impor-
tant single event of their artistic lives. Indeed, it marked a breakthrough. It 
became possible after the Picasso exhibition to bring back from oblivion 
the names of other artists banned and ostracized during the Sta lin years. 
The fans of Western “style” and aesthetic rebels who made it to the exhibi-
tion recognized Picasso’s art as truly revolutionary, as their ally against the 
ossified Sta linist culture.26

 Many other educated visitors to the Picasso exhibition, however, were 
not prepared for what they saw. Confronting Cubism was an unnerving ex-
perience for the culture- hungry audiences in Moscow and Leningrad. De-
bates about Picasso flared up right in front of his paintings and became the 
second most important discussion after the 1953 debates on “sincerity in 
literature.” The journals of visitors, kept in the archives, bear the traces of 
profound stupefaction and the most often repeated exclamation was, “We 
cannot understand anything!”27 The centrality of the fine arts in Russian 
consciousness, combined with de cades of isolation of educated Russian so-
ciety from the multitude of the world’s cultural trends, contributed to the 
shock and the subversive power of the Picasso exhibition. In the Soviet 
 Union of 1956 it was as much a symbol of radicalism as was support for the 
Hungarian Revolution. Soviet students, scientists, teachers, physicians, en-
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gineers, and other professionals had a certain idea of what high culture was 
and believed that Soviet educational experience had equipped them with a 
suf fi cient understanding of what was “good,” “pro gres sive,” and beautiful 
and what was not. Now another certainty had been shattered. Which art 
was “pro gres sive” and which was not? What did “socialist realism” mean?
 Other questions emerged in 1956. Which system, cap italist or Soviet, 
provided better conditions for cultural growth and self- expression? The 
Kremlin’s new approach was implicitly based on its sense of cultural superi-
ority. The Soviet leaders wanted to demonstrate to the world the “great 
achievements of Soviet culture” as well as the well- preserved traditions of 
prerevolutionary Russian culture. Performances by the Bolshoi and Kirov 
ballet groups, the Moiseyev Dance Company, or the spectacular virtuosi 
Emil Gilels, David Oistrakh, Leonid Kogan, and Mstislav Rostropovich 
never failed to fill Western concert halls.28 Yet this had to be a two- way 
street, along which American and Western European musicians and artists 
could now travel to perform in Moscow and Leningrad. And educated So-
viet audiences could now watch, listen, and compare.
 The first wave of performers from the United States opened in December 
1955 with a sensational presentation of Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess by the 
Everyman Opera Company in Leningrad. Truman Capote, who covered 
the trip as a correspondent for the New Yorker, described the culture shock 
Russians experienced. About a thousand Leningraders came to greet the 
cast at the train station: they stared at the exotic visitors, mostly black, “with 
immense silence, an almost catatonic demeanor.” At the same time, Russian 
ballerinas rolled their eyes appreciatively and sighed as they gazed at the 
visitors’ shoes, touched their dresses, rubbed silk and taffeta between their 
fingers. Thirty thousand people flocked to the Marinsky (Kirov) Theater to 
hear the performance. Most of them were scandalized and astonished by 
the unabashed eroticism of the production. During the scene when Crown 
attempts to rape Bess, “he grips her to him, gropes her buttocks, her breast; 
and ends with Bess raping him—she rips off his shirt, wraps her arms 
around him and writhes, sizzles like bacon in a skillet.” At that moment 
“areas of the audience suffered something like a blackout.” After Leningrad, 
the cast went to Moscow, where, on the eve of the Twentieth Party Con-
gress, the Kremlin leaders attended and applauded the performance.29

 Soviet journalists and writers who traveled to the United States in 1955 
reported that the United States was not only a fascinating material civiliza-
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tion. Americans also enjoyed many wonderful museums, theaters, and a 
flour ishing cultural scene.30 The excellence of American classical music 
performances in Moscow and Leningrad in 1956 also shook the smug sense 
of Russian cultural superiority.31 In January 1956 the newspaper Soviet Cul-
ture published the glowing account of the Soviet violinist David Oistrakh, 
who performed in the United States for the first time. Oistrakh highly 
praised the Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra under the conductorship of 
Eugene Ormandy, as well as many American violinists he met during his 
tour. American cultural in flu ence on educated Russians increased through 
another prestigious channel: literature in translation. In 1955–56 Moscow 
publishing houses printed millions of copies of translations of books by 
various American authors previously unavailable or forgotten in the USSR.32 
Many American authors, such as Theodore Dreiser and Upton Sinclair, 
were selected because of their criticism of American cap italism. Publica-
tion of other authors required intense lobbying. Ehrenburg successfully 
fought for Hemingway’s novel The Old Man and the Sea, and it was pub-
lished in March 1955 in Inostrannaia Literatura (Foreign Literature), a re-
cently launched and highly popular journal for the intellectual and cultural 
elite. The works of Hemingway had been popular among young romantics 
in Russia in the late 1930s, and he immediately became a cult author among 
students during the Thaw. Other authors remained to be rediscovered. One 
of them was John Steinbeck, who had disappeared from the Soviet list of 
“pro gres sive writers” after he published an honest account of his trip across 
the Soviet  Union in 1947.33

 The inroads made by American cultural in flu ence produced an immedi-
ate counterattack. Reacting to Oistrakh’s article, the party’s department of 
pro pa gan da and agitation warned newspaper editors that only the Soviet 
 Union could be advertised as a world leader in classical music.34 In 1957 
Literaturnaia Gazeta published a series of articles by Alexander Kazem- 
Bek, an aristocrat and Russian right- wing nationalist who had returned to 
the Soviet  Union after 1945. The author denounced the United States as “a 
country without [high] culture,” in contrast to the Soviet  Union and Europe 
with their great cultural and intellectual heritage. American cap italism and 
commercialism, Kazem- Bek warned, paid for mass entertainment and did 
not need the fine arts or masterpieces of poetry and fiction. The newspaper 
editor, a passionate Sta linist, welcomed the article as a salvo against “cos-
mopolitan forces” inside the Soviet cultural establishment.35
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 Ilya Ehrenburg, an informal leader of the “cosmopolitan forces” in Soviet 
society, countered, convincing the Soviet leadership that Kazem- Bek’s arti-
cle was harmful to Soviet in flu ence in the world peace movement. “It should 
be obvious to ev ery one that we cannot appeal to our Western fellow- 
travelers without showing some kind of initiative inside our country. Even 
during the [Great Patriotic] war nobody here wrote about German culture 
in the tones Kazem- Bek has written about American culture.” Ehrenburg’s 
argument had its effect: the party leadership instructed the newspaper to 
publish the rejoinder.36 Ehrenburg wrote that America was a country of 
great culture and that many “pro gres sive” writers and musicians lived 
there.37 The polemics Kazem- Bek and Ehrenburg engaged in provide an 
early look at the growing rift between the nationalist- xenophobic and in-
ternationalist trends among Soviet intellectuals and cultural fig ures. This 
rift would only grow in the next de cade, rendering the of fi cial policy of 
consolidation of cultural elites null and void.38

 For educated and socially conscious Russians the Thaw was a time of 
 rediscovery of art films offering a complex treatment of history and social 
issues. Audiences that had grown up with the images of Sta linist comedies 
and patriotic blockbusters, Tarzan, and The Great Waltz were stunned by a 
series of drama- packed Italian neorealist films by Vittorio De Sica, Roberto 
Rossellini, and Luchino Visconti. Later, La Strada and The Nights of Cabiria 
by Federico Fellini, starring Giulietta Masina, conquered the hearts of many 
Russian viewers. Postwar Polish films, above all the films of Andrzej Wajda 
(Kanal; Ashes and Diamonds), presented recent history in tragic and un-
usually nuanced ways. This is not to say that the culture- starved Russian 
public preferred “serious” films to blockbusters and entertainment. Cinema 
was the most powerful vehicle of American and Western in flu ence during 
the Thaw. Many of the best- known American films (by Elia Kazan, Cecil B. 
DeMille, and Alfred Hitchcock) did not reach a broad Soviet audience, ow-
ing to party censorship. Still, rates of purchases and releases of foreign films 
increased considerably according to of fi cial statistics, from 46 in 1954 to 71 
in 1955. The secret speech emboldened cinema critics, film directors, and 
above all the Ministry of Culture to lobby for more. The ministry’s main 
interest was economic: ev ery foreign film automatically became a block-
buster with the cinema- starved Soviet audience and brought millions of 
rubles into the ministry’s budget. In May 1956 the minister of culture sug-
gested that the party secretariat delegate the business of selecting foreign 
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films to ministerial experts. In June the secretariat, prompted by the CC 
department of culture, rejected this initiative, thus retaining its right to 
screen “alien” ideological and cultural film productions.39

 Some signs seemed to indicate that the educated Soviet public was long-
ing for new cultural icons re flect ing the spirit of a new era. The twenty- 
year- old actress Liudmila Gurchenko, a swarthy beauty from Ukraine, be-
came the first national movie star in 1956–57. As Gurchenko would recall 
in her memoirs, on her way to the Moscow film studio ev ery day she saw 
“billboards announcing the arrival of foreign artists, the jazz orchestra of 
the famous Benny Goodman, singers from Sweden and Germany, ballet 
groups from India, the United States, and France. We learned to appreciate 
our value on a different scale.”40 Foreign artists competed with the Russian 
ones for the sympathies of the young public. Concerts in Moscow by the 
French actor and chansonnier Yves Montand in late 1956 created a sensa-
tion. Even earlier, many intellectuals in Moscow and Leningrad had be-
come fans of Montand and signed up in droves to learn French, just so they 
would be able to understand the lyrics to his songs. After the Soviet inva-
sion of Hungary, the vast majority of Western visitors decided to cancel 
their trips to the USSR in protest. Montand allowed Soviet diplomats to 
convince him to defy the Western cultural blockade.41

 In Moscow a red- carpet treatment awaited him: he even met personally 
with Nikita Khrushchev, and on December 15, 1956, sang at the newly 
opened Luzhniki Sports Arena, the largest performance venue in the USSR. 
The appearance of the dark- eyed and dashingly elegant French actor in a 
tight- fitting black sweater was a tremendous success. His lyrical songs, in-
cluding the hit “Les feuilles mortes,” made older audience members weep. 
Montand’s concert was the first occasion of mass hysteria produced by a 
Western pop star. Soviet fans, especially young  women, behaved like their 
Western counterparts at the concerts of Elvis Presley: they tore buttons 
off the singer’s coats, wept with joy, and danced in rapture on their seats. 
“This was not enthusiasm—it was something wild,” recalled one Komso-
mol of fi cial indignantly. Montand’s songs and appearance “generated im-
mense anxiety among us young people for a beautiful life” outside the 
boundaries of the Soviet  Union, recalled a Leningrad art student.42

 In April 1958, the Texas- born pianist Van Cliburn unexpectedly won the 
Tchaikovsky International Piano Competition in Moscow, another new en-
counter in the Soviet cultural offensive. The twenty- three- year-old Ameri-
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can played Tchaikovsky’s First Concerto with more depth, élan, and feeling 
than his Russian competitors.43 After Van Cliburn’s performance the elite 
Moscow audience stood up and chanted, “First prize! First prize!” Not only 
foreigners on the jury, but the composers Dmitry Shostakovich and Dmitry 
Kabalevsky as well as the piano stars Genrikh Neigauz, Sviatoslav Richter, 
and Emil Gilels gave the young American their full support. The patriarch 
of the Russian piano school Alexander Goldenweiser called Van Cliburn 
“a new Rachmaninov.” Public pressure forced the Ministry of Culture to 
 appeal to Khrushchev for permission to award the first prize to the Ameri-
can pianist. Khrushchev, himself a victim of the young lanky American’s 
charm, gave his consent.44

 Not only did Van Cliburn touch the Russian soul with his music, but he 
turned into the first international star on Soviet television. Six feet tall, 
seemingly delicate, with elegant hands and incredibly long fingers, a child-
like smile, and a crown of wavy hair, he replaced the French singer as a 
male icon among re fined Russians. Van Cliburn’s personality generated a 
quasi- erotic response in many, especially the educated female audience, 
sensitive to romantic and spiritual in flu ences. One woman wrote in her di-
ary, “My soul is turned inside out by the playing of this American young 
man. How beautiful and inspired a man can be!”45 American diplomats 
 observed that Van Cliburn’s appearance generated “a kind of mass hysteria,” 
especially among “females between the ages of 15 and 65.” Young Musco-
vite  women shrieked, “Vania, Vania!” threw flowers, offered him jars of jam 
and winter socks, tugged at the pianist’s clothes, and stood in front of his 
hotel for hours. Many  women sent love letters to the Moscow Conserva-
tory, urging “Vania” to marry them and stay in Russia.46

 “Vania” remained a hero of the postwar generation. Hundreds of thou-
sands of Soviet parents made sure that their children would take piano 
 lessons. In December 1987, when the aged Van Cliburn performed at the 
White House for honored Soviet guests Mikhail and Raisa Gorbachev, 
emotions overpowered all three. They embraced with tears in their eyes.

Kremlin All-Nighter
The public emotion evoked by Picasso, Montand, and Van Cliburn paled in 
comparison to that elicited by the event that took Moscow by storm, the 
World Youth Festival in July–August 1957. Komsomol leaders, together 
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with the Committee of Youth Organizations, had obtained Khrushchev’s 
authorization for this event in 1955, the year of public diplomacy. At first, 
the Kremlin expected to conduct the festival on the most restricted budget 
possible. The initial budget was estimated at around three hundred million 
rubles, most of it to be covered by a special festival lottery.47 As was the case 
with many initiatives of the Khrushchev era, the or ga nizers failed to foresee 
the scale and expense of the festival. The Kremlin leaders expected great 
pro pa gan da gains. For this reason Soviet authorities advertised the event 
globally, to ensure maximum international par tic i pa tion, even after the 
danger of an international boycott over the Soviet invasion of Hungary had 
subsided. Eventually the plan to get “the most bang for the fewest rubles” 
was discarded. The youth festival in Moscow had to be bigger, better, and 
jollier than any previous event of its kind.
 Alexander Shelepin, the head of the Komsomol, created special head-
quarters for the preparations. Shelepin, who was a graduate of the famous 
IFLI, had quickly become a party careerist. He mobilized Komsomol youth 
for war, but he never saw battle himself.48 A tough administrator and a stern 
disciplinarian, Shelepin put all gears in motion. His team planned a huge 
mobilization campaign. The Komsomol called on “boys and girls of the So-
viet  Union,” especially of Moscow, to start creating new parks, planting 
trees along streets and on squares, and constructing sports arenas and play-
grounds. Young Muscovites were encouraged to learn at least one foreign 
language, to memorize foreign songs, dances, and games. The Kremlin di-
rected many ministries to help with Shelepin’s preparations. The Ministry 
of the Interior, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Communications, 
and of course the KGB became closely involved in the preparations. Chi-
nese, En glish, German, French, and Spanish language classes were broad-
cast on Soviet television.49

 Soviet authorities anticipated that eighty- three thousand young men and 
 women from all over the Soviet  Union would visit the festival. The number 
of foreign guests was limited by quotas for each country, but, as would be-
come evident, these could not be predicted with precision. The or ga nizers 
estimated that 7,000 guides, including 3,290 interpreters, would be needed, 
“to work with the festival par tic i pants.” Hectic recruitment of guides began 
among senior students at universities and technical schools in Moscow and 
Leningrad. Directors of all educational institutions, as well as many state 
enterprises, were ordered to allow their students and employees who were 
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involved in the festival or ga ni za tion and activities to go on paid leave for 
thirty- five days’ duration.50

 Preparations took two years and required a truly titanic effort. For a 
quarter of a century the Soviet  Union had remained virtually closed to for-
eigners; there was no tourist infrastructure in place. The or ga nizers had to 
tackle such issues as the squalid appearance of most urban areas, the inad-
equacy and scarcity of hotels, and the lack of good advertising, clothing, 
carnival costumes, paraphernalia of attractive quality, fast- food places and 
ethnic restaurants, and shopping opportunities. Shelepin and his people 
groaned as they confronted, at ev ery step along the way, further manifesta-
tions of the backwardness of Soviet society and the economy.51

 Yet they scored impressive achievements. Moscow authorities, with the 
Komsomol’s assistance, constructed at breakneck speed the Luzhniki Sports 
Arena. In addition, they built the Winter Stadium and several large covered 
swimming pools, a luxury previously unknown in the USSR. They reno-
vated Moscow hotels and installed foreign tourist facilities, such as the cur-
rency exchange of fices and equipment for international telephone calls. 
The ser vice economy in Moscow was doubled, including an upsurge in the 
number of trained staff, the production of tourist souvenirs, openings of 
self- ser vice or fast- food restaurants, cafés, shoe repair shops, and laundry 
ser vices, and the manufacture of a wide va ri ety of youth “couture” (vests, 
trousers, T- shirts, and so on). And the Komsomol or ga nized rallies, carni-
vals, fireworks, singing contests, and more for the avalanche of youth they 
expected to come to Moscow. They even chose a hit song for the festival, 
“Moscow Nights,” which soon would become known around the world. 
Most spectacularly, a number of the festival events were planned to take 
place inside the Kremlin. The old tsarist castle had remained closed to the 
public since 1918, when the Bolshevik leadership moved there from Petro-
grad. Sta lin and other members of the leadership had lived inside its walls 
with their families, and the Politburo held its sessions there. In March 1955 
the party presidium, at Khrushchev’s initiative, decided to reopen the 
Kremlin, and in July a large portion of it became public space.52

 A wide array of carnival items were now produced for the festival, in-
cluding even Venetian masks. Drab Moscow began to take on a new look, 
at least in downtown areas and in the neighborhoods assigned to host festi-
val events and offer residences for foreigners. Many dusty streets, cracked 
facades, rank alleys, and garbage- filled courtyards were spruced up, cleaned, 
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painted, washed. Balconies on which people had heretofore only hung out 
clothes to dry or grown vegetables were festooned with flowers. Still, the 
last- minute improvisations in tourist ser vice could not produce enough 
hotels. The existing ones would have to accommodate four to five foreign 
guests in ev ery room. Soviet guests were lucky to sleep in dormitory units 
and school classrooms, each housing twelve or even fourteen persons.53

 The authorities assumed that the festival, like any Soviet mass event, 
would proceed under the control of state and party authorities and their 
agents. “If they [the festival guests] were to be surrounded by thieves and 
stiliagi, then they would leave with a bad image of our country,” said one 
top or ga nizer. The Ministry of the Interior began to clear Moscow of “un-
desirable elements,” including Gypsies, prostitutes, beggars, and homeless 
orphans. At the same time the authorities mobilized, in addition to numer-
ous policemen and security agents, thirty- two thousand volunteers from 
the Komsomol or ga ni za tions, to meet and help foreign guests.54 Up to the 
last minute, fears of Western “provocation” haunted the or ga nizers. A good 
number of Social Democratic, Catholic, and other anti- Soviet youth insti-
tutions abroad denounced par tic i pa tion in the Moscow festival as immoral. 
The KGB warned that among foreign youth were some “people with hostile 
attitudes toward the USSR, as well as spies and saboteurs.”55 In order to pre-
empt the expected hostility of the guests, the festival or ga nizers appealed 
through newspapers to Muscovites. They told them “to embrace foreign 
guests with love.”56 In a word, the Soviet regime brought foreign youth to 
Ivan and Masha with instructions for them to fall in love.
 The transition from the USSR’s complete isolation to limited, controlled 
openness produced unexpected mass exhilaration. Analogies with hermits 
coming out of isolation, or divers rising rapidly to the surface spring to 
mind. Russians, whose only large- scale encounter with foreigners had oc-
curred during the last war, suddenly saw trains full of friendly and sympa-
thetic young men and  women, some of them from other countries, coming 
to Moscow from Brest, Odessa, and Leningrad, and other ports of entry. 
Muscovites felt overwhelmed and overexcited, intoxicated as if by an excess 
of oxygen. Crowds, applauding and throwing flowers, gathered at ev ery sta-
tion along the way to Moscow. They were no doubt “or ga nized” by local 
authorities, yet they expressed spontaneous and boundless joy. Many of the 
Komsomol volunteers and young policemen who were supposed to keep 
the festival under control felt transported like ev ery body else.57
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 Three million people in Moscow, and other Russian guests, most of 
them under thirty, had fervor enough to turn the festival into a true carni-
val, rich with affection and spontaneity. They met thirty- four thousand for-
eign guests who came from 130 countries. Soviet authorities were unpre-
pared for the scale of the enthusiasm. On the opening day the triumphal 
pro ces sion from the exhibition of Soviet economic achievements to the 
 Luzhniki Stadium took four hours instead of one: people blocked the route, 
and the police were helpless to stop them. Tens of thousands of hands were 
stretched out to foreign guests to convey ice cream, drinks, cakes, and coins 
“for luck.”58 Even the or ga nized events were imbued with a fresh and exhila-
rating sense of liberation. The Kremlin flung its doors open to the youth-
ful crowds, and thousands danced at “Kremlin parties.” There was even a 
torchlight parade.59 By the second day of the festival, of fi cial reports from 
Komsomol observers as well as from agents of the Ministry of the Interior 
mentioned “peculiar spontaneous meetings” in the streets of Moscow. 
Thousands of young foreigners roamed freely around the Soviet cap ital, 
meeting strangers. Inevitably, a crowd of Russians would surround the for-
eigners, and with the help of impromptu translation and vivid gestures a 
dialogue of civilizations began.
 Russian xenophobia and fear of secret police informers virtually evapo-
rated during the festival. Police reports mention spe cific cases of young 
Russians loudly complaining about supervision and control in front of for-
eign guests. The absence of fear was remarkable in the light of the recent 
arrests during the crackdowns of late 1956. Many of the foreigners were in-
vited by Muscovites to their homes for a chat. Some Muscovites brought 
milk and meat from their homes as refreshments for foreigners.60 Russian 
crowds extended their exuberant affection even to Americans, some of 
whom came to Moscow bristling with their own ideological self- righ teous-
ness and prepared for Cold War polemics. The jazz musician Kozlov re-
calls, “Americans were depicted in two ways—either as poor, unemployed, 
gaunt, unshaven people in rags or as big- bellied bourgeois in tuxedos and 
top hats, with a fat cigars in their mouths. And there was a third category—
hopeless Negroes, all of them victims of the Ku Klux Klan.”61 Now Russians 
saw freethinking young men and  women, dressed in simple but stylish 
clothing. Their Cold War stereotypes lay in ruins. Many people simply left 
their workplaces and of fices, eager to see as many events as possible. Among 
them was Khrushchev’s daughter Rada, the editor of a sci en tific journal. 
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She recalled the festival as a moment when “the world opened up” and the 
long- expected bright future suddenly came to Moscow streets and squares. 
Rada’s husband Alexei Adzhubei wrote in his memoirs that downtown 
Moscow “practically did not sleep during all fift een days of the festival.”62

 The festival was a time of revelation and, for a brief moment, liberation 
for Russian fans of “style,” especially young musicians and artists. In their 
eagerness to demonstrate the diversity and creativity of “Soviet life,” the 
party and Komsomol authorities suspended the ban on “Western” and for-
malist styles in music and pictorial art for a week, and suddenly Moscow 
was jolted by Scottish bagpipes, Spanish and Hawaiian guitars, and jazz 
saxophones. On Pushkin Square, in the middle of Gorky Street in the cen-
ter of the city, bands from different countries played, day and night. Ameri-
cans and other Western youth taught Russian volunteers how to dance 
rock- and- roll and boogie- woogie, dances that were forbidden in the USSR 
and practiced only at the style apers’ private parties. Russian formalist and 
abstract artists, the persecuted underdogs of the Soviet art world, were able 
to par tic i pate in international art competitions and publicly display their 
works. The va ri ety of artistic styles contrasted sharply with the customary 
oppressive monotony of of fi cial Soviet art.63 The traditional Russian- Soviet 
cultural hierarchy with its top and bottom, the re fined and the vulgar, be-
gan to erode. The idea of a multiplicity of cultures, and cultural pluralism, 
which had been excluded by socialist realism, returned.
 For the first time, real American jazz bands played in the concert halls of 
Moscow and even in the streets. There was a jazz competition, and Russian 
bands, mostly consisting of Moscow’s students, took part in it. Jazz concerts 
sparked enormous curiosity among the public, since Soviet ideologists had 
for years treated jazz as “enemy art,” a tool of the United States in the Cold 
War. For Soviet jazz musicians such direct exposure to live American jazz 
improvisation and musicians from another world brought nothing short of 
catharsis, not to mention an indispensable professional update.64

 Nonrealist Russian painters experienced a similar catharsis. Artists who 
had been working for years beyond the pale of of fi cially recognized art, in 
tiny, cramped basement studios, took part in the festival’s international art 
exhibition in Gorky Park and worked side by side with young American 
and West European artists in the festival’s art studios. When American art-
ists, in imitation of Jackson Pollock, began to sprinkle and drip colors on 
their canvases, their Moscow colleagues were mesmerized by a sense of 
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freedom. Anatoly Zverev, at twenty- six years old a phenomenally talented 
artist, immediately responded to the American challenge. Within an hour, 
working at a furious tempo before the eyes of the fascinated crowd, he 
painted an entire partition wall of the studio in “drip” style. He and some 
other underground artists received prizes and medals from the festival’s in-
ternational jury.65

 The Komsomol reports smugly announced that “the majority of Soviet 
youth quickly fig ured out the reactionary essence of bourgeois culture and 
art.” The encounter with Western cultural demons, the reports continued, 
merely “helped our youth better appreciate the beauty and national charac-
ter of Soviet art.”66 But even the of fi cial reporters had to admit that “a small 
stratum of young people became visible during the festival, mostly students 
and representatives of the young intelligentsia, who enthusiastically em-
braced bourgeois culture and, froth on their mouths, defended the abstract 
art before those who did not understand it. A certain part of our youth be-
gan to ape the loose mode of behavior demonstrated by some delegates 
from Western countries.” To the propagandists’ regret, the entire country 
saw televised images of young people dancing American- style during the 
Kremlin ball. A crowd of stiliagi and other sympathizers broke through the 
police cordons, crashed the gates, or just sneaked into the concert hall as-
signed for a jazz competition.67

 The festival transformed some fans of “style” into underground entre-
preneurs who got involved in illegal exchange of money and sales of much-
 coveted foreign clothing. The attractive black market price of the ruble 
(which contrasted with the overrated value of the ruble at the of fi cial ex-
change rate) ensured that many young foreign tourists would try to add to 
their funds in Moscow by turning to private buyers. Soon improvised ex-
changes and sales of Western jeans, shirts, and other fashion items began 
on a large scale. The underground entrepreneurs competed successfully 
with the Komsomol of fi cials who had or ga nized of fi cial purchase centers to 
curb the black market. A group of students from Moscow’s Institute of For-
eign Languages or ga nized an illegal currency exchange; when the police 
arrested them, they had already bought thousands of U.S. dollars at thirty 
rubles to the dollar.68 Another group of young businessmen who exchanged 
money and purchased foreign clothing continued their operation for years 
after the festival, and by the time the KGB arrested them, they were living 
the life of secret millionaires.69
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 During the festival a few freethinking young men and  women contacted 
foreigners to ask for printed information and books, and to reveal their 
 opposition to the Soviet regime. Soviet authorities and the KGB suspected 
that American delegates wanted to establish contacts with such people. 
Among the casualties of Soviet vigilance was Daniel Schorr, the first CBS 
correspondent in Moscow since 1947, for the of fice of the broadcasting 
company was closed down. Komsomol “information” reported on August 
7, 1957, that Schorr had passed instructions from the U.S. Embassy to a 
group of young Americans in the festival delegation. Later the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs revoked his visa; he has been persona non grata in the USSR 
ever since.70 Nevertheless, there were simply too many contacts for the KGB 
to shadow. Garthoff remembered in his memoirs that one young man dis-
played an insatiable appetite for the magazines that the American had 
brought with him to the USSR. His name was Alik Ginzburg: like the fa-
mous American beatnik poet Allen Ginsberg, he was also a fan of cultural 
freedom, but he had to be more resourceful to achieve it in Soviet society. 
He would play a distinguished role in the Russian intellectual and human 
rights movement in the next two de cades.71

 Other young Russians, more interested in democratic socialism than in 
Americanism, sought contacts with the young festival delegates from Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe. The Poles and Hungarians arrived fresh from the 
experience of the national revolutions that had, for a brief moment, over-
thrown the structures of Sta linist states. The frequency of these contacts 
is hard to mea sure, but the Komsomol authorities and the KGB worried 
about them. In one documented case, members of an underground politi-
cal group of university professors and students headed by Lev Krasnopev-
tsev attempted to use the festival to exchange information with Polish jour-
nalists. They managed to meet with Eligiusz Lasota, an editor of the Polish 
literary magazine Po Prostu, who had been very active during the “Polish 
October” of 1956.72 These contacts were detected by KGB agents. Alexei 
Adzhubei, Khrushchev’s son- in- law and a member of Shelepin’s team of 
festival or ga nizers, warned Lasota in blunt terms, “Listen, in Poland you 
can do what you want, but keep in mind that it rubs off on us here as well. 
You come and spread this plague, [you want to] subvert us. We will not al-
low this to happen.”73 Soon after the end of the festival, Krasnopevtsev and 
most members of his group were arrested.
 Soviet police reports described the behavior of the Hungarian and Polish 
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delegates as “provocative.” Fortunately for the hosts, there was no solidarity 
between the sons and daughters of two Eastern European countries. The 
Poles cursed the Hungarians (who preferred to keep their mouth shut) for 
their reluctance to admit that there had been a revolution in Hungary, 
called them cowards, traitors, and stooges of Moscow. It almost came to a 
scuffle. Even more pronounced was the sense of superiority tinged with na-
tionalist contempt that some young Poles felt toward Russian youth. This 
attitude did not encourage rapprochement. Besides, some Poles and Hun-
garians, instead of engaging in the “discussion clubs” set up for them by the 
Komsomol activists, brought suitcases full of cheap underwear, makeup, 
and other items, and tried to sell them on the black market.74

 In fact, the youth from Africa, Asia, and Latin America made a much 
greater impression on the Russians than their “socialist cousins” from East-
ern Europe. The sympathies of Russian students, male and especially fe-
male, belonged to the tall and handsome Africans from Ghana and Kenya, 
as well as Indians and delegates from the Arab countries. In the eyes of the 
Russians their appearance and dress were exotic, and they were surrounded 
by the aura of the anticolonial liberation movements. In 1957 they electri-
fied young Soviet intellectuals and students in the same way that Third 
World radicals would galvanize leftist Western students ten years later.
 The festival was also a sig nifi cant event for Soviet Jews. The Israeli dele-
gation represented the first public appearance of Zionists in Moscow since 
1948, when the Israeli Ambassador Golda Meir had arrived in the Soviet 
cap ital. In the October War of 1956, Israel had been the target of blistering 
criticism in the Soviet press. Many Soviet Jews denounced Israeli aggres-
sion against Egypt.75 Although the Israeli group at the youth festival in-
cluded some delegates from the Israeli Communist Party (“democratic” 
delegates), the real furore emerged around the “Zionist” section, mostly 
young veterans of the recent war, whose demeanor, dignity, fearlessness, 
and above all pride in being Jewish were new and astonishing to Soviet 
Jews.76 Official reports about the festival were replete with alarm signals. 
“Zionists continue to distribute among Moscow Jews the literature they 
brought,” read one report. “The workers of a Moscow cinema studio have 
been filming only the Zionist part of the Israeli delegation for two days.” 
Jewish Muscovites gathered in crowds around theaters and hotels, invited 
the young Israelis to visit their homes, and complained about their tribula-
tions in the USSR. Several thousand Jews came to listen to an Israeli perfor-
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mance during the international- music concert at the Ostankino concert 
hall. A crowd of young men who could not get tickets to Israeli perfor-
mances and films crushed the cast- iron fence in front of the Mossovet The-
ater and stormed into the performance hall. Despite years of anti- Zionist 
pro pa gan da, the festival enabled an increasing number of well- educated 
and urbane Jews to rediscover their Middle Eastern “homeland.”77

 The prevalent feeling at the festival was a passionate, often erotic desire 
to “merge” with the outside world through its messengers who had arrived 
in Moscow. Suddenly, during the festival, spontaneous love affairs between 
young Russians and foreign guests sprang up like wildfires in a dry forest. 
Young Russian men did not miss the first opportunity to date foreign 
 women. Yevgeny Yevtushenko could never forget the moment when, “for 
the first time in my life, my socialist lips touched so- called cap italist lips, 
because I kissed an American girl, breaking Cold War rules. Not only I did 
it. Many of my friends, too, were doing the same in the streets of Moscow, 
in all the parks.”78 Russian  women also took advantage of the festival’s ro-
mantic opportunities. According to Alexei Kozlov, ev ery night “crowds of 
young ladies from all over Moscow converged on the places where foreign 
delegates were staying—various student dorms and hotels on the outskirts 
of the city.” Then, without too much “wooing” or “fake coquettishness” 
couples formed and quickly headed into the dark, into fields and bushes, 
“knowing perfectly well what they would soon be doing.”79 Memories of a 
“sexual minirevolution” that had occurred in Moscow parks and court-
yards, especially in the vicinity of student dorms and the residences of for-
eign guests, continued to circulate. The real scale of libertinage is impossi-
ble to assess.80 The knee- jerk reaction of some Komsomol vigilante squads 
was to apprehend the guilty girls on the spot and shave their heads.81 Some 
foreigners and Russians announced their plans to marry; most of the cou-
ples wanted to leave the USSR, but some wanted to stay.82

 Thus, sexuality emerged as a threat to Soviet values from the minds of a 
concerned conservative majority, parents, and of fi cialdom, and as sponta-
neous acts of liberation in the eyes of educated Russian youth. If Soviet mo-
rality was Victorian in the wake of Sta linism, young members of society 
were not. Among them, the metaphor of sexual love betrayed the longing 
to give away one’s “socialist virginity” for the sake of connection with the 
forbidden “cap italist West,” and even more with the exotic and recently dis-
covered Third World.
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 Shelepin and the Komsomol of fi cials declared the festival a smashing 
success. Indeed, the festival did create thousands of lifelong friends of the 
USSR and did a great deal to offset the negative images of Soviet tanks in 
Hungary in 1956, as well as the xenophobic Soviet past.83 Millions around 
the world learned the tune of “Moscow Nights.” At the same time, the Iron 
Curtain had been irrevocably breached during the festival. The young and 
enthusiastic Soviet television announcers and journalists devoted ten hours 
ev ery day to reports on the festival events. Millions spent fift een days (July 
28–August 11) glued to their television sets. After the end of the event, 
thousands of guests from various countries left by train and on their way 
home made stopovers in Leningrad, Sta lingrad, Odessa, Kishinev, Tash-
kent, and other cities.84 Of course, one event could not break the spell of 
Cold War images and xenophobia over the masses of Russian people. Still, 
the festival marked the beginning of the slow opening of the “Soviet mind” 
toward the outside world. The festival also propelled idealized images of 
the outside world, until then present only in the imagination of a few elite 
intellectuals and passionate style apers, into the awareness of much larger 
groups of Soviet citizens.
 Under direct impact of the festival, some of the old taboos on youth 
styles were lifted. The public campaign against stiliagi continued, but the 
authorities came to a novel realization: if the proj ect of communism were 
to succeed in its appeal to the urban youth, it had to re flect their cultural 
needs. The Kremlin decreed the development of the entertainment sphere, 
directed textile industries to produce fashionable clothes for the young, and 
encouraged composers to write light, jazzy, rhythmical songs and music. 
Moscow began to lose its dingy monotony and drab provincialism and 
 began to transform itself from a “big village” into a metropolis. A great 
number of cafés and fast- food places opened in Moscow, Leningrad, and 
later other cities. They had cheerful, nonideological names, such as Smile, 
Spring, Breeze, Chamomile, and Lily of the Valley. In September 1962 the 
head of the Komsomol, Sergei Pavlov, admitted, “We now wear the same 
tight slacks for which we would have had shaved heads five years ago. Fight-
ing against tight slacks belongs to the past. A new time has come: we are 
now struggling for the inner world of the individual.”85

 The festival was a big milestone for the postwar generation of educated 
Russians. Many intellectuals, artists, and especially admirers of Western 
“style,” jazz fans, and cosmopolitan- minded youngsters compared its trans-
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formative impact to that of the secret speech. Vladimir Bukovsky recalled 
that after the festival “all this talk about ‘putrefying cap italism’ became ri-
diculous.”86 The film critic Maia Turovskaia believed that Russians at the 
festival had been able to touch and smell the outside world for the first time 
after three de cades. “The generation of the sixties would have been differ-
ent without the festival.”87 Alexei Kozlov, the jazz musician, even declared 
that the festival “was the beginning of the collapse of the Soviet system. It 
made the fragmentation pro cess of Sta linist society irreversible.” The festi-
val, he continues in his memoirs, “changed even the Komsomol functionar-
ies. From then on, they lived a double life: while professing loyalty to the 
system, they realized the inferiority of the Soviet way of life.”88

 When Khrushchev received the final bill for the festival, he was shocked. 
He refused to allocate resources for another extravaganza, a World Exhibi-
tion in Moscow.89 Forgetting his anger, however, Khrushchev entered into 
other commitments that would make the Iron Curtain ever more penetra-
ble. The Soviet cultural offensive around the world and cultural exchange 
with the West continued. The success of the first Sputnik launch on Octo-
ber 4, 1957, seemed to boost Khrushchev’s overcon fi dence into the strato-
sphere. In the same month the Soviet state signed agreements on cultural 
exchange with France. In January 1958 a similar agreement was reached 
with the United States. The Soviet leader could never grasp the full impact 
of Soviet cultural engagements with the world on the minds and souls of 
the youn ger generation.

America and Other Worlds
In 1957 Shelepin wondered at a meeting of top Komsomol of fi cials why 
many Soviet young men and  women expressed admiration for the United 
States, despite all the efforts of Soviet pro pa gan da to highlight the economic 
and racial inequalities in American society. The majority of the two million 
students in the USSR studied free and received stipends from the state. Yet 
they failed to realize how privileged they were by comparison with Ameri-
can students, who had to work to pay their education expenses.90 Shelepin’s 
bewilderment pointed up the main problem for the Soviet regime. It had 
been spending ever greater sums trying to bring up a new educated class 
of dedicated communists who would wage and win the Cold War against 
the United States and “world cap italism.” Instead, quite a few students of 
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the late 1950s were of two minds about “Enemy Number One.” In search of 
an explanation, Shelepin observed that the new generation “did not pass 
through the stern school of revolutionary struggle, unlike the older genera-
tion, our fathers, mothers, and older brothers.”91

 Jazz music remained by far the greatest source of American “soft power” 
inside the Soviet  Union. Many young people developed the habit of listen-
ing to Voice of America (VOA) radio programs, almost exclusively because 
of American jazz and rock- and- roll programs. American jazz, broadcast on 
German, Polish, Turkish, and other shortwave stations, could be heard ev-
ery night in the dormitories of Moscow State University.92 The number of 
shortwave radios in Soviet homes grew from half a million in 1949 to 
twenty million in 1958. Toward the end of his life Sta lin ordered a cessa-
tion in the production of shortwave radios by 1954. Instead, after Sta lin’s 
death Soviet industry began to produce four million of them annually, pri-
marily for commercial reasons.93 Particularly popular was VOA’s Time for 
Jazz, whose disc jockey, Willis Conover, “the world’s richest bass- baritone,” 
was a secret hero of many Moscow and Leningrad students. They sang, 
or sometimes just mimicked without understanding the lyrics, songs by 
Benny Goodman and Glenn Miller. They listened to Ella Fitzgerald, Louis 
Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and Charlie Parker. Later came the era of Elvis 
Presley. Recordings of American music stars were not available in stores; 
therefore, any chance to obtain a foreign- made vinyl record was considered 
a miracle. By the late 1950s the appearance of better and cheaper tape re-
corders broadened the exposure to Western music.94

 For the Soviet authorities a total ban on Western music was no  longer an 
option; thus, they desperately tried to produce Soviet- made versions of new 
cultural phenomena that came from the West. After the youth festival, jazz 
could no  longer be considered, as the pro pa gan da cliché went, a “dance of 
the fat bourgeoisie.” For the second time in fift een years jazz music was re-
habilitated, but on the condition that it was distinctively Soviet- style jazz. 
The masters of Russian jazz were told to develop “native” compositions. In 
the fall of 1958 the first jazz club opened in Leningrad with the authoriza-
tion of the local Komsomol authorities. It was closed after a year. After 
1961, however, jazz appreciation clubs and jazz fans began to emerge again, 
first in Moscow, then in other cities.95

 Because of the Cold War, only a few young Russians could discover 
America in the flesh. In 1957–58 U.S. leadership, recovering from the ef-
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fects of McCarthyism, missed a great opportunity to tear down the Iron 
Curtain even further. Since 1955 Eisenhower had nurtured the idea of in-
viting ten thousand Soviet students annually to the United States, in ex-
change for a corresponding number of American students’ traveling to the 
USSR. Unfortunately, various reasons, above all opposition in Congress 
and the anticommunist paranoia of the FBI’s J. Edgar Hoover, led Eisen-
hower to abandon the plan.96 Still, he proposed a modest program of 
 student exchange to the Soviet leaders. Khrushchev accepted the proposal 
and in 1958 the first group of seventeen Soviet students, only one of them a 
woman, arrived in the United States to study at some of the best universi-
ties (Columbia, Harvard, Berkeley, Chicago, and George Washington). 
Some of them would later make their careers in the party pro pa gan da ap-
paratus or the KGB.97 For the rest of the educated young Russians America 
remained an imagined and heavily mythologized country. The sounds of 
jazz accorded well in their imagination with the Hollywood films they 
could see on Soviet screens, and also with the colorful photo spreads from 
the journal America, which had been distributed in the Soviet  Union by the 
USIA through the U.S. Embassy since 1955. Most of the copies went to 
the families of Soviet nomenklatura of fi cials. The journal became a much- 
cherished commodity on the growing black market for foreign products.
 It was, therefore, another cultural shock for Russians when America 
came to Moscow and the artifacts of its civilization went on display for all 
who wanted to come and see them. In fall 1958, Soviet and American au-
thorities agreed to exchange national exhibitions “devoted to the demon-
stration of the development of their respective science, technology, and cul-
ture.” In June 1959 a Soviet exhibition opened in New York, inaugurated by 
Vice President Richard Nixon and Khrushchev’s first deputy Frol Kozlov. 
The American exhibition opened a few weeks later in Sokolniki, a recre-
ational park in the northeast corner of Moscow. Khrushchev, buoyed by the 
rapidly growing economy and the huge success of Sputnik, was not afraid 
to show American achievements to Soviet citizens. On the eve of the open-
ing of the Sokolniki exhibition, he shared his opinions with the leader of 
the German Democratic Republic, Walter Ulbricht: “The Americans be-
lieve that the Soviet people, looking at their achievements, will turn away 
from the Soviet government. But the Americans do not understand our 
people. We want to turn the exhibit against the Americans. We will tell our 
people: Look, this is what the richest country of cap italism has achieved in 
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one hundred years. Socialism will give us the opportunity to achieve this 
sig nifi cantly faster.”98 The Soviet leader personally threw the Soviet pro pa-
gan da machine into the battle by wrangling with Vice President Nixon in-
side an American model kitchen at the opening of the exhibition. Khru-
shchev was unabashedly boastful and bombastic.
 For all Khrushchev’s bravado, the Soviet pro pa gan da chiefs anticipated 
the American plan to stun Soviet visitors with the superiority of the Ameri-
can lifestyle and awaken their consumerist envy. The party and Komsomol 
of fi cials had learned from their oversights during the youth festival and had 
planned a staggering amount of pro pa gan da designed to counter public 
impressions from America in Sokolniki. The Soviet press was full of stories 
about the “awful life in the United States”—the hunger, unemployment, 
persecution of blacks, fires at schools, criminality among minors, and simi-
larly gloomy subjects. “If one believes Soviet newspapers, all that the Amer-
ican exhibition shows is hogwash and pro pa gan da,” wrote one observer in 
his diary.99 Soviet of fi cials staunchly resisted American plans to have a jazz 
band play on the exhibition ground. They also vetoed free distribution of 
American cosmetics for Russian  women and plastic toy cars for men. After 
much haggling, only the free distribution of Pepsi to exhibition visitors was 
agreed on.100

 During forty- two days in July and August, when the American exhibi-
tion was open, about 2.7 million Soviet citizens from Moscow, Leningrad, 
and other cities and localities stood in line for many hours to see American 
artifacts. Young people, especially students, visited the exhibits many times, 
either by procuring tickets or by sneaking over or under the fence. It was 
three times more than the number of Americans who had gone to see the 
Soviet exhibition in New York. Although the U.S. Congress, typically, had 
failed to realize the potential of American “soft power” behind the Iron 
Curtain and kept the funding of the exhibition to a minimum, gifted man-
agement and donations from American corporations saved the situation. 
Another impressive addition was the selection of seventy- five exhibition 
guides, American college students, some of them children of Russian émi-
gré families, who spoke Russian and volunteered to go to Moscow. Hun-
dreds of party and Komsomol agitators worked at the exhibition, heckling 
the guides and “directing” the discussions into politically correct channels. 
The American guides, however, evoked universal sympathy, and visitors 
brushed off the propagandists and hired hecklers.101

 On average, Russian visitors displayed enormous curiosity, far surpass-
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ing the curiosity of their counterparts overseas about Soviet culture and 
achievements. This attitude expressed itself in endless questions for the 
American guides and in the public’s insatiable appetite for the information 
distributed at the exhibition. Especially irksome to Soviet authorities was 
the constant pilfering of books and any other kind of printed media from 
the book section of the Sokolniki exhibition. At the same time, America 
in Sokolniki revealed a generational and cultural divide among Russians. 
Older and more conservative Russian visitors expressed criticism that 
bourgeois trivia, not the tools and achievements of industrialization, were 
displayed at the exhibition. These viewers were the first to criticize the 
 exhibition’s defects and to argue that Pepsi- Cola did not taste as good as 
Russian kvass, a traditional malt beverage.102 The young Russians, by con-
trast, were fascinated. They came to the exhibition again and again to touch 
the huge cigarlike cars, look at pictures, even flip through books, and expe-
rience different colors and smells. For many it was the experience of a 
 lifetime. Many years later people showed off the exhibition button with 
pride.103 Russian young men gasped at the incredibly long American cars 
with huge fins and polished chrome parts. Large crowds gathered around 
the Chevrolet Impala and another car, the color of “a splash of burgundy.” 
The exhibition had even more to offer to Russian  women, society’s habitual 
experts in consumerism. Rather cle verly, American planners responded to 
Khrushchev’s penchant to compete in the sphere of space technology by 
choosing a field in which American superiority over the Soviets was over-
whelming: the fully equipped modern kitchen and other objects of con-
sumer desires. Some male visitors even complained that the exhibition was 
intended “more for  women’s eyes than for men’s.”104

 Walter Hixson concluded that “for its cost—$3.6 million in federal ap-
propriations—the exhibition arguably offered a greater return than any 
single Cold War initiative since the Marshall Plan. The six- week display of 
‘America in Sokolniki’ could not shake the foundations of the Soviet re-
gime, yet the response that it provoked was a harbinger of the mounting 
appeal of Western culture.” The enthusiasm of many visitors did express 
“the growing desire to access consumer goods” and “attain middle- class 
sta tus.”105 Most important was that the United States played the role of a 
“measuring stick” of prog ress and advancement for Soviet citizens.106 In 
1957 the Soviet leader had come up with a slogan, “Catch up and surpass 
America,” that would be the cornerstone of his program for the construc-
tion of communism over the next twenty years. Whatever Khrushchev’s in-
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tentions may have been, the long- term effects of his bragging were rather 
destructive for Soviet anti- American pro pa gan da and communist ideology. 
Khrushchev’s erratic rhetoric and the American exhibition helped plant in 
the mass consciousness the image of the United States as a cornucopia—a 
myth rivaling the Soviet one about a future consumerist paradise.
 Khrushchev unwittingly provided Soviet society with an explicit frame 
of comparison. Gorbachev’s classmate the future Czech communist re-
former of 1968 Zdeněk Mlynář perceptively observed many years later, 
“Sta lin never permitted comparisons of socialism or communism with cap-
italist reality because he argued that an entirely new world was being built 
here that could not be compared with any preceding system.” This attitude 
led to autarky and isolation, yet also ensured that communist ideology 
could be judged only by its own criteria. Khrushchev’s new slogan directed 
the worldview of Soviet citizens away from ideology, toward an economic 
race. As a result, over the course of many years, people continued to com-
pare their lives and standard of living to Americans’. One generation after 
another recognized that in reality American living standards were infinitely 
higher than those in the Soviet  Union. “Whoever searched for the reason 
for this might easily come to the conclusion that the main obstacle was 
the existing economic and political system. That is, the opposite of what 
Khrushchev intended occurred. He wanted to strengthen people’s faith in 
the Soviet system but in fact the practical comparison with the West had 
the opposite effect and constantly weakened that faith.”107

 The growing popularity of the idealized United States should be seen in 
the broader historical context. It would be simplistic and wrong to speak 
about a reversal of the American image from negative to positive. The ero-
sion of the “enemy” image of the United States and the West was a complex 
phenomenon; among mainstream students and young intellectuals, fears of 
American nuclear power and anticap italist and anti- American clichés co-
existed in a peculiar way with the memories of Lend- Lease during World 
War II and their sympathies for all things American, especially music. And 
it would be wrong to assume that the majority of the youn ger generation of 
educated Russians at the end of the 1950s was prepared to recognize the 
superiority of the American way of life. Raymond Garthoff remembered 
the youth he met and talked with in 1957 as falling into several categories. 
Those who had recently graduated from secondary school believed the 
pro pa gan da about the United States. Their older peers could be divided 
into “believers,” precocious cynics, and “golden youth” that found escape 
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from the dullness of Soviet cultural life in unabashed Westernism and 
Americanism.108 The believers were in the majority. The communist myth 
had yet to exhaust its appeal to the hearts and minds of youn ger educated 
elites. Many postwar students and war veterans still assumed that Lenin’s 
Revolution had set their country on the correct historical path.
 America was not the only country rediscovered by the postwar genera-
tion during the Thaw. Others included the countries of Eastern  Europe, 
China, and the Third World. In Eastern Europe, Polish cultural in flu ence 
continued to grow after 1955–56. Not only politicized young intellectuals, 
poets, and artists, but also the broader educated public began to read Polish 
journals of news and fashion and to appreciate Polish entertainment and 
“light” music. Russian readers rediscovered older Polish literature, such as 
the historical novels of Henryk Sienkiewicz; they also began to read the sci-
ence fiction of Stanisław Lem and the plays of Sławomir Mrożek. And they 
began to learn the biting aphorisms of Stanisław Jerzy Lec such as: “Whom 
should Freedom marry, to make it procreate?”
 The exposure to Yugoslavia during the brief Tito- Khrushchev reconcili-
ation in 1955–56 also opened new cultural horizons for the Russians, for 
whom its attraction was the “Yugoslav model of socialism.” Interest in this 
model shaped the careers of many Russian social scientists and philoso-
phers of that time, among them Gennady Lisichkin, who graduated from 
the Moscow State University in the mid- 1950s. He volunteered to go the 
“Virgin Lands,” where he briefly worked as the head of a collective farm. 
Lisichkin read in Soviet newspapers about the Yugoslav experiments with 
“workers’ councils” and decided to study them. Like many socially moti-
vated students of his time, he passionately believed that the main obstacle 
to a productive socialist planned economy was uneducated bureaucrats. 
After a field study trip to Yugoslavia, he would become a prominent advo-
cate of democratization of the Soviet centralized economy in the early 
1960s.109

 In contrast to those who dreamed of America, many thousands of young 
specialists from Moscow, Leningrad, and other Russian cities who yearned 
to see other “socialist” countries, like China, could travel and work there. 
They went to provide “fraternal assistance” to the “pro gres sive regimes” 
and national liberation movements of Asia and Africa. In the 1950s the 
 educated members of Russian Soviet society resembled their predecessors 
of the 1920s in that they regarded the countries of Asia, Africa, and the 
Middle East as new frontiers for revolutionary socialist experimentation. 
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Indeed, Soviet assistance to some of these countries was generous, enthusi-
astic, and comparable in scale to the American Marshall Plan for Europe.110 
Various young specialists, emissaries, and aid workers in China, India, In-
donesia, the Middle East, and Africa returned with experience and impres-
sions that shaped them for life. The collective experience and memories 
about other socialist countries were remarkably varied and at least as im-
portant as exposure to Western culture. Often exposure to the Third World 
validated Soviet ideological convictions and generated faith in a bright so-
cialist future. In China young Soviet professionals and scientists were fasci-
nated by the sight of masses of people working at giant construction sites; 
some Soviets felt as if they were vicariously experiencing the Soviet in-
dustrialization of the early 1930s—something they had only known from 
books and films. The optimism and enthusiasm of the “working masses” in 
China spread to these Russian specialists, and the Spartan simplicity and 
accessibility of Chinese Party leaders provided a striking contrast to the 
 Soviet bureaucracy.111 Yelena Bonner, the future dissident and wife of Nobel 
Peace Prize winner Andrei Sakharov, worked in 1959–60 in Iraq on a Soviet 
medical team to fight smallpox. Khrushchev gave assistance to Iraq after 
the pro- American and pro- British monarchy there was replaced, follow-
ing a bloody coup, by the “pro gres sive” regime of Abd al- Karim Quasim. 
Bonner did not lose her romantic socialist beliefs there, but she began to 
perceive existing Soviet society as one among many, and perhaps not the 
best.112

 Since 1959 the Cuban revolution had boosted the “left” romanticism 
among the youn ger educated Russians. Almost ev ery thing about the Cu-
ban revolution captivated the young audience: the heroic descent of a small 
band of bearded young men from the Sierra Maestra, their triumphant 
march into Havana, the defeat of the counterrevolutionaries trained and 
funded by the CIA, and last but not least the exotic land itself, where people 
seemed to dance, sing, and make love around the clock in all four seasons. 
Intellectuals and students began to hang portraits of Fidel Castro and Che 
Guevara on the walls of their apartments. On April 16, 1961, Castro pro-
claimed the Cuban Revolution to be “socialist,” but several months earlier 
Soviet public opinion had already embraced it as “our revolution.” During 
the May Day rally on Red Square in Moscow in 1960, the marchers mistook 
the military delegation from Ghana for Cubans and enthusiastically cheered 
them.113 In May 1960 a metallurgical engineer from Magnitogorsk in the 
Urals wrote to Komsomolskaia Pravda, “I am convinced that our generation 



 Rediscovery of the World 119

will witness the greatest advances in perfecting human society. The yoke of 
cap italism will collapse under the pressure of the subjugated people who 
seek freedom.” Another engineer from a forest plantation near Tomsk in 
Siberia sent his “best regards to the Cuban people.” He regretted that he 
could not “go there as a volunteer. We are all under the spell of Fidel Castro! 
Long live Cuba!”114

 The simplicity and grace of the Spanish language, the rhythms of the 
tango and the samba, and the bold monumental paintings of Latin Ameri-
can artists brought back memories of Sergei Eisenstein’s romance with 
Mexico, and the passionate Soviet support of the Republicans in the Span-
ish Civil War. Antibureaucratic rhetoric and the populism of Castro and 
his friends resonated with the antibureaucratic student movement in Soviet 
Russia in 1956.115 Yevtushenko became the Soviet  Union’s informal poetic 
ambassador to Cuba. Armed with his self- taught Spanish, he met Castro 
and received an invitation to go on a fishing expedition. He even managed 
to read his poems to a crowd gathered at a stadium in Havana, where Cas-
tro staged a “dialogue” with the Contras captured during the botched Bay 
of Pigs invasion. From the island Yevtushenko wired back his exalted stan-
zas about young barbudos and the supreme morality of the Revolution. In 
December 1960 the magazine Yunost (Youth), read by hundreds of thou-
sands, published Yevtushenko’s request, “Fidel, accept me as a soldier in 
your Army of Freedom!”116 Yevtushenko even wrote a script for the film I, 
Cuba, eulogizing the liberation of the island from the greedy and corrupt 
regime, as well as from American fi nan cial interests.117

 A host of Moscow and Leningrad professionals, recent university gradu-
ates, applied to work in Cuba. The Komsomol sent three hundred of them 
to the “island of liberty” to provide technical assistance, teach Cubans how 
to create a medical system and engineering schools, and even to work in 
Cuban agricultural cooperatives. All of them quickly learned to speak flu-
ent Spanish, and shared their anticap italist and anti- American fervor with 
the Cuban revolutionaries. In August 1961, one thousand Cuban students 
came to the Soviet  Union to study agriculture in the Krasnodar and Stav-
ropol regions, in Tbilisi, Tashkent, and Ukraine. In Stavropol their host was 
the charismatic deputy secretary of a regional party committee, Mikhail 
Gorbachev.118

Less than a de cade after Sta lin’s death, the Iron Curtain around Soviet soci-
ety was irrevocably breached. The glimpses and impressions of educated 
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Russians were diverse and confusing, yet in general many Russians once 
again had an ability to see other worlds and develop a comparative frame-
work for their culture and way of life. Yet assessing the impact of this devel-
opment on the intellectual and cultural history of Russian society is not 
easy. Indeed, even a cursory glance reveals that the transition from extreme 
xenophobia to relatively restricted and controlled access to the outside world 
produced highly ideological and neurotic responses among educated Rus-
sians, especially the youn ger generation.
 The psychological “wall” between some educated Russian people and 
foreigners, especially Westerners, continued to exist, despite many chinks. 
And it produced vastly different reactions, from envious admiration and an 
inferiority complex to defensive nationalism. Many would still try to con-
vince themselves of the superiority of the “Soviet way of life.” Others would 
feel trapped in the “Soviet prison,” allowed only to glimpse “freedom” be-
yond its borders.
 The other worlds beyond Soviet Russia would play a crucial role in shap-
ing the self- consciousness of the Russian intelligentsia during the 1960s. 
Inadvertently, Khrushchev’s policies of peaceful coexistence and cultural 
competition, as well as his rhetoric, helped resurrect a major phenomenon 
familiar to the older Russian intelligentsia: the idea of the outside world, 
above all the West, as a measuring stick for Russia’s prog ress or backward-
ness. The United States reassumed the central place in the Soviet imagina-
tion not only as a Cold War enemy, but also as an object of emulation when 
it came to technological and material development. The imaginary Amer-
ica would continue to play a central role in the cultural battles of the post-
war generation of Russian intellectuals and the artistic community. At the 
same time, the revolutions and national liberation movements in the Third 
World offered educated Russians other powerful and diverse forms of ex-
posure to the world that counterbalanced Western in flu ences. The popu-
larity of socialist ideas and practices in Asia, the Middle East, and Africa 
appeared to revalidate the place of the Soviet  Union and its educated elites 
in the vanguard of prog ress. The discovery of other worlds was still linked 
in the minds of many intellectuals to the future of the Soviet communist 
experiment, its prog ress or failure.
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Optimists on the Move 
1957–1961

In October 1957 the launch of Sputnik created a worldwide sensation 
and turned the Soviet  Union into the leading power in space exploration. In 
1959 the Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, declared that the Soviet  Union 
had completed the “full and final construction of socialism.” Capping the 
years of optimism, in April 1961 the Russian Yuri Gagarin became the first 
man to orbit the earth in a spaceship. The Soviet way of life seemed to be 
the wave of the future again, transforming nature and conquering space, 
liberating Russia from poverty and malnutrition. Georgy Shakhnazarov, 
later a leading political scientist and adviser to Gorbachev, remembered the 
late 1950s and early 1960s as a time of enthusiasm fed by strong faith in 
the great experiment—constructing a fair society with opportunity for 
all. “The Twentieth Party Congress seriously shattered that faith but did not 
topple it.”1

 Optimism and youth are always neighbors, and at the end of the 1950s 
the majority of people in Soviet Russia were the young and very young. In 
fact, those aged thirty and youn ger constituted 55 percent of the popula-
tion, and only 10 percent were older than sixty.2 World War II left gaping 
holes in the number of middle- aged people. The country teemed with young 
people ev erywhere: in university auditoriums, on the streets, at construc-
tion sites. From 1955 to 1960, hundreds of thousands of young men and 
 women, among them university graduates, volunteered to work and live in 

This generation of Soviet people will live to see 
the victory of communism!

—Nikita Khrushchev, 1960
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the Virgin Lands in Kazakhstan. Many huge industrial plants and river 
dams appeared, as if by miracle, in Siberia.
 Large groups of youn ger educated Russians continued to be imbued with 
social optimism and communist idealism. The belief was widespread that 
with the help of better state policies and social activism the mistakes of the 
past could be rectified, and the Soviet  Union would be once again on the 
historically correct path. Above all, the original promise of the communist 
proj ect—transforming nature with the help of science, and perfecting hu-
man society and institutions with the aid of culture and education—still 
appealed to many.3 Sophisticated observers realized that the hope of achiev-
ing a material paradise within the lifetime of a generation, as Khrushchev 
had famously promised, was utopian, yet they did not doubt that the future 
belonged to some kind of socialist society, and not to cap italism. This was 
the main message conveyed in newspapers and on radio and television at 
the time. Millions believed that sci en tific prog ress would help solve most 
social, economic, and political problems within their lifetime and bring 
about the final stage of communism. Scientists both fostered and shared 
this mood: they appeared to be in de pen dent- minded and knowledgeable 
about the future. This optimism shaped the outlook and expectations of the 
postwar cohorts of educated Russians, including those who had begun to 
think in de pen dently and question the wisdom of the party and Soviet pro-
pa gan da.

Khrushchev’s “New Deal” and the Sputnik Effect
Khrushchev, despite his repressive policies in 1956, did not plan to return 
to Sta linist terror. He was a true believer in socialism and did not want to 
compromise it with blood, mass arrests, and slave labor. According to post-
 Sta linist ideological innovations, “enemy groups” no  longer existed in So-
viet society. All of them, including the clergy, descendants of the former 
nobility, and the kulaks had an equal right to reach the communist para-
dise. The secret police, re- created in 1954 as the Committee for State Secu-
rity (KGB), seemed to have been tamed and forced to observe “socialist 
 legality” under party supervision. The special commission created by the 
party presidium continued to rehabilitate the victims of Sta linism. “Devi-
ant elements” were now to be corrected within society, increasingly with 
the help of public or ga ni za tions, the Komsomol, trade  unions, and cultural 
associations.4
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 Khrushchev wanted to prove that the Soviet model could produce a happy 
society of creative and highly educated people. From 1953 onward the So-
viet government sharply reduced work hours and taxes, while increasing 
investment in public housing, education, mass culture, and health care. In 
November 1955 abortion, banned since 1936, was legalized. The state be-
gan to invest massively in urban infrastructure and consumer- oriented 
 industries, which had been neglected or sac ri ficed during the Sta lin years. 
Russian and foreign economists agree that after the liquidation of harsh 
 enforcement and of the labor armies of the gulag, the economy began to 
grow more quickly.5 In 1956 the workers’ uprisings in Poland and Hungary 
gave the Kremlin leadership another convincing reason to launch a “New 
Deal” to alleviate the misery in Soviet society. Daniel Schorr, the CBS cor-
respondent in Moscow, observed, “In the Soviet  Union itself the regime 
seemed to be trying to head off trouble by making life a little easier for its 
citizens.”6

 In early 1959 Khrushchev proclaimed at the party congress that the USSR 
should begin preparations for the final leap to socialism. He told his pre-
sidium colleagues: “I believe that after we work for a five- year term or two, 
we will be able to transfer as much food to people as anyone wants. We will 
have enough bread, and—in two five- year plans at the most we will have 
enough meat—please, eat!” Khrushchev iden ti fied kindergartens and pen-
sion plans as bulwarks of communism.7 Other “spotlights of communism” 
in Moscow and major cities included free daycare and kindergartens, free 
school education, and tuition- free colleges. The growing public transit sys-
tem  adopted the honor system: nobody would check passengers’ tickets. 
The Soviet leader instructed a group of speechwriters in preparation for the 
new party program. The final product was an overweening, sky’s- the- limit 
plan of catching up with the United States and “completing the construc-
tion of communist society” in the Soviet  Union within two de cades. In July 
1961, in a speech to the Central Committee, Khrushchev promised that the 
next generation of Soviet people would live in a communist paradise. The 
Soviet  Union, the leader boasted, would “rise to such a great height that, 
by comparison, the main cap italist countries will remain far below and 
way behind.” After a national “discussion,” in which 4.6 million people took 
part, the Twenty- second Party Congress unanimously  adopted the program 
in October 1961.8

 His lack of realism notwithstanding, Khrushchev introduced some poli-
cies that had far- reaching social effects. Khrushchev’s New Deal established 
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the foundations of a better- off society with social safety nets and of a 
state with greater responsibility for material standards of its citizens. The 
Russian historian Elena Zubkova notes that by the end of the 1950s the So-
viet leadership had “worked out a broad system of social security, intro-
duced passports in the peasant villages, shortened the work day, increased 
vacation time, and built more vacation facilities and sanatoria for factory 
workers. Government policy, it seemed, did in fact turn its face to the 
 people.”9

 The ambitious social policy also entailed continual investments in edu-
cation. From 1928 to 1960, the number of university graduates in the USSR 
grew twelvefold. The postwar cohorts in 1946 through 1955 numbered 1.8 
million, according to Soviet statistics. During the next five years alone, 1.5 
million more joined the ranks of Soviet citizens with university and other 
advanced diplomas. The number of university- educated professionals in-
creased from 233,000 in 1928 to 3.5 million in 1960. The staff of sci en tific 
and academic institutes and university faculty doubled in size between 
1950 and 1960 and reached 350,000.10 The students who graduated during 
the 1950s represented the majority of Soviet educated classes. And they 
joined the workforce during a period of unprecedented job expansion, fu-
eled by the Cold War, the sci en tific- technical revolution, and Soviet en-
lightenment proj ects. A huge gap separated these young people, numerous, 
optimistic, and fresh, from their predecessors, who had been decimated by 
the war and Sta lin’s terror and whose authority was tarnished by their Faus-
tian bargains with the regime.
 Massive housing construction, neglected under Sta lin, became one of 
Khrushchev’s priorities. The idea was to mass- produce prefabricated five- 
story apartment buildings equipped with minimal facilities. Poorly con-
structed and ugly by any standards, Khrushchev’s urban developments 
nevertheless produced a clearly visible increase in living standards and pro-
vided a huge boost to the consumer- oriented economy. From 1956 to 1965 
about 108.7 million people moved into new apartments distributed by state 
authorities, trade  unions, and other Soviet institutions. In 1958 the govern-
ment allowed cooperative housing proj ects, a sig nifi cant ideological con-
cession; by the mid- 1960s these proj ects would generate five to six million 
square meters of living space annually.11 The provision of new housing de-
velopments was accompanied by the mass construction of hospitals and 
clinics, nursery schools and kindergartens, school complexes, and sports 
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facilities. A forest of five- story apartment buildings began to sprout up, first 
in Moscow, then in other cities. For millions of Soviet people an opportu-
nity emerged, for the first time in their lives, to have a living space com-
pletely to themselves—and privacy that they had previously lacked. One 
witness to this pro cess, an art historian in Leningrad, recalled the change 
from the communal apartment to a private one as a psychological revolu-
tion. The habit of living in a fishbowl began to disappear. The long- forgotten 
sense of privacy and human dignity began to return. The social space that 
had helped generate “ordinary Sta linists”—among them secret police in-
formers and Soviet vigilantes—shrank. And the social space available for 
companionable circles of students and professionals grew rapidly.12

 While seeking to make life under “socialism” better for the people, 
Khrushchev remained a firm believer in revolutionary collectivist methods 
of industrial and agricultural development. In 1954–55 Khrushchev came 
forth with his proj ect to develop the Virgin Lands, hundreds of millions 
of acres in the steppe of Kazakhstan. Peasants had never before lived there; 
thus, it was a perfect place for social and economic experimentation.13 
Khrushchev’s son- in- law Adzhubei recalled that the horizon of the Kazakh 
steppe was ablaze with fires, which demarcated the tent cities. During the 
day “combines advanced like tanks in attack formation.”14 In the summer of 
1956 the Virgin Lands campaign already had thirty- three million hectares 
under cultivation and four hundred agrocities. New cities and hundreds of 
new towns and Soviet collective farms sprang up. This giant agricultural 
proj ect was based on the Komsomol’s mobilization of hundreds of thou-
sands of “volunteers.” From 1954 to 1960 entire classes of university stu-
dents and high school students from Moscow, Leningrad, and other major 
cities were sent to work in the Virgin Lands. For them it became the largest 
experience of collectivist effort, something analogous to the war for their 
elders (although much less lethal). Several million Russian youth went 
through the Virgin Lands experience, among them many who would fig ure 
prominently on the intellectual and cultural scene of the 1960s.
 Science and scientists became great beneficiaries of Khrushchev’s New 
Deal. Under Sta lin, the growing prestige of science was the by- product of 
the successes of gigantic rearmament proj ects that relied on discoveries in 
nuclear physics, chemistry, mathematics, ballistics, and so on. In 1955 the 
physicists and engineers from the Soviet atomic proj ect successfully ended 
the American monopoly on thermonuclear weapons. Tens of thousands of 
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young professionals, graduates of the major universities of Moscow and 
Leningrad, found immediate employment in jet aviation and rocket tech-
nology, space programs, and related areas, such as electronics, computer 
science, and aerodynamics. Dozens of secret installations were being con-
structed and expanded, and entire cities were populated with scientists and 
their families, as well as technicians and engineers of the military- industrial 
complex. The nuclear program continued to play a special role and under-
went spectacular growth.15 In 1955 the first nuclear lab in Sarov (Arzamas-
 16) was cloned; a twin lab opened in another secret city, Snezhinsk. Yet 
 another secret city near Krasnoiarsk in Central Siberia began to produce 
weapons- grade plutonium in 1958. The reactors and twenty- two work-
shops were located in a huge ar ti fi cial cavern beneath the earth; the com-
plex had its own subway system and high- quality urban infrastructure that 
ser viced and housed several thousand scientists, engineers, and workers. 
All the secret cities were constructed as islands of “developed socialism”: 
the state took care of all basic social and cultural needs for those who 
worked there. They enjoyed stable employment, relatively high salaries, 
and generous bene fits; their families could rely on a free and ef fi cient sys-
tem of health care, and day care and schools for their children.16

 In March 1957 Khrushchev authorized the construction of a “city of sci-
ence” (Akademgorodok) near Novosibirsk, beyond the Urals. One of the 
authors of this idea, the academician Mikhail Lavrentiev, was in flu en tial at 
the Kremlin as a leading expert in the mathematical modeling of explosives 
and as a strong advocate of computerization.17 To attract young scientists, 
the state authorities created thirty new positions at the level of full acade-
mician and corresponding memberships for those scientists who would 
agree to leave Moscow and Leningrad for the northeastern frontier. The 
state also allocated billions of rubles to create a comfortable environment 
for scientists who migrated and their young families. By state decree, scien-
tists retained their old residency rights and apartments in Moscow and 
Leningrad when they moved.18 In 1960 the new city, Akademgorodok, al-
ready consisted of seven institutes for basic research. Eventually, seven 
more institutes would be created. They became the main hub for the Sibe-
rian branch of the Academy of Sciences. In addition, eight research insti-
tutes opened in Irkutsk, as well as smaller research conglomerates in Kras-
noiarsk, Vladivostok, and Sakhalin.19 The proj ect, widely advertised in the 
Soviet media, combined the social cult of science with the romantic vision 
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of the era in a grandiose development scheme for northern Russia and Si-
beria. Between 1957 and 1961 Akademgorodok came to house the largest 
concentration of sci en tific minds in the Soviet  Union, after Moscow and 
Leningrad.
 A lasting “Sputnik effect,” a widespread belief in emerging Soviet techno-
logical and sci en tific superiority, fed the faith that science and technology 
could help resolve social and economic problems and contradictions. Those 
nuclear scientists who emerged from the obscurity of the secret programs 
into the public realm became objects of veneration. They had accomplished 
vital defense tasks, so could they help resolve other burning issues through 
the use of sci en tific methods? The Sputnik effect received powerful valida-
tion on April 12, 1961, when Soviet radio and television announced that a 
Russian man, Yuri Gagarin, a major in the Soviet Air Force, had become 
the first man in space. Together with the adoption of the party program of 
communist construction the previous year, this event marked the apex of 
Khrushchev’s New Deal. A shared joy and pride united the regime, sci en-
tific elites, educated urban youth, and the population in general. Spontane-
ous demonstrations by elated citizens filled the streets of many cities. A 
young American witness in Moscow saw “genuine joy on Russians’ faces! 
All the shortages, the sac ri fices, the consumer goods and gadgets they gave 
up so that their country could have a man in space. Strangers kissed one 
another, old  women did jigs, young people cheered, students walked out of 
their classes.”20 In Leningrad, recalls Mikhail German, “natural, spontane-
ous demonstrations proceeded along Nevsky Prospect,” the main street. “I 
have not seen such faces, lit up with delight, since the Victory days.” In 
Moscow, as the motorcade made its way from the airport to the Kremlin, 
an enthusiastic man darted out toward the open limousine where Gagarin 
and Khrushchev sat and thrust a bunch of flowers into the hands of the first 
cosmonaut. The police and KGB, ignoring the possibility of a malicious at-
tack, let the man through unaccosted.21

 Before long, disastrous errors and bureaucratic follies in other areas be-
gan to overshadow the victories in space and the successful policies of 
Khrushchev’s New Deal. Khrushchev alienated many Russians, especially 
in the countryside, when he launched a campaign of militant atheism, with 
the goal of eradicating any form of or ga nized religion or private worship. 
The Soviet leaders were incensed to learn from secret reports that in 1958 
half of all newborn children in Russia were being baptized. In October 1958 
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the party leadership issued secret instructions to start “an offensive against 
the atavistic remains of religion among the Soviet people.”22 The theorists of 
of fi cial atheism observed that “overcoming the remaining superstitions” 
could be accomplished “without state repressions, by spreading sci en tific 
knowledge.” They started the journal Nauka i Religia (Science and Reli-
gion), to promote sci en tific atheism. Yet the major methods of the cam-
paign were administrative and economic repression against churches, and 
violence and intimidation with regard to believers. In 1961 the Council of 
Ministers passed legislation allowing regional authorities to close religious 
institutions, without the possibility of appeal to the central powers. The 
Russian Orthodox Church suffered severely. It lost fourteen hundred par-
ishes in 1961 and almost sixteen hundred parishes in 1962. Thousands of 
cathedrals and church buildings were closed and torn down by overzeal-
ous local of fi cials. Many seminaries, the centers of religious learning, were 
closed. From 1961 to 1964 Soviet courts sentenced 1,234 persons “for reli-
gious reasons.” In provinces, many attempts were made to jail Prot es tant 
“sectarians” and even place their children in the custody of the Komsomol 
or orphanages.23

 The majority of young urban professionals, intellectuals, and artists after 
the war grew up as atheists, and not many of them lost sleep over the state 
persecution of religion. By contrast, Khrushchev’s experiments with agri-
culture left many of them puzzled and frustrated. In the summer of 1958 
Alexei Kozlov joined the labor armies in the Virgin Lands of the Kazakh 
steppe with his entire class from the Moscow Architectural Institute, to col-
lect the harvest. For all his skepticism about Soviet or ga nized collective life, 
the enthusiasm was contagious and affected him as well. He saw “happy 
faces, songs, music, enthusiasm, genuine faith in a bright future.” He went 
on to describe the “really enthusiastic work of tractor drivers, combine me-
chanics, truck drivers who collected the gigantic harvest.” Very soon, how-
ever, the waste and disor ga ni za tion he observed con firmed his preexisting 
doubts about the Soviet regime. “It was in the Virgin Lands that I found my 
animosity toward Soviet pro pa gan da, toward all this pompous mendacity, 
con firmed. Even the most immature and unengaged young people left the 
Virgin Lands with the feeling of some kind of absurdity.”24

 While increasing the harvests on the barren steppes with one hand, 
Khrushchev destroyed Russian agriculture on traditional farmlands with 
the other. In 1957 the authorities closed the small cooperatives in the coun-
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tryside that supplied urban markets with fresh produce, fish, and meat. In 
August 1958 the government of the Russian Federation, the largest republic 
of the USSR, imposed a ban on private ownership of cows and pigs by those 
who lived in provincial cities and towns and were not members of collec-
tive farms. The Kremlin cut down on the size of state- sanctioned private 
plots for peasants. The consequences of all these innovations were devas-
tating. From 1953 to 1958, years in which Sta lin’s agricultural taxes were 
slashed, agricultural production increased by 50 percent and the yield for 
livestock raising and cattle breeding grew by 24 percent.25 By contrast, in 
1959–60 private livestock holdings plummeted. Local party of fi cials, seek-
ing to meet Khrushchev’s plans “to catch up and overtake” the United 
States, purchased private livestock from peasants and slaughtered it to ful-
fill the wildly exaggerated pledges for meat production.26

 Although collective farmers still constituted more than half the popula-
tion of the Russian Federation, Khrushchev’s forced modernization schemes 
led to accelerated urbanization and a rapid decline among the peasantry. 
People in the towns, no  longer tethered to their cows and private plots of 
land, moved to bigger cities in search of employment. In villages, people 
still had no right to move wherever they chose. Yet young men took ad-
vantage of a loophole in Soviet practices: they could make a choice follow-
ing their ser vice in the armed forces, and many of them moved to urban 
centers. For the second time since the early 1930s, Moscow and other big 
cities were flooded with uprooted young peasants.27 In summer 1958, milk 
and cheese disappeared from stores in Leningrad, the second- largest urban 
center after the cap ital. Over the next two years fresh fish disappeared, too. 
In 1961–62 city newspapers stopped advertising fish and meat. Quality 
meat, dairy products, and confections quickly became scarce ev erywhere 
except in downtown Moscow. Mikhail German, an art historian from Len-
ingrad and the son of a famous writer, was astonished, when he visited his 
Moscow relatives, to find “thick slices of pastrami and ham, expensive bo-
logna, cheese” on their plates.28 Central Russia was the most affected by the 
food crisis. By October 1961 most of the Russian provinces were without 
meat.29

 The contradictions so apparent in Khrushchev’s New Deal shaped the 
evolving consciousness of young members of the intelligentsia. They ob-
served the growing anger among the workers and peasants, the increasing 
frustration caused by the gap between Khrushchev’s promises of mate-
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rial abundance and ac tual living standards. The thirty- two- year- old sociol-
ogist Vadim Olshansky almost became a victim of this frustration in Octo-
ber 1961. A graduate of Leningrad State University and a party member, he 
applied for postgraduate studies at the Institute of Philosophy in Moscow. 
The advice he received was to study workers’ attitudes, by working “under-
cover” at a factory. Olshansky, following the institute’s recommendations, 
signed up as a technician at the Lenin Plant in Moscow. Soon a group of 
workers discovered his false identity and cornered him, with the obvious 
intention of beating him up, as a “mole” of the administration. When he 
explained he was a scholar, a worker attacked him with a question: Do you 
believe in communism? Olshansky decided to take a principled stand. “Yes, 
I do.” Clearly about to pummel him, the worker shouted in his face: “And 
we do not!” In the remaining split second before violence broke out, 
Olshansky responded to the challenge. He told the workers that the vile 
mess around them had nothing to do with communism, that Khrushchev 
had turned the notion into a meaningless shell. Still, he insisted, commu-
nism meant something honest, elevated, and beautiful. The workers lis-
tened. Then one of them brought a glass of diluted spirit (a cheaper substi-
tute for vodka). “Drink! You are one of us!”30

 Many de cades later Olshansky questioned whether he had been com-
pletely honest in this confrontation with the workers. Yet his socialist be-
liefs, defying the ambivalent reality, were typical of the cohorts of educated 
youn ger Russians in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Apparently, commu-
nism remained a positive idea, synonymous with a happy and secure life of 
abundance. Many among the postwar educated elite, despite their knowl-
edge and observations, continued to identify with socialist values and col-
lectivist proj ects. Anatoly Cherniaev experienced the same feelings of am-
biguity. In the spring of 1961 he returned to Moscow from Prague, where 
he worked for Problems of Peace and Socialism, the journal of the interna-
tional communist movement. Among his intellectual and artist friends, he 
would have never argued that “we would catch up and overtake America 
and would be able to build ev ery thing that Khrushchev’s program pledged.” 
Still, some core belief made him “wish Khrushchev success.”31 Yuri Timo-
feev, a friend of many writers and artists, continued to take communism 
very seriously. He told his little daughter that one day she would be proud 
to live in the country where this great experiment had played out.32

 On balance, Khrushchev’s New Deal and the Sputnik effect encouraged 
socialist thinking on a grand scale among youn ger educated, intellectual 



 Optimists on the Move 131

groups. This thinking was not the “alignment with history” of the 1930s, 
driven by blind, unquestioning optimism or by fear of marginalization and 
 repression. The liberating shocks and doubts of the Thaw had had their 
 effect, although they were often absorbed into ev eryday routine. Still, the 
dominant assumption was that the existing order needed to be not disman-
tled and rejected, but rather transformed and reformed. There was a wide-
spread belief that the Soviet  Union, once restored and liberated from Sta-
lin’s dark legacy, could become truly a beacon of “pro gres sive humanity,” a 
great world power. The ambiguities of this “reformed communist” world-
view, a mixture of bitter knowledge of the past, optimism about the future, 
and incipient freethinking, were manifest in the mindset of two groups of 
youn ger educated Russians at the center of public intellectual ferment: sci-
entists and journalists.

Optimistic Scientists
Scientists became the first group of highly educated people in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s whose in flu ence on society and cultural life far surpassed 
their professional competence. Although the public veneration of science 
was a feature of Russian public opinion well before the 1950s, the end of 
that de cade marked the zenith of public awareness of sci en tific achieve-
ments, which was boosted by the Sputnik effect and by nuclear programs.33 
This public awareness was part of Khrushchev’s New Deal. The research 
center in Dubna, fifty miles to the north of Moscow, became the first declas-
si fied center of nuclear physics in 1956 to attract enormous public atten-
tion. The Dubna center served as a window onto the Soviet “peaceful atom” 
program; physicists there dreamed of developing sustainable solar plasma 
as a potential source of unlimited energy for peaceful uses. This goal per-
fectly corresponded to the of fi cial formula of communism, “Soviet power 
plus electric power.” The Soviet press wrote about a giant cyclotron, the 
largest in the world, built in 1957 in Dubna as a tool essential to the future 
communist cornucopia.34 In October 1958, as Soviet newspapers heaped 
opprobrium on Pasternak’s Nobel Prize for Literature, Pravda lionized the 
physicists Igor Tamm, Ilya Frank, and Pavel Cherenkov, who had received 
the Nobel Prize for Physics. Periodically, the Soviet press published brief 
communiqués about state awards to an anonymous group of scientists “for 
their achievements in strengthening [our] national defense.”35

 Physicists in secret labs, researchers at the Dubna center, and the scien-
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tists in the freshly constructed Novosibirsk academic city and other new 
institutes acquired not only access to a wide array of foreign professional 
publications, but also—despite the resistance of the KGB and ideological 
censors—increasing access to popular and political Western periodicals. 
The Dubna center eventually housed the United Institute for Nuclear Stud-
ies, where scientists from twelve Soviet bloc countries worked.36 Numerous 
scientists, along with the best artists and performers, regained the privilege 
of traveling abroad, under the aegis of “public diplomacy,” to support the 
antinuclear movement in Western countries. In July 1957, at the initiative 
of the American industrialist Cyrus Eaton, who had a special relationship 
with the Kremlin, a select group of American and Canadian scientists con-
cerned with the nuclear race met with several Soviet scientists in the Cana-
dian town of Pugwash. The Academy of Sciences of the USSR created the 
Soviet Pugwash Committee, which legalized regular communication be-
tween leading Soviet scientists and their foreign colleagues—for the first 
time since the 1920s.37

 The recently acquired fame of some scientists, as well as the secrecy that 
continued to surround many others, only increased public curiosity and 
fortified the cult of science. For the young Vladimir Vysotsky, the bard who 
would achieve international fame, “the words ‘physicist’ and ‘young scien-
tist’ stood for ‘magician.’” In those days, “it seemed that physics was going 
to unveil some ultimate secrets to humanity—and then right away cosmo-
nauts would fly to the planets and stars, and the entire universe with its 
trea sures and other civilizations would reveal its mysterious depths.”38 The 
actor Alexei Batalov recalled much later how excited he was in 1960, when 
he featured in a film about the life of nuclear physicists. “Filming took place 
in a world no one had known about before. No one had seen these installa-
tions and labs.” For Batalov as well as the other actors and the film director, 
Mikhail Romm, it was like making a picture about Martians. “No one 
knew” how these secret scientists lived, “how they worked, what they talked 
about.”39 This mystique of secret, empowering knowledge, combined with 
great job opportunities, attracted many university students. From 1950 to 
1965 the number of scientists and jobs in sci en tific research in the Soviet 
 Union grew faster than anywhere else in the world, increasing from 162,500 
to 665,000.40 At MGU and Leningrad State University the number of 
 students in basic sciences—chemistry, biology, mathematics, physics—in-
creased exponentially, a re flection of social trends and high sta tus as well as 
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new job opportunities. The best and the brightest went into physics, “the 
queen of sciences” at that time. The joke in Moscow was that young  women 
switched their preferences from military men and diplomats to physicists, 
who became the latest epitome of the desirable male companion.
 In September 1959 the newspaper Komsomolskaia Pravda published an 
exchange between the writer Ilya Ehrenburg and a Leningrad student, 
“Nina S.” She complained that her boyfriend Yuri, a workaholic engineer, 
believed that art and lyrical poetry were outdated in the “space age.” Ehren-
burg expressed complete solidarity with Nina, stressing that art and poetry 
were necessary to the cultivation of human souls. Several weeks passed, and 
the newspaper published a letter “in defense of Yuri,” signed by the “engi-
neer I. Poletaev,” which declared that the time when writers and poets could 
be “engineers of human souls” was over. The author wrote that science and 
technology “shape the face of our epoch, increasingly in flu ence the taste, 
customs, and behavior of human beings. Like it or not, poets have less and 
less sway over our souls and have less and less to teach us. The most fasci-
nating tales are told by science and technology, by precise, bold, and merci-
less reason.”41 This was a revolutionary claim for the supremacy of science 
as a cultural form, replacing the previously dominant poetry and highbrow 
novels.
 Igor Poletaev was not an “engineer,” but a mathematician and the author 
of Signal, the first popular Soviet book on computers, published in 1958. 
Also Poletaev was a party member and war veteran, who had worked in the 
United States in 1945 as part of a trade delegation. There he took a strong 
interest in Norbert Wiener’s “science” of mathematical regulation of com-
plex information systems. When the study of cybernetics was banned in 
the Soviet  Union, Poletaev became even more passionate about it; he felt 
safe because he worked in the secret labs of the military- industrial com-
plex. After Sta lin’s death he joined the informal circle of cybernetics enthu-
siasts, an in flu en tial group that quietly began to lobby for the rehabilitation 
of cybernetics. Members pointed to the spectacular American prog ress in 
computer technology and the vital role that the technology played in nu-
clear and missile proj ects.42 More than any other branch of sci en tific ex-
ploration, cybernetics seemed to offer Soviet optimists a fresh and truly 
universal intellectual framework. “Soviet cybernetics,” concludes Slava 
Gerovitch, “emerged as a proj ect of reforming Soviet science—politically 
and intellectually—after the years of Sta linism.” Yet its cultural sig nifi cance 
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extended far beyond the sciences. In the opinion of its advocates, cybernet-
ics created a universal language. It was more modern than the lyrical mur-
mur of poetry and more precise than the imperfect historical and human 
re flections in Russian novels. And above all it was a powerful tool against 
the dogmatic and demagogical manipulators of Marxism- Leninism, the 
phony priests of dialectical materialism, who supported Lysenko and other 
pseudoscientists. At the same time, cybernetics did not represent a rejec-
tion of socialism as a futuristic proj ect. On the contrary, Poletaev and his 
colleagues believed that cybernetics would be a crucial instrument for help-
ing Soviet society move in the direction of the communist dream. In his 
book Signal, Poletaev wrote that the computer “forces man to be honest, 
precise, rigorous, and ready to accept the truth, however unexpected and 
bitter this truth might be.” The use of computerized language, as Poletaev 
and his allies hoped, would eliminate ideological verbiage from sciences—
because it was “not amenable to formalization.” In fact, adepts of “cyber-
speak” like Poletaev hoped that this language of objectivity would inaugu-
rate social and economic reforms in the Soviet  Union. Computers and 
computer science would curb, correct, and gradually replace the cumber-
some, corrupt, ideology- laden bureaucracy that hindered the experiment 
to build a communist society. Computerization would help to bring about 
decentralization and provide greater feedback from scientists to the ruling 
institutions of the party and the state. In short, cybernetics, reinforcing 
communist idealism with the technocratic dream of a harmonious society, 
became a new outlet for that idealism.43

 Poletaev did not reject the role of poetry and classical literature in 
Russian- Soviet culture. He read voraciously, adored classical music, and 
played many instruments himself. He did, however, believe that the role 
writers, poets, and artists had played in Sta lin’s day under state censorship 
had destroyed their right to be the intellectual and cultural vanguard of so-
ciety on its way to emancipation from Sta linism. Poletaev believed that the 
Sta linist regime would have been impossible without “writers, and other 
humanitarians of poor quality who only lied and settled personal accounts.” 
For this reason, he regarded Ehrenburg’s appeal to “plough virgin souls” by 
means of classical art and literature as a dishonest attempt to support “the 
rotting authority” of the compromised literary elite.44

 The polemics between Ehrenburg and Poletaev set off a great public 
 debate over whether the language of fiction and poetry or the universal 
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 language of science would guide the society along the road to the commu-
nist future. This debate became known as physics versus lyrics. It raged for 
months in universities, academic centers, sci en tific laboratories, libraries, 
and numerous circles of friends. Poletaev, much to his surprise, was drawn 
into its vortex; his colleagues, military intellectuals from one of the defense 
sector institutes, “stopped working for two or three days, and argued until 
they lost their voices.” Hundreds of thousands of educated Russians became 
polarized between the two camps. Often married couples split up because 
they found themselves on opposite sides. In some circles of educated friends 
in Moscow, recalls Ludmilla Alexeyeva, the discussion proceeded like this. 
Those who sided with the “physicists” said: “All this blather about social 
justice, democracy, equality, ‘the people,’ proletarians- of- the- world unite. 
Look what it got us . . . We are up to our throats in shit, and you are still 
chitchatting.” And the “lyricists” responded: “You’ve counted up all your 
atoms, your neutrons and shmeutrons, what does it mean to us? How’s a 
person to live?” On December 24, 1959, Ehrenburg summed up the public 
discussion with an article, in which he sought to reconcile the camp of 
“feelings” with the camp of “reason.”45

 The public passions that were roused in the “lyrics versus physics” debate 
pointed up again the growing prestige of scientists and the need that the 
youn ger educated public felt for fresh intellectual leadership. Nobody 
claimed victory in the debate, yet it showed that scientists had become par-
agons of objectivity in the eyes of the educated public. Because the people 
of the postwar generation grew up believing that religious faith and or ga-

Ludmilla Alexeyeva, an idealistic student at 
Moscow State University during the last 
years of Sta lin’s rule. In 1951 she joined the 
party, to improve it from within. Yet her true 
allegiance was to a circle of friends (Cour-
tesy of Memorial, Moscow).

 

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



136 Z H I VAG O’ S  C H I L D R E N

nized religions were destined to fade away, they imagined a new temple of 
science, where modern and highly rational priests of mathematics and 
physics initiated the public into the mysteries of nature and space. Scien-
tists had knowledge, resources, and powerful connections that writers and 
others in the liberal arts lacked. And scientists seemed to combine a sense 
of intellectual freedom with a sense of civic duty, of moral responsibility for 
the fate of world civilization. The sci en tific head of the Soviet atomic proj-
ect, Igor Kurchatov, warned Kremlin leaders that a thermonuclear race 
could eventuate in a war that would destroy the world. Until his premature 
death in 1960, he lobbied for termination of ground nuclear tests. In 1957 
the thirty- six- year- old physicist Andrei Sakharov, fascinated by genetic dis-
coveries, wrote a study about the long- term biological effects of nuclear 
tests on human beings. His conclusions had “moral and political” implica-
tions: termination of the tests would save the lives of hundreds of thou-
sands of people for many centuries into the future.46 Even the select physi-
cists who belonged to the Pugwash Committee and served Soviet “public 
diplomacy” impressed their Western counterparts with their earnest desire 
to prevent a nuclear war. Quietly, they began to promote an agenda of arms 
control and disarmament for both Western and communist camps. En-
couraged by their Western friends and by the ideas they had gleaned from 
international sci en tific literature, some Soviet physicists began to develop 
pacifist ideas, as well as technocratic schemes to use the power of science to 
achieve cultural and political liberalization.47

 Poletaev and other in flu en tial scientists acted on their hatred of “party 
philosophers” and pseudosci en tific careerists and demagogues. The most 
notorious target was Trofim Lysenko, the archenemy of genetics, and his 
numerous and powerful protégés and allies. The struggle against Lysenko-
ism became one of the most dynamic and socially important movements 
among scientists in the history of Russia.48 The anti- Lysenko coalition cut 
across sci en tific disciplines and included computer mathematicians, many 
prominent physicists, such as Pyotr Kapitsa and Lev Landau. They sent col-
lective letters to the party presidium, pressing for legalization of genetic 
studies and greater autonomy from ideological dictates for the hard sci-
ences.49 When the young nuclear designer Andrei Sakharov arrived at the 
prestigious Academy of Sciences, along with a group of nuclear physicists, 
he joined an informal coalition there struggling against Lysenko’s allies to 
achieve a greater sci en tific freedom. The party apparatchiks were quick to 
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notice that none of the young academicians were party members and that 
most of them (although not Sakharov) were of Jewish background. The at-
tempts of the party department of science to get a number of its candidates, 
Lysenko supporters, into the academy failed miserably; they did not receive 
enough votes.50

 During the Thaw, when writers failed to take literary matters into their 
own hands, some scientists succeeded in emancipating their theories from 
state censorship. They created informal self- education circles and “acade-
mies” that were autonomous from party control. An informal academy 
emerged around the geneticist Nikolai Timofeev- Ressovsky at the biologi-
cal station of Miassovo Lake near the Ural Mountains. In summer 1959 he 
conducted a workshop on genetics, the first one in the USSR in ten years. 
Poletaev attended the workshop and brought his son with him. The audi-
ence consisted of biologists, physicists from Sverdlovsk, Moscow, and Len-
ingrad, biochemists and chemists, mathematicians, doctors, and even art-
ists. Rank and formal sta tus were not observed. When the summer heat 
became unbearable, the “colloquia” moved to the beach, and discussions 
took place in the waters of the lake.51

 Aside from Ressovsky, a few scientists who managed to or ga nize such in-
de pen dent workshops became role models for scores of colleagues, most of 
them still in their thirties and forties. Soon, with the help of young journal-
ists and television producers attracted by the spontaneous brilliance of the 
sci en tific milieu, some of these sci en tific fig ures became role models for the 
broader educated public as well. They exuded intellectual freedom, missing 
from the worlds of culture and art. The most famous was Lev Landau, a 
 favorite student of Niels Bohr. He was born and raised in a Jewish family in 
splendid, cosmopolitan Baku, and during the 1930s he was an ardent com-
munist. In 1938 he was arrested, along with other young physicists who had 
written an anti- Sta lin leaflet. Only the intercession of his boss, the world- 
renowned physicist Pyotr Kapitsa, saved his life. His illusions shattered, 
Landau returned emaciated, sobered by his brush with death. He was forced 
to par tic i pate in the Soviet atomic proj ect, but after 1953 he tried to dis-
tance himself from the business of making nuclear bombs for a regime he 
considered oppressive.52 After Sta lin’s death Landau, like many other intel-
lectuals, believed that “true socialist values” could be restored. In 1956 he 
read with admiration Dudintsev’s novel and Paustovsky’s speech with their 
denunciation of the ruling Soviet bureaucratic class. Above all, he valued 
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intellectual and sci en tific freedom. The Soviet invasion of Hungary de-
stroyed his dreams again. According to his KGB file, he said in November 
1956, “Our system remains fascist and simply cannot change. It is ludicrous 
to hope that this system can lead us to something good.” He even said at 
some point, according to the KGB informer, “If our system cannot collapse 
peacefully, then a third world war with all its horrors is inevitable. There-
fore, the issue of a peaceful dissolution of our system is the vital issue for 
the future of all humankind.”53 Thanks to his genius, Landau remained free 
to do his sci en tific work, but he was never allowed to travel abroad. Not 
only were his lectures and seminars brilliant, but they broke with Soviet 
academic rules and conventions. He liked to think aloud and taught innu-
merable young scholars to do the same. Any student could join his work-
shop, but only after passing a number of tests on theoretical physics. Lan-
dau took those exams lying on his sofa at home. “Dau” was unconventional 
in ev ery thing, including his personal lifestyle. Similar to Alexandra Kollon-
tai and some other communist intellectuals of the 1920s, he espoused the 
philosophy of free love. Husband and wife, he argued, should have total 
freedom to meet with other partners, provided that they took care of their 
children. Dau’s jokes, pranks, and escapades became legendary. He re-
mained, despite his disillusionment with the Soviet regime, an incurable 
optimist.54

 Another brilliant physicist and free spirit was Andrei (Gersh) Budker. 
He was born in the Jewish Pale of Settlement. Like Landau, he initially em-
braced the spirit and ideals of the Bolshevik Revolution, but Sta linist crimes 
and oppression dampened his enthusiasm. After graduation from Moscow 
State University in 1941 he took part in World War II, after which he was 
conscripted to work on the Soviet atomic proj ect. In 1952 he fell under sus-
picion with Lavrenty Beria, the feared chief of the proj ect, but was not ar-
rested. During the Thaw Budker became a leading scientist in the field of 
controlled thermonuclear synthesis (fusion). He also pioneered research on 
sustainable solar plasma that could yield unlimited amounts of energy. In 
the fall of 1958, at the age of forty, the theoretician went to Novosibirsk, to 
start a new institute of nuclear physics there. This institute became the most 
liberalized part of Akademgorodok. Like Landau, Budker despised the So-
viet regime and bureaucracy and posed as a natural democrat in science. 
His institute was designed in such a way that scientists could “constantly 
bump into each other, inspiring daily interaction.” There, sci en tific work 
and discussion proceeded in the total absence of hierarchy or bureaucratic 
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administration. According to Budker, “sci en tific workers should not accord 
power to the administrative apparatus.” Jokingly, he proposed to fire all So-
viet bureaucrats and send them to a resort with full pay and privileges. Both 
science and the economy would function more ef fi ciently as a result.55 One 
of his colleagues recalled that Budker had “a romantic soul” and always 
looked on the bright side. Although he was highly critical of the Soviet 
 system, he preserved the optimistic core beliefs of his postrevolutionary 
youth. For him, the best model for an equal and just society was a commu-
nity of physicists, devoted to the beauty of their discipline.56 Numerous 
 talented scientists flocked to Budker’s institute to do theoretical physics, 
but also to become “citizens” in his minisociety.
 People like Poletaev, Landau, and Budker did not think about waging 
protests or struggles for political liberalization. Yet they inspired the Thaw 
intellectuals to emancipate themselves from the Sta linist dogmatism and 
xenophobia, to experiment and explore, to connect the Soviet  Union with 
the outside world through a universal sci en tific language and ethics. Such 
scientists knew that in the West the social sciences had grown in sta tus, also 
boosted by the successes of computerized mathematical analysis and re-
search on ar ti fi cial intelligence. By the early 1960s, the same people who 
had fought against Lysenkoism and promoted freedom of sci en tific interac-
tion also began to promote liberalization in the humanities, including lit-
erature and art. Scientific institutes and labs were the first to offer patron-
age to innovative poets and artists. Scientists also supported a new cohort 
of Russian linguists who were struggling to free themselves from Sta linist 
tenets. One such linguist was Viacheslav (Koma) Ivanov, the son of an es-
tablished writer from the old intelligentsia, a close friend of Boris Paster-
nak. In 1958 the son had the courage to defend Pasternak publicly during 
the Nobel Prize affair and as a result lost his position at Moscow State Uni-
versity. His friends found him another job at the Institute of Precise 
 Mechanics and Computer Technology, where Poletaev worked. Ivanov re-
membered how inspired he had been in the late 1950s by cybernetics: “We 
were tired of the phraseology of the of fi cial philosophy. We wanted to deal 
with precisely de fined concepts and with terms that were de fined through 
rigorously described operations.” At that time “linguistics was the only field 
in the humanities that developed suf fi ciently precise methods, and the in-
flu ence of of fi cial ideology was virtually absent. Not surprisingly, many tal-
ented young people rushed into this field.”57

 Koma Ivanov was not alone in thinking that the realm of science was 
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preferable to that of literature and the other humanities, maimed by party 
control and self- censorship. Dubna and Akademgorodok appeared at the 
time to be exemplars of an intellectual commune, a brotherhood of equals 
where all worked according to their abilities and received according to their 
contributions to the common cause. The scientists from the in de pen dent 
workshops of Timofeev- Ressovsky, Landau, and Budker appeared to be 
prototypes for a civil society otherwise nonexistent in the Soviet  Union. 
Even the literary vanguard during the Thaw seemed to recognize the su-
premacy of scientists. For all their personal candor and linguistic experi-
mentation, the young poets of the Thaw could not and did not offer a uni-
versal and global alternative to the discredited of fi cial ideology in the way 
cybernetics seemed to do. In fall 1959 Boris Slutsky admitted as much, in a 
poem that quickly spread around Moscow. “Looks as if physicists are in, 
looks as if lyricists are out. Nothing Machiavellian—nature’s law, no doubt.” 
Slutsky reproached the lyricists for the weakness of their ideas. The power 
of words, he concluded, was weaker than the nascent power of “sign and 
number.”58

 In 1960 two young writers, the brothers Arkady and Boris Strugatsky, 
wrote a novel describing a technosci en tific utopia. The heroes of their book 
were “magicians” from a secret sci en tific laboratory, most of them in their 
twenties and thirties. The authors deliberately placed them in a setting with 
wizards and witches from classic fairy tales, which gave the book an enter-
taining aspect, but also derailed the censors. Boris later recalled that it was 
a book about “the best of our contemporaries—our friends and loved ones.” 
At that time, Boris recalled, “we sincerely believed in communism as the 
highest and ultimate stage of human society’s development.”59 The youthful 
world of scientists, full of improvisation, scintillating humor, and unflag-
ging optimism, accorded with the brothers’ vague but very passionate so-
cialist orientation. The eggheaded scientists, they wanted to believe, would 
succeed with computers where revolutionary romantics with Lenin’s slo-
gans and commissars with shotguns had failed.

The “Honest” Journalists
Journalists who worked in the Soviet media remained employees of the 
state pro pa gan da apparatus. Soviet radio, newspapers, publishing houses, 
and other media channels were subject to strict and multilayered censor-
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ship. The party leadership, intimidated by the revolutions in Eastern Eu-
rope, resisted any liberalization in this sphere. Yet an increasing number of 
journalists, for the first time since the war, began to develop a new con-
sciousness. Their main audience, instead of the party leadership and the 
censors, became the educated public, known in Russian as obshchestvennost.
 The new technology and, surprisingly, the Cold War pro pa gan da com-
petition encouraged this transformation. Under Sta lin the main medium 
for the transmission of state pro pa gan da was not the printed press, but ra-
dio. “Black plates,” wired receivers that broadcast only one program, were 
installed in many towns and villages. It was forbidden to turn them off dur-
ing the daytime. Still, some areas were impervious to the spread of radio 
pro pa gan da. After the war, wireless radio broadcasting had emerged, 
 relying primarily on medium-  and shortwave transmission.60 This in turn 
made Soviet broadcasting vulnerable to foreign intrusion. After 1953, 
 however, shortwaves quickly became the main weapons in the psychologi-
cal warfare between Western countries and the Soviet regime. In August 
1958 a commission of experts reported to the Kremlin that the jamming 
of radio stations to suppress pro pa gan da broadcasts by the West cost more 
money than Soviet domestic and international broadcasting combined. 
“Despite the billions spent,” the report continued, “jamming does not 
achieve its goal.” It blocked foreign broadcasts only in Moscow and a few 
other big cities, while anyone just a few miles away could listen freely to 
them. “Radio intervention by the imperialist states,” they concluded, “has 
been doing great harm to our ideological work. It even can cause serious 
damage to the combat readiness of this country.”61 Western pro pa gan da ra-
dio stations, including VOA and Radio Liberty (until May 1959 it was called 
Radio Liberation), gradually became an alternative source of information 
for educated and news- hungry Soviet citizens.
 Another way to respond to this challenge was to turn to more credible 
and informed print media, newspapers that people would be willing, even 
eager to read. A group of war vets and fresh graduates of universities who 
came to journalism during the 1950s believed they were up to the task. In 
their opinion the spread of knowledge was an important mission, a vehicle 
for social and cultural change, a means to overcome the Sta linist legacy. 
Rada Adzhubei, the daughter of Khrushchev, began work at a sci en tific 
journal with this conviction. She preserved it for her entire life.62

 The boldest and most successful of that cohort of journalists was Rada’s 
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husband Alexei Adzhubei. Tall and handsome, artistic and talented, impa-
tient and temperamental, he was among the first MGU journalism majors, 
graduating on the eve of Sta lin’s death. Adzhubei had been raised by his 
mother, a fashion designer who made couture clothes for Politburo wives 
and famous actresses. A member of the postwar generation of students who 
was too young to have witnessed hostilities, Alexei at first wanted to be an 
actor and even studied the Stanislavsky method at an acting school. Then 
he transferred to MGU, where he conceived a lifelong passion for journal-
ism and for Khrushchev’s daughter. They married in 1949, and as Khru-
shchev was ascending toward the pinnacle of power, Adzhubei swiftly 
climbed the journalistic career ladder. From 1955 to 1958 he rose from 
 being in charge of the sports section of Komsomolskaia Pravda to being 
editor of the newspaper. In May 1959 he was appointed editor in chief of 
Izvestia, the second- most- important newspaper in the Soviet  Union after 
the of fi cial party mouthpiece, Pravda. He was only thirty- five years old.63

 Overnight, Izvestia was transformed from the dullest Soviet newspaper 
into the most innovative one. Adzhubei was a fantastic media or ga nizer. At 
his first meeting with the staff, he told the journalists to take out of their 
drawers “the best and most important material” they had written but could 
not publish.64 “The state does not need journalists to be its defenders or 
prosecutors,” Adzhubei told the staff of Izvestia in June 1959. “We must 
fight for innovations in industry, agriculture, and science. Fight in earnest!” 
Let Pravda be the mouthpiece of the party leadership; Izvestia should be-
come the newspaper of the intelligentsia, in order to support “fresh, cle ver 
people” in the society who wanted to improve, renew, and reform medi-
cine, education, theater, ser vices, retail, and social life. Adzhubei spoke 
about the problem of boosting “morale, courage, and decency” in society.65 
The newspaper, Adzhubei continued, should reach out and send corre-
spondents to ev ery remote corner of the USSR but also invite “scientists, 
actors, and innovators of industry” to write to the newspaper. It should ad-
vertise new films and propagandize discoveries. He proposed to hold meet-
ings with creative people ev ery Friday. “All we need is one enthusiast” to 
help arrange them. The new editor in chief also spoke about the need to 
disseminate more information about the world, to write “critical” and “hon-
est” commentaries on foreign news, to satisfy the voracious hunger of So-
viet society for international news.66

 For years the interpretation of foreign and domestic developments was 
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the monopoly of the Politburo and the foreign ministry. When Adzhubei’s 
colleagues reminded him of this fact, his response was, “The newspaper 
must be a policymaker, as well as a mirror of policy.” One journalist inter-
jected, “One has to have the right to do it.” Adzhubei replied, “We cannot 
just go to the Central Committee and say: Give us the right! We need to 
show them our materials—once or twice, and we will obtain this right.”67 
Adzhubei’s instructions to his journalists could be summed up in five prin-
ciples. First, a newspaper should not tell the readers what to think, but 
should engage them in a conversation and the pro cess of thinking together. 
Second, ev ery issue should contain a “bomb” (sensational material) or a 
“nail” (a lead story) to attract the reader. Third, a journalist must write 
about what really grabs his or her attention. Fourth, a newspaper should 
sift through society for opinions and debates and immediately respond to 
them. Fifth, all articles should firmly rest on reliable evidence.68

 Adzhubei followed up on his optimistic intentions. His daily contact 
with Khrushchev and excellent connections with the Komsomol and the 
KGB leadership allowed him to raise the sycophantic Soviet newspaper 
 almost to the sta tus of the “second power” next to the party. He never took 
no for an answer from the party ideologues or state censors. Izvestia’s jour-
nalists began to travel to numerous closed areas and secret installations in 
the USSR, including missile launch grounds and sites of military exercises. 
Censors vetted Izvestia articles faster than they did the communications in 
Pravda and TASS. Adzhubei used the secure high- frequency state phone, 
another perquisite of his privileged position, to call ministers and party of-
fi cials, asking for access and plane tickets for his correspondents as well as 
for interviews and information.
 After Gagarin’s space flight in April 1961, the newspaper put together an 
illustrated book about the first Soviet cosmonaut in just twenty- four hours. 
Three hundred thousand copies sold immediately. Izvestia became not 
only the most popular but also the most  profit able of all Soviet papers. In 
the early 1960s Izvestia branched out: it published a weekly of domestic 
news, Nedelia (Week), and a weekly of foreign news, Za Rubezhom 
(Abroad), named after a magazine suspended in the 1930s. It expanded its 
publishing capacities, bought the best publishing equipment in West Ger-
many and Japan, and built cooperative houses and resorts for newspaper 
staff, correspondents, and their families.69

 Adzhubei felt condescension and sometimes even contempt for the party 
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ideologues, old Sta linist cadres of limited cultural background, imagina-
tion, and talent. They responded with jealousy and hatred. The party secre-
tary Mikhail Suslov threw a monkey wrench into Adzhubei’s media enter-
prises whenever he could. Having lost some battles, Adzhubei aimed at 
winning his campaign for the redefi ni tion of cultural policies. In the divi-
sive politics of the Thaw, especially while Khrushchev’s personal position 
was not clarified, Adzhubei yielded to his artistic bent: he was much more 
liberal in matters of culture than in politics. The newspaper supported 
young talent in poetry and art. Adzhubei once brought a book of poetry 
back from Paris, one by Nikolai Gumilyov, the former husband of Anna 
Akhmatova, who was executed in 1921 for conspiracy against the Bolshe-
viks. Adzhubei showed the book around during an editorial meeting and 
asked his staff, “Could we do anything to rehabilitate him?”70

 Izvestia attracted excellent writers and unconventional minds. The most 
remarkable among them was Anatoly Agranovsky, perhaps the best practi-
tioner of “honest” and “thinking” journalism in the Khrushchev era. His 
father, a Bolshevik from a Jewish family, had worked as a journalist for Iz-
vestia and Pravda during the 1930s. He was arrested in 1937 but released 
after the war started. Agranovsky felt he was continuing his father’s mission 
to turn socialism into a fair and humane social system. The journalist had 
a unique talent for looking beyond the obvious in investigating the forces 
and motives that corrupted, degraded, or delayed “socialist prog ress.”71 In a 
famous essay published in 1962, when he was forty, Agranovsky told about 
his trip to the faraway Altai region, where German Titov, the second Soviet 
cosmonaut in space, had been born. In contrast to numerous other journal-
ists who sang the hero’s praises, Agranovsky investigated Titov’s family 
background. The question he had was what had enabled a son from a peas-
ant family to become a space explorer. Agranovsky’s answer diverged from 
the usual clichés, such as “the Soviet system of education” or “the party’s 
care for people.” He wrote that Titov had grown up in a family that had 
bene fited from constant cultural enrichment, thanks to an enthusiastic 
teacher who had or ga nized the May Morning commune in the village 
where the Titov’s parents lived. The entire village read and discussed Tol-
stoy, Turgenev, Gogol, Gorky, and other classic Russian writers. They also 
delved into the books by Ibsen, Molière, Heine, Maupassant, and Maeter-
linck. There was even a peasant orchestra at May Morning. All this existed 
until the mid- 1930s, when the local party authorities accused the commune 
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leader of being a “hidden enemy” and shut the commune down. Agra-
novsky interviewed the person who had denounced the idealistic teacher 
and remembered that his father had tried to defend the local experiment in 
Pravda. From the vantage point of the early 1960s Agranovsky wondered 
who had won—the educator or his antagonists? His message was this: Sta-
linism had unleashed ignorant bureaucrats and aggressive party vigilantes 
against the intelligentsia. And the space flights of Gagarin and Titov proved 
that the intelligentsia—ev ery one from space designers to village educa-
tors—had triumphed in the end. Without the intelligentsia, Sputnik and 
the feats of those first cosmonauts could never have happened.72

 Agranovsky’s articles were a shot in the arm for many creative individu-
als, among them Sviatoslav Fyodorov, an ophthalmologist who invented 
the operation for ar ti fi cial cornea implants, early glaucoma surgery, and a 
method to correct nearsightedness.73 Agranovsky managed to articulate on 
the pages of a mass- circulation Soviet newspaper read by millions the main 
theme of Thaw literature: socialism could not be built through violence, 
fear, submission, and bureaucratic omnipotence. It could only be con-
structed by creative and dedicated individuals, and those individuals should 
find their own solidarity, become a genuine, not an of fi cial, intelligentsia. 
Humanizing the pages of Soviet newspapers and making people re flect on 
the complex facts of life were the main missions of the “new journalism” 
promoted by Adzhubei and Agranovsky.74 Izvestia was like the fresh wind 
blowing through the stuffy prem ises of the overregulated Soviet media. 
Other newspapers and magazines had to follow the leader, at their own 
speed, for fear of losing their readers.75

 The new journalism provided cover for the resurgence of sociology and 
studies of public opinion, disciplines completely banned under Sta lin. In 
Izvestia, Adzhubei created a new approach to readers’ letters. Special staff 
read and analyzed the letters to the editor and used the analysis to establish 
an interactive relationship with Izvestia’s growing audience. “One pointed 
and colorful letter,” Adzhubei said to his staff, “can save a man from execu-
tion and prevent a factory from production stoppages. It can make policy.” 
The number of letters to Izvestia increased from thirty thousand in 1952 to 
half a million in 1964. The newspaper began to serve as an intermediary 
between its audience and the authorities: most of the mail from readers 
concerned fixing problems, curbing local bureaucrats, or checking up on 
how local authorities were following through on their promises. The cor-
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respondents, reacting to whistle- blowers and pleas for help, undertook in-
vestigations. The very mention of Izvestia was enough to make many pro-
vincial or mid- ranking bureaucrats tremble before such investigative 
journalists.76

 In May 1960 a group of journalists from Komsomolskaia Pravda took 
a revolutionary step—they launched the Institute for the Study of Public 
Opinion, the first in the Soviet  Union. All the investigators in the group 
were MGU graduates, had absorbed the energy and ideas of the Thaw, 
and wanted to help improve society. They armed themselves with mathe-
matical statistics, sociological questionnaires, and increasingly fashionable 
theories of cybernetics. The initiative to study public opinion stemmed 
from the raison d’être of “honest journalism”: transforming Soviet media 
into the intermediary between the intelligentsia and the state. One person 
in the group, Boris Grushin, acknowledged four de cades later that the first 
goal of the institute was “the spread and inculcation into mass conscious-
ness of the values and norms, the types of consciousness and behavior that 
constituted the corpus of the communist education of the youth.” Komso-
molskaia Pravda received an enormous volume of mail, sixteen thousand to 
seventeen thousand letters ev ery month. This made it imperative to find 
out more about the authors of the letters, categorize their opinions, and 
seek to establish a dialogue and a relationship of trust with them. At the 
same time, Grushin said later, the new institute provided him with ample 
opportunity to pursue his sociological research using the relative freedom 
provided by the newspaper.77

 Grushin and his group conducted the first public poll from May 10 to 
May 14, 1960, on the eve of Khrushchev’s trip to Paris, where he was to take 
part in a summit with the leaders of the United States, Great Britain, and 
France. Gary Powers had just been shot down in his U- 2 reconnaissance 
plane above the Ural Mountains on May 1, but there were still hopes that 
this incident would not prevent President Eisenhower from coming to the 
Soviet  Union. The poll included three questions: Will it be possible for 
mankind to prevent a war? What is your opinion based on? What should be 
done above all to strengthen peace? Grushin’s group deliberately selected 
ten localities along the thirtieth meridian passing from Murmansk through 
the vicinity of Leningrad down to southern Ukraine. Many people along 
this meridian had lived under German occupation during World War II. 
Out of a thousand people polled, 72 percent (and in some localities as much 
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as 90 percent) had lost close relatives in the war. The staggering losses and 
lingering pain seemed to provide a clear answer to the first question—no. 
Soviet people had “bleeding memories” of the Great Patriotic War and con-
sequently supported Khrushchev’s course of peace and negotiations with 
Western powers. The young pollsters counted the results in just one day.78 
They appeared in Komsomolskaia Pravda on May 19, by which point the 
agenda of the Paris summit was in tatters and Khrushchev was delivering 
threatening harangues against Western “militarists.”
 While providing the presummit pro pa gan da, Grushin and his young col-
leagues had an in de pen dent research agenda. They wanted to determine 
how fears of war correlated with hopes about the future. The results 
amounted to a paradox: the Soviet people, victims of war, had “seemingly 
boundless optimism” and a “more than con fi dent look at their own future 
and the future of mankind.” Most respondents wrote, sometimes quite en-
thusiastically, about their con fi dence in a peaceful future. The optimism of 
the Soviet public, Grushin noted, had a vigorous, excessive quality to it, 
“with a touch of exalted theatricality.” One- fifth of the people polled de-
clared their intention “to strengthen peace” with “their own labor,” “over-
fulfill state plans,” and “meet the obligations to the state.” The results of the 
poll redirected Grushin in his research. Although he shared the optimistic 
mood of the times, he was struck by the defi cit of individual critical think-
ing and by the reliance of the Soviet public on the state pro pa gan da slo-
gans.79 This phenomenon had defi nitely played a crucial role in the estab-
lishment of Sta linism.
 Another group of talented journalists who worked at Izvestia and Kom-
somolskaia Pravda made unexpected discoveries during those years. They 
were “agrarian” reporters, most of them with peasant backgrounds and a 
love for the Russian country lifestyle. One member of this group was Yuri 
Chernichenko, the son of an agronomist, who had spent his childhood 
among the Kuban Cossacks in the Northern Caucasus during the dreadful 
famine caused by Sta lin’s food requisitioning. “I could have been kidnapped 
and eaten there” by local cannibals, he recalled later. Instead, he graduated 
from Kishinev (Chişinău) University in literature and philology. In the 
mid- 1950s he volunteered to go to the Virgin Lands and lived there for six 
years, writing for Moscow newspapers, working as a professional tractor 
driver, and trying to develop an intimate grasp of Soviet agriculture. At 
first, Chernichenko was fascinated by Khrushchev’s grandiose idea. Yet he 
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and his colleagues quickly became appalled by the waste and disor ga ni za-
tion, the lack of storage facilities for the rotting crops, the shortage of trac-
tor fuel and spare parts, the in ef fi cient ways of plowing the fragile steppe 
soils, and the penchant of the local authorities for fraud and Potemkin vil-
lages. The agrarian reporters, including Chernichenko, blamed the local 
bosses but also Nikita Khrushchev for the errors and disor ga ni za tion. What 
they saw in the Virgin Lands made them look with fresh eyes at the tragedy 
of Sta linist collectivization in the early 1930s and the famine of the late 
1940s, at the destruction of Russian peasantry.
 At the same time, the source of unresolved ambivalence for the “honest” 
journalists during Khrushchev’s Thaw was that they remained firmly em-
bedded in the party pro pa gan da machinery. Both flagships of the new jour-
nalism, Izvestia and Komsomolskaia Pravda, continued to publish editorials 
and op- ed articles dictated by the party leadership. Adzhubei is the best 
 example of the paradox: he was at once a brilliant, innovative journalist and 
a party careerist. He could not move outside the circle delineated by Polit-
buro policies and Khrushchev’s own ideas and preferences. In fall 1959 Ad-
zhubei or ga nized a very effective campaign to promote Khrushchev as a 
world statesman by producing a glitzy and extremely popular book about 
the “discovery of America,” Khrushchev’s visit to the United States in 
 September 1959. Adzhubei never missed a chance to demonstrate Soviet 
superiority over the United States whenever he could.80 A passionate West-
ernizer in the tradition of Peter the Great, Adzhubei welcomed Western 
technological innovations but opposed political democratization and West-
ern liberalism. He firmly believed in the authoritarian model and saw no 
alternative to the party and KGB controls. In the early 1960s Adzhubei con-
sidered himself one of the “children of the Twentieth Party Congress,” those 
who wanted to reform the Soviet system, not destroy it. As he wrote in his 
memoirs, “we used to fin ish our meetings with indispensable slogans about 
the victory of communism. We had no feeling of failure, deadlock, or stag-
nation. I would like to stress: there was still a reserve of energy; many re-
mained optimistic.”81

 Adzhubei pushed for a limited kind of glasnost, yet the core of his policy 
was to propagate communist romanticism and patriotism. The “new” So-
viet media created through Adzhubei’s power and energy encouraged and 
articulated a certain kind of public opinion—Soviet, patriotic, enthusiastic, 
and optimistic. Back when Adzhubei was still working at Komsomolskaia 
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Pravda, he had proposed a newspaper “action”—a team of correspondents 
would go to a train station in Moscow where forty years ago in 1919 work-
ers had allegedly worked for one week without pay, thus setting an example 
of “communist labor.” The journalists’ initiative, supported by Khrushchev, 
quickly became a nationwide campaign for communist labor, encompass-
ing factories, collective farms, sci en tific labs, and even universities and high 
schools. The Soviet media informed readers daily about its “new ventures” 
and “achievements.”82

 “Agrarian” reporters revealed critical impulses and lamented the disas-
trous lack of genuine cooperative movement or respect for individual cre-
ativity in Russia. At the same time, their discoveries still did not amount to 
a fresh perspective. Their fundamental assumption was that Soviet social-
ism could and should be built and improved within the existing system. 
The agrarian reporters were hesitant to question the wisdom of the Virgin 
Lands enterprise. They tried to convince themselves that the Virgin Lands 
saga, despite its terrible wastefulness, had not been in vain, and that 
Khrushchev sincerely wanted to offer a better life to the long- suffering peo-
ple, to put more food on their tables.83 The honest journalists in this field 
were unwilling, as well as unable owing to censorship, to see that private 
initiative in agriculture could hardly emerge without the lifting of the So-
viet ban on private farms and ownership of land. And although the writers 
understood the follies of the planned economy and collectivized agricul-
ture, they had very limited and partial prescriptions for countering them.
 The rise of honest journalism appealing to the educated and thinking 
audience was even more dramatic in the electronic media than in the 
printed press. Television was very new, with a young, highly educated staff, 
on the cutting edge of sci en tific- technological programming, and initially 
almost uncensored by the state. Soviet Central Television began to broad-
cast daily in 1951, when there were only about 2,500 television sets in the 
USSR. The military- industrial complex, which had a monopoly on the pro-
duction of television sets, produced only one model for the civilian market. 
It had a seven- inch screen, and the image was magnified by a big lens filled 
with distilled water.
 The new electronic media bene fited from Khrushchev’s social programs, 
but also from the challenges of the Cold War technology race. The party 
commission dealing with the challenge of foreign broadcasting concluded 
in 1958 that the development of Soviet television would diminish the effec-
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tiveness of Radio Liberation and other enemy radio stations.84 The next 
year, the vice president of RCA, Thomas Digen, wanted to bring a color 
television studio to the Sokolniki exhibition, on the condition that the 
 Soviets would later purchase it. Soviet authorities replied, arrogantly and 
falsely, that the equipment “was of no interest to the Soviet  Union,” where 
“sig nifi cantly more advanced equipment” had already been created.85 Even-
tually, another American company, AMPEX, brought its color television 
studio to Sokolniki. Standing in it, Khrushchev boasted that Soviet color 
television was even better. Again, he lied. Yet the rapid growth of Soviet 
television with the help of state investments was undeniable. In 1959 twelve 
new models—one million units in all—appeared in stores, with larger 
screens and a sleeker design. And Khrushchev’s bravado pushed Soviet au-
thorities to erect a 540- meter-high television tower in the Soviet cap ital, the 
tallest in the world. They also made plans to produce fift een million televi-
sion sets and expand television broadcasting across the whole of Soviet ter-
ritory by the mid- 1960s.86

 At first, television broadcasting seemed to be the perfect tool for the re-
gime’s pro pa gan da. On May 1, 1956, the Moscow television station broad-
cast a military parade and an or ga nized mass demonstration on Red Square 
for the first time. The quality of television journalism was poor. Stern and 
rigid  women and men appeared on the screen reading the text placed be-
fore them in stentorian voices. All this, however, began to change when a 
host of young men and  women came to work for the state television com-
pany.87 They arrived just in time to prepare the coverage of the Moscow 
Youth Festival. This event, watched by millions around the country, revolu-
tionized television journalism. It boosted dynamic, spontaneous TV re-
porting. Television programs offered the public a huge advantage over print 
media, in that they had to be aired live and, in the absence of recording 
and editing technology, could not be censored. Everything depended on 
TV journalists, overwhelmingly young—on their reaction and intelligence. 
When the festival began, a news anchorman and his cameraman were about 
to launch into a report on the festival pro ces sion from a television bus. Sud-
denly, part of the department store above them collapsed under the weight 
of the many Muscovites on its roof. The anchorman lost consciousness for 
a moment, and when he came to, he had to go immediately to Luzhniki 
Stadium to report live on the festival’s opening ceremony. “My clothes were 
in tatters, my head was bleeding,” he recalled. “After the paramedics fixed 
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me, I went on air to the great surprise of my comrades, who thought I had 
been killed.” He reported for an hour and a half and received three shots of 
analgesics to keep him on his feet.88 The festival preparations allowed a 
group of young actors and composers to launch the first entertainment 
program with audience par tic i pa tion, called “An Evening of Funny Ques-
tions.” Eventually, an enthusiastic crowd consisting of fans of the program 
took the television studio by storm, and in September 1957 the party lead-
ership canceled the show for “aping the worst methods and customs of 
bourgeois television.” The director of the Moscow television center lost his 
job over it, but the audience loved what it saw.89

 Bolstered by state resources and the creative spirit of its educated staff, 
Soviet television began to transform itself into something more than a mere 
vehicle for political and ideological pro pa gan da. On April 14, 1961, tele-
vision channels broadcast live from Red Square the scenes of national 
 jubilation after Gagarin’s historic flight. Millions of viewers all over the 
USSR could see the smiling cosmonaut walking toward Khrushchev along 
the red carpet. Later Khrushchev and Gagarin climbed Lenin’s Tomb and 
waved to the ecstatic Muscovites. Here was immediate, unedited, unvar-
nished “reality” being revealed to millions—something that writers steeped 
in socialist realism and print journalists, long hobbled by censorship, could 
only dream about. Everybody could see that the most famous man in the 
world had one of his shoes untied. Again, as during the youth festival, the 
instantaneous connection between the new hero, cause of spontaneous 
demonstrations, and millions of viewers was an exhilarating experience for 
those who produced this technical miracle. The literary critic and televi-
sion enthusiast Vladimir Sappak wrote, after the event: “I seemed to see 
how millions of eyes grew kinder—people saw Yuri Gagarin on their televi-
sion screens. Our contemporaries, with their painful search for the ideal, 
sometimes asserting their egos in extreme ways, need such signal person-
alities today.”90

 Sappak was the first to notice that television was a frontier where a genu-
ine intelligentsia could emerge and gain in strength suf fi ciently to replace 
the of fi cial “Soviet intelligentsia.” A graduate of the Institute of Literature 
from the same age cohort as poets Slutsky and Samoilov, he had avoided 
the trenches in World War II only because he was afflicted with severe 
asthma. His malady con fined him within the four walls of his apartment 
but allowed him to discern that the TV screen could be as important to the 
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battles of culture and ideas in the Soviet  Union as were high literature, the-
ater, and cinema. His book Television and Us, written at that time, oozed 
with romantic optimism. He saw television not as a pro pa gan da medium, 
but as a powerful device for fostering “sincerity” in public life, education, 
and social reform. For Sappak, the rapid growth of the television audience 
portended not only the beginning of a communications revolution, but the 
emergence of a new form of democratic art. He hailed the appearance of 
the first “television artists,” among them Van Cliburn and Yuri Gagarin. So-
viet television, he announced, awaited “its Eisenstein.” According to Sap-
pak, television was above all a humanizing and thought- provoking art 
form, featuring “intellectual” men and  women, along with famous writers, 
scientists, and theater directors. Turgid bureaucratic obfuscation and pa-
thos would go up in smoke before the merciless “Tele- Eye”: “It is impossible 
to cheat television! It is a documentary witness operating with facts and 
images of reality itself. Television in the future will reveal itself as an art 
with supreme moral potential.”91

 Indeed, the Soviet television of the early 1960s took over from radio and 
cinema as the primary vehicle for dissemination of high culture to the So-
viet masses. Even Soviet authorities initially viewed television as “a techni-
cal attraction bringing art to households.” Concerts, films, theater plays, 
and discussions of books and poetry appeared on television programs as 
often as did sports. Television paid good money to film producers, play-
wrights, and actors, as well as composers, musicians, singers, and dancers.92 
In December 1961, television producers launched the first weekly news 
program, Estafeta Novostei (News Relay). The anchorman interviewed cul-
tural celebrities live, and they in turn brought their friends to the television 
studio the next time around. Sophisticated, erudite conversationalists, fa-
mous composers, and ballet dancers graced the “blue screen.” As television 
veterans recalled, “people began to converse among themselves in the 
 studio, looking at each other instead of at the camera. The less they cared 
about the camera, the more viewers cared about them.”93 This program and 
a growing number of other television programs came to be modeled after 
the kompany, the circles of students, intellectuals, scholars, and artists dis-
cussed earlier. These shows brought to the Soviet television screen an infor-
mality reminiscent of the ways of the old intelligentsia and preserved only 
in rare enclaves of Soviet society. Young directors and editors of television 
programs did their best to invite people from these circles—as well as their 
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talented friends and acquaintances—who embodied the new spirit and 
trends of the Thaw. Last but not least television assisted radio in spreading 
the norms of civility, new fashions, and normative educated language—
commodities that were still in short supply even in Moscow at that time.
 At that time, however, many intellectuals did not take television seriously 
but treated it as light entertainment, in contrast to “serious art.” Sappak’s 
premature death in late 1961 left electronic media without their most far-
seeing and enthusiastic promoter among intellectuals. At the same time, it 
was a great stroke of luck for Soviet television that party and state of fi cials 
shared this underestimation of television’s liberating potential. Advance 
vetting of the content of the programs and careful selection of prospects to 
appear on the blue screen were almost nonexistent at that time. Of course, 
the young television journalists faced the same dilemmas and unresolved 
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paradoxes that their colleagues at Izvestia confronted. And for a while they 
successfully combated them. Some of the journalists could mock the osten-
tatious, propagandistic aspects of their work. The beginning of the televi-
sion news program, for instance, was announced by these pompous words: 
“People of the five continents—we address you. Let the planet Earth flour-
ish in friendship, freedom, and peace! The dawn of communism is rising 
over the planet.”94 And yet as long as they remained optimists themselves, 
the announcers did not feel any duplicity in repeating the slogans of the 
program.

Power of Marxism
The “accursed” questions that had emerged for hundreds of thousands of 
intellectuals and students in 1956 did not fade away. They continued to sur-
face in ev eryday encounters and situations. Who is to blame for the past? 
Why are there so many holdovers from this past at all levels of state and 
society? And what can educated, socially conscious people do? And yet 
these questions at the end of the 1950s did not dispel the general mood of 
optimism and romanticism that prevailed among even the most sophisti-
cated of intellectuals. A powerful force sustaining this mood, aside from 
sheer youthfulness and the feeling of broadening horizons, was the tena-
cious belief in the Marxist, and Leninist, logic of historical development.
 The Thaw and increased freethinking did not reduce the grip of Marx-
ism and Leninism on Russian intellectuals. On the contrary, it only grew 
stron ger. Zhivago’s children did not doubt that Marx had discovered “laws” 
that guided the historical pro cess. While cybernetics led society into the 
future, Marxism could explain why the Russian Revolution had trans-
formed itself into the Sta linist regime.95 Many anti- Sta linist intellectuals 
during the Thaw thought that a “return to Lenin” could help reveal the 
truth about the past. For a de cade after 1956 some of them would search for 
“a flaw in the original design” of the Bolshevik state by exploring history, 
philosophy, sociology, and political economy from a Marxist- Leninist 
 perspective. Others would propagate the idea of “genuine” revolution and 
honest and “moral” revolutionaries, including Lenin (as opposed to Sta lin 
and Sta linists), in theater, cinema, art, and literature.96 Ludmilla Alexeyeva, 
whom we met in the first chapter, read Lenin’s works in their entirety and 
reported on her find ings to her intellectual friends, the “penniless syba-
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rites.” Another member of her group did the same with the writings of 
Marx. He also studied the works of Marx’s German followers Karl Kautsky, 
Rosa Luxemburg, and Eduard Bernstein.97

 With the gradual opening of the Iron Curtain and with Western pro pa-
gan da efforts, Russian- Soviet intellectuals were exposed to unfamiliar 
shades and versions of the Marxist creed. And the young thinkers still took 
pride in knowing that Soviet Russia remained in the eyes of the world the 
first place where Marxism had been tested. Foreigners who visited Moscow 
and Leningrad noticed that even those who professed their opposition to 
the Soviet regime could not accept that the cap italist free market and un-
planned distribution of goods were more ef fi cient than a centrally planned 
economy. When the physicist Lev Landau spoke in 1956–57 about the need 
to destroy the Soviet regime in order to save humanity from a nuclear war, 
he was still in the grip of Lenin’s theory of war and imperialism. And he still 
believed in a possibility of combining some kind of genuine socialism with 
intellectual freedom. Most of Landau’s students, along with most other in-
tellectuals of the postwar generation, were convinced that human, social, 
and cultural prog ress was linked with the “inevitable transition” from cap-
italism to some kind of socialism. Even those who admired the American 
exhibition in Sokolniki in 1959 continued to believe that cap italism was 
eventually “doomed.” Some politicized young intellectuals still predicted 
“a new revolutionary situation” in Russia and awaited the outbreak of a 
workers’ strike. Even the rudiments of liberal- democratic thinking were 
encased in the logic of Marxist and Leninist ideas sharply differentiating 
between bourgeois and socialist democracy. Bourgeois democracy fig ured 
as shallow and even fraudulent in their eyes. The socialist form of democ-
racy stood as a goal to be attained in the pro cess of overcoming the Sta linist 
legacy.
 The polls conducted by Komsomolskaia Pravda in 1960–61 reveal the 
strong connection between the mood of optimism among young intellectu-
als and the basic Marxist worldview they held. In January through March 
1961, the Komsomol newspaper posed twelve questions to readers who 
were under thirty years old. Among them were the following: What do you 
think about your generation? What do you like and dislike about it? Do 
you have a goal in life? Do you think you will reach it?98 For 96 percent of 
respondents, life had a purpose, and 82 percent were con fi dent they would 
achieve it. The poll found that even educated respondents who did not 
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 parrot the of fi cial ideology but spoke about their individual goals viewed 
the Soviet  Union as on a path of inexorable prog ress.99 The majority of this 
group regarded education and knowledge as the most important prerequi-
sites for the fulfillment of their goals. Virtually nobody mentioned money 
or a large salary as part of their professional motivation.100 Those who had 
doubts were almost defensive about them. One respondent wrote, “Our 
 fathers entered the Revolution together with Lenin; they led armies, com-
manded construction sites, and directed research institutes at the age of 
twenty- five. They were true Leninists, and their heartbeat should have 
passed to the hearts of their sons. Yet they were arrested as enemies of the 
people. This was the origin of our doubts, and ev ery one knows that doubt 
corrodes souls.”101

 The political awakening in 1956 of some of the “genuine” Marxists and 
Leninists led them to the idea of underground struggle against the bureau-
cratized regime. During the crackdown after the Hungarian Revolution, 
many such people ended up in the camps. In August 1957 the KGB arrested 
members of an underground political group of Marxist- minded university 
professors and students headed by Lev Krasnopevtsev. When they arrived 
at the camp of Dubrovlag the following spring, they were astonished at the 
numbers of young political prisoners who met them—whole groups from 
Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, and other leading universities of the Soviet 
 Union. Also present at the camp were a great number of former Komsomol 
activists, who had been politicized by Khrushchev’s denunciation of Sta lin 
and the events of 1956—those who had begun to express the idea of a “pu-
rification of Marxism and Leninism from Sta linism.” Even camp wardens 
derisively called their prisoners Marxists.102

 Some “genuine” Marxists remained believers in underground political 
struggle against the regime. Just when Krasnopevtsev’s group was arrested, 
Valery Ronkin, a student at Leningrad Institute of Technology, came to the 
conclusion that true socialism did not exist in the Soviet  Union. There was 
no classless society, but there was a ruling class—the party- state bureau-
cracy. When Ronkin began to work as a technician in an industrial plant, 
he tried to talk workers into going on strike.103 In the early 1960s Ronkin 
and his friends founded an underground group called the Bell, after the fa-
mous nineteenth- century journal edited by Alexander Herzen in London. 
Later the KGB arrested this underground group as well. The secret police 
files reveal that Ronkin and his friends, just like many other political dissi-
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dents arrested, had been model members of Komsomol, idealistic builders 
of communism.104

 A much larger group of genuine Marxists and genuine Leninists, how-
ever, decided to contribute to reforms through ev eryday legal activities. 
The fundamental belief that the Soviet state and society had to be reformed 
and liberated from the Sta linist legacy led many educated people, intellec-
tuals who were not careerists or cynics, to join the party. Virtually all “hon-
est” journalists, philosophers, and sociologists during the Thaw were party 
members and true believers. Many were the children of Bolshevik and 
 communist functionaries who were arrested and murdered during the Sta-
lin era. Khrushchev’s secret speech validated their choice. They even began 
to regard themselves as “children of the Twentieth Party Congress.” One of 
them was Len Karpinsky, who came from a family of Old Bolsheviks. His 
father, the editor of the communist newspaper Bednota (Poor People), had 
known Lenin personally and named his son after him. Although his father 
was killed during the Great Terror, Len was able to study at Moscow State 
University. After his graduation from MGU in 1952 with a degree in phi-
losophy, he had, in his own words, “absolute faith in the correctness” of 
Marxist social and economic theory. He could “kill” party ideologists with 
unorthodox citations from Lenin. Khrushchev’s policies restored Len’s 
 romantic idealism. He believed in the power of the intellect and in his abil-
ity to help Khrushchev fight for reforms, while overcoming the resistance 
of the bureaucracy created under Sta lin. He spent several years editing the 
theoretical journal Young Communist.105

 A more serious and mature group of genuine Marxists and Leninists 
in the party ranks consisted of war veterans. Among them were the poet 
Slutsky, the philosophers Plimak and Shakhnazarov, and the historian 
 Cherniaev, a future foreign policy assistant to Gorbachev. Cherniaev de-
serves a detailed introduction. He had become a student at Moscow State 
University before the Nazis attacked, but he graduated only after fight ing 
for four years in the war. During the Thaw he taught history at MGU and 
was a member of circles of Moscow intellectuals during the Thaw. His old-
est friend among them was the poet David Samoilov. In politics, Cherniaev 
liberated himself from Sta lin’s spell early on. After World War II he marched 
with the column of university students on Red Square during the May Day 
demonstration. When the public stampeded, he turned and saw the “fat 
bottom and the military boots of Sta lin who was waddling upstairs” to 
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Lenin’s tomb. At that moment he was struck by an aesthetic disconnect: “All 
that culture which came from Tolstoy and Chekhov, from Shakespeare and 
Anatole France, fell victim to brutal, ignorant force, absolutely alien to my 
inner world.” During the Thaw Cherniaev, like many other intellectuals, 
was passionately interested in Marxist- Leninist philosophy. Lenin was his 
hero—the man of action and, he believed, the antithesis of Sta lin.106

 For many Marxist and Leninist intellectuals inside the party, the Thaw 
was a fascinating and rewarding time, when they could contribute to social 
change. As it happened, Len Karpinsky was appointed to go to Poland with 
a top Komsomol delegation in 1956, and he impressed his bosses with his 
polemics against Polish intellectuals. In 1959 he became one of the secre-
taries of Komsomol responsible for cultural and ideological work. Anatoly 
Cherniaev received an invitation the same year to join the central party ap-
paratus and work at the department in charge of science and humanities. 
Other passionate Marxist- Leninists used party connections and consulting 
jobs in the Komsomol to undertake various social proj ects. Yuri Levada, a 
classmate of Karpinsky’s at MGU, began to rehabilitate sociology, the disci-
pline Sta linism had destroyed. During the Moscow Youth Festival of 1957 
Levada or ga nized discussion clubs with foreign youth. In 1959 he led a 
group of young sociologists in monitoring the American Exhibition in 
Sokolniki and later presented to Komsomol and party of fi cials an analytical 
memorandum about the reactions and attitudes of Soviet visitors. Boris 
Grushin, a student of Marxist epistemology and logic at MGU, used his 
connections and work at the newspaper Komsomolskaia Pravda, as we have 
seen, to or ga nize the institute for the study of public opinion, the first in the 
Soviet  Union. All these intellectuals hoped that their analyses would reach 
the party leadership and in flu ence its policies.
 At the end of the 1950s the genuine Marxists and Leninists emerged as a 
distinct reform- oriented group inside the Komsomol hierarchy. They en-
couraged various forms of activities which, although they were under the 
Komsomol aegis, re flected the students’ search for fresh and meaningful 
experiences. Under Len’s leadership, the Komsomol began to provide mate-
rial support and protection for the theater studios, poetry groups, and ama-
teur art circles that sprang up like mushrooms on university campuses. 
At first, they enjoyed a relative degree of freedom to decide on their offer-
ings. Other autonomous student associations included the first environ-
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mental groups, singing clubs, and so ci e ties supporting sci en tific and tech-
nical creativity.107

 In the party hierarchy the genuine Marxist and Leninist intellectuals 
were still a tiny minority. They had to work among people seasoned by bu-
reaucratic work under Sta lin and shaped not so much by ideas and formal 
education as by the experience of survival and intrigue. In fact, the lack of 
formal education was quite striking in the higher structures of the party, 
including its central headquarters. Even Sta lin had been concerned at the 
end of his life that in contrast to the first generation of Bolsheviks the new 
party staff did not “have a deep understanding of Marxism. The majority 
of them were raised on quotations, not the study of Marx and Lenin.”108 
The new party intellectuals believed that with their superior knowledge of 
Marxism- Leninism, they had a leg up on the old- timers. They also felt 
alienated by the lack of culture (nekulturnost) among the majority of party 
apparatchiks and viewed it as the source of conservative and reactionary 
behavior of the party bureaucracy. These apparatchik- intellectuals were de-
termined to succeed the compromised generation of “party philosophers” 
of Sta lin’s day and to apply their superior theoretical knowledge to the task 
of rejuvenating the party’s guiding role in the society.
 Party journalism, speechwriting, and contacts with foreign communists 
became the areas where the genuine Marxists- Leninists within the party 
visibly excelled by comparison with their more experienced but less edu-
cated colleagues. After 1957 some of the Marxists spent a year or more in 
Prague, working for the theoretical journal of the Moscow- dominated in-
ternational communist movement Problems of Peace and Socialism. This 
journal was set up as a replacement for the disbanded Cominform and be-
came an international workshop where Western communists and Soviet 
party intellectuals socialized, debated, and became friends for life.109 This 
was an experience that the communist intellectuals in the USSR did not 
have after the 1920s. Anatoly Cherniaev went to Prague after a brief stint in 
the party apparatus. He believed that his time there (1959–1961) trans-
formed his life and mindset no less than the war experience had done ear-
lier. The milieu of communist intellectuals did something that the party 
apparatchiks did not: they took ideas and culture seriously and debated in a 
naturally egalitarian and democratic environment. They held discussions 
in the editor’s of fice, in lobbies, in the canteen over lunch, or at a nearby 
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pub over a Prozdroj beer. They visited one another’s apartments. Relatively 
young, thirty- five to forty years old, they freely discussed the most sensitive 
issues of Soviet society in that circle. And they believed that reforms in the 
Soviet  Union were inevitable and that they would come soon.110

Even though Khrushchev made too many unrealistic promises and his New 
Deal was bound to suffer a backlash, it contributed to the mood of opti-
mism during the late 1950s. Other factors, such as the Sputnik effect, the 
cult of science, and the abiding faith in the Marxist laws of history, pro-
duced the widespread feeling among Moscow intellectuals that the legacy 
of Sta linism could be gradually overcome and reforms could set the Soviet 
 Union on the right track. Many intellectuals, so- called genuine Marxist- 
Leninists, still believed that the party and its leadership could be the vehicle 
for reform and change. Above all, they believed that their expertise and the 
forces of enlightenment and knowledge would inevitably prevail over the 
“uncultured” and conservative majority in the bureaucracy. The values and 
outlook typical of the Russian intelligentsia reemerged in the most unlikely 
places, including the totalitarian party and Komsomol structures. Optimis-
tic scientists, journalists, and thinkers inside and outside the party believed 
in prog ress, culture, human reason, and moral revival. Many of them tasted 
bitter disappointments in 1956 that dampened their expectations. At the 
same time, they had witnessed considerable social, sci en tific, and techno-
logical achievements that the previous generation could only dream about. 
And this prog ress boosted the faith that the forces of education, science, 
and high culture would prevail over the entrenched group interests of the 
Soviet bureaucracy, and that honest presentation of the “truth,” through 
various media from literature to TV, would render people self- aware and 
morally healthy. David Samoilov recalled that the optimism of the late 1950s 
and early 1960s was “possibly ben e fi cial and necessary. We had to heal the 
burning wounds in our minds. We had to heal the wounds of fear.” In that 
optimistic environment, Zhivago’s children “slowly recovered.”111 Part of 
this recovery pro cess was a revival of the idea of an intelligentsia, of a civic 
community that could become a moral and cultural vanguard for society.



five

The Intelligentsia Reborn 
1959–1962

The beginning of the sixties marked an extraordinary moment in Rus-
sian intellectual and cultural history. After only a few uncertain years of the 
Thaw, of partial opening to the outside world, under the conditions of a 
still- powerful post- totalitarian regime and a decimated, traumatized, and 
fragmented society, a small but growing number of educated Russians be-
gan to develop a common self- awareness, distinct from that of the Soviet 
mainstream. In a quasi- religious phenomenon, they were able to revive 
the notions and values of the Russian intelligentsia. The idea of this com-
munity, which earlier only a few aging representatives of the older, pre- 
revolutionary generation of scholars, artists, and teachers had shared, be-
gan to spread among the youn ger people brought up and educated during 
the late Sta linist period and the Thaw.
 The optimism, illusions, and social developments of the 1950s formed 
the ecosystem which made this revival possible. The optimism had been 
boosted by the rapid growth in the number of university graduates and oth-
ers holding scholarly degrees—the likely social base for a community of the 
intelligentsia. At the same time, the exponential growth did not by itself 
generate the ethos of the intelligentsia. Rather, it was the search for mean-
ingful social roles and moral values, to replace those which had been shat-
tered and defiled after Sta lin’s death. The most talented and energetic men 
and  women in the postwar generation sought not only to express them-

The old intelligentsia no  longer existed, but 
we wanted to believe that we would be able 
to recapture its intellectual and spiritual 
exaltation. Our goal was to lay claim to the 
values left by the social stratum that had 
been persecuted by the czars and destroyed 
by the revolution.

—Ludmilla Alexeyeva, recollections 
 in The Thaw Generation
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selves professionally, in science, mass media, the liberal arts, and so on, but 
to create a new language of civic culture—a framework of social and moral 
responsibility, truth and sincerity. The emerging community also directed 
its energy toward clearing room for a private social life separate from the 
of fi cial public realm that had held their parents’ lives in thrall. They looked 
toward the creation of more humane ethical and aesthetic norms among 
themselves, in their circles and bands of friends.1

 The revival of the intelligentsia began in Moscow, the cap ital of the So-
viet empire, but also the main center of the Russian cultural and intellectual 
life, and thus most affected by the post- Sta lin Thaw. Alexeyeva recalls that 
in 1959–60 her friends already proudly referred to the old notion of the 
Russian intelligentsia—making a sharp distinction between this and the of-
fi cial category of Soviet intelligentsia.2 The established Soviet cultural elites, 
whose moral bankruptcy became apparent during the Thaw, served as an 
essential negative “other.” At the same time, members of circles of compan-
ions differed in their social background and ideological beliefs from the old 
Russian intelligentsia as well. The belief system of the nascent community 
was in traumatic transition from the Sta linist idealism of youth to some-
thing different, yet that set of beliefs remained by and large Soviet, and in 
many instances communist. The ethos of Moscow freethinkers was to be 
conceived as the opposite of the Sta linist dogmas and lies, yet based on the 
values of the Revolution and socialism. The revival of the intelligentsia, 
they hoped, would mark the incipient humanization of Soviet society, not 
its destruction. They were not inspired by the prerevolutionary alternatives 
to Bolshevism, defeated and rejected in the course of the Russian Revolu-
tion. A great number of them, perhaps a majority, had no clear understand-
ing of Western notions of freedom, democracy, and the rule of law.
 Still, the drive for intellectual and cultural emancipation was important 
in itself, considering the foregoing Soviet history. Most important, the idea 
of a “genuine” intelligentsia helped many intellectuals and cultural fig ures 
develop a new civic solidarity and a collective identity. They wanted to dis-
tinguish themselves from the discredited Soviet intelligentsia even in tem-
poral and generational terms. In December 1960 a young literary critic, 
Stanislav Rassadin, wrote for the first time in the literary magazine Yunost 
(Youth) about the shestidesiatniki, “the people of the sixties,” as a new com-
munity that had “the ability and desire to think, to re flect about life and its 
complexities.” They sought to understand the reality “behind ev ery word.” 



 The Intelligentsia Reborn 163

People of the sixties were the men and  women who would not be deceived 
again by lofty slogans and would not march in lockstep at the state’s be-
hest.3 The shestidesiatniki perceived de- Sta linization and cultural emanci-
pation, just like the Thaw, as a natural phenomenon, an inevitable histori-
cal evolution.

Older Mentors
Revival of the intelligentsia’s ethos and community could not help embody-
ing an act of creative imagination, of symbolic reuni fi ca tion between post- 
Sta linist and pre- Sta linist cultural and intellectual history. The funeral of 
Boris Pasternak in 1960, described at the beginning of Zhivago’s Children, 
provided the symbol. It brought together people from the two different 
worlds: old people such as Konstantin Paustovsky, survivors of the milieu 
of those who still heard Pasternak’s “frozen music”; and the aspiring com-
posers of a new community ethos, among them David Samoilov and Lev 
Kopelev. Two other writers from the second group, Andrei Siniavsky and 
Yuli Daniel, carried the lid of the Pasternak’s coffin.4

 Most young people who attended Pasternak’s funeral hardly knew or 
 understood his outlook on the recent Soviet tragedy. A Western scholar 
correctly guessed that Pasternak’s Yuri Zhivago, almost a Christlike fig ure, 
might seem incomprehensible, if not completely alien, “to many of the 
young generation of Soviet Russians, brought up on the heroes and martyrs 
of the revolution.”5 Indeed, even the few of those young people who had ac-
cess to Pasternak’s novel were emotional and ideological atheists and could 
hardly understand the “religious symphony” of Zhivago’s life and death. 
True believers in the Marxist view of human prog ress, they could hardly 
have realized that Pasternak repudiated the Revolution “not as a political 
movement to which he opposes another movement, but as a salient mani-
festation of the lie in which contemporary society is enmeshed.”6

 For many of Pasternak’s young worshippers, he was the last victim of Sta-
linism- after- Sta lin, and a martyr to cultural emancipation. Yet their view of 
this emancipation was quite limited. Many of them wanted to rediscover 
and revive the cultural and intellectual traditions of the first postrevolu-
tionary de cade, which had been crushed and distorted by Sta linism. They 
looked for cultural heroes and guidelines in the futurist- revolutionary po-
etry of Mayakovsky, the vanguard theater of Vsevolod Meyerhold, in con-
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structivism, suprematism, and other “isms” that had flour ished during the 
NEP years. A few aging men and  women who had preserved those tradi-
tions became living repositories of their spirit: in literature, Anna Akhma-
tova, Konstantin Paustovsky, Vladimir Mayakovsky’s widow Lilia Brik, Na-
dezhda Mandelstam, and the former literary critic Kornei Chukovsky; in 
theater, the actors of Konstantin Stanislavsky’s Moscow Art Theater, fol-
lowers of Vsevolod Meyerhold and Yevgeny Vakhtangov. An intellectual 
from Leningrad recalled the interaction of the two generations in idealized 
terms. The prerevolutionary intellectuals “had waited a long time for some-
one in this world who still had any need for their non- Soviet upbringing 
and worldview, had grown tired of waiting, and had almost lost hope, and 
we . . . threw ourselves at them and greedily absorbed, over at least three 
 de cades, their experience, their stories, their opinions, their schools, their 
libraries, their samizdat, and, of course, the incomparable atmosphere of 
their ev eryday lives.”7

 The people “from the past” had been hopelessly marginalized just a de-
cade earlier. During the Thaw, however, the tribulations suffered during 
Sta lin’s era gave them enormous moral credibility.8 Those of the young in-
tellectuals who already felt alienated from Soviet role models and social en-
vironment found in the representatives of the old intelligentsia what they 
had been looking for—ethical and sometimes aesthetic alternatives. Man-
ners, behavior, and fig ures of speech that had been considered ancien ré-
gime now appeared irresistibly charming. Sergei Averintsev, a philosopher, 
poet, and linguist from Moscow who was a scholar of Byzantine culture 

Yuli Daniel, a poet of the post–World 
War II generation. In 1957 he and his 
friend Andrei Siniavsky began to publish 
their short stories in the West. In 1960 
they attended Pasternak’s funeral 
(Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).
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and theology, felt that charm when he met with the academician Dmitry 
Likhachev, a historian of Russian medieval literature who had been shaped 
by the cultural milieu of the St. Petersburg prerevolutionary middle class. 
For Likhachev the ethos of Russian intelligentsia was as natural as the air he 
breathed. He was also an Orthodox believer and cherished Russia’s ancient 
religious roots—something that the new generation, brought up as atheists, 
could not comprehend.9 Many of Zhivago’s children later expressed grati-
tude to their professors, the old standard- bearers of culture. Mikhail Ger-
man wrote in his memoirs: “I have been thinking a great deal about those 
people who saw the war and the Great Terror. . . . They lived by the motto 
‘Better to light a candle than to curse the darkness.’ And they tried to light 
the matches for us, one by one. When those matches went out, they lit an-
other, often burning their fingers. And this helped us to begin to see some-
thing in the dark.”10 Without these survivors from Zhivago’s generation, 
thousands of whom were still around in Moscow and Leningrad during the 
late 1950s and early 1960s, the rebirth of the intelligentsia would have been 
un imag in able.
 Privately, some of old cultural mentors no  longer feared to voice their 
noncommunist and anticommunist views to their trusted young friends. 
Some of the remnants of the old educated classes had abhorred the Soviet 
regime since its very beginning, before it reached its Sta linist phase. At the 
same time, they had prudently decided long ago that resistance was suicidal 
and that the only option was to hunker down and wait. Some even learned 
to play little games, to protect themselves and those they loved. Quite a few 
survivors, educated and trained before the Revolution, had developed a 
philosophy of pragmatic cynicism. Talented artists who had practiced free 
art earlier painted Sta lin and Lenin on the canvases that hung all over revo-
lutionary museums and Soviet institutions. There were even closet monar-
chists and Russian Orthodox believers among them, yet in public they 
 presented an impeccably Soviet facade. Mikhail German described one of 
his mentors, a historian of art and music, who escaped into the past. This 
person cultivated “the forgotten values of the high intelligentsia,” possessed 
enormous cultural erudition, yet never blushed to write a propagandist op-
era or book. “Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s” was his motto.11

 The vast majority of young intellectuals, however, were not yet alienated 
from the Soviet proj ect and could not fully appreciate the bitterness and 
wisdom of mentors from the pre- Sta lin past. The re- creation of the intelli-
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gentsia’s community and ethos required a public space and a public discus-
sion. Moreover, it called for the people whose values and beliefs had been 
nourished by the hope and promise, not by the hatred and fear, of the Revo-
lution. The most in flu en tial mentor of this kind was Ilya Ehrenburg. He 
was not only a highly visible living link to the cultural past, but he had the 
determination to tell millions about it. Ehrenburg had been known in West-
ern intellectual circles since the 1920s as a Russian European. He had 
 survived Sta linism by using his extensive connections to promote Sta lin’s 
“peace” campaign among the left- leaning European intellectuals. At the 
same time, after Sta lin’s death Ehrenburg passionately sought to disconnect 
Russian literature and liberal arts, whatever remained of them, from the 
Sta linist legacy and regenerate their European origins. He began to write 
his memoirs, which he titled “People. Years. Life.” This became a monu-
mental proj ect to restore the heritage of numerous Russian writers, artists, 
and intellectuals who had been forcibly erased from Sta linist public culture. 
In April 1960 Ehrenburg sent the first volume of his recollections to Tvar-
dovsky’s Novy Mir; in the fall of that year, after months of procrastination 
by the censors, the memoirs appeared in print.12 Vail and Ghenis summed 
up the memoirs’ sig nifi cance: “Not only Western, but Russian, culture had 
been waiting for its rediscovery. And Ehrenburg rediscovered it with gusto.” 
Maximilian Voloshin, Marina Tsvetaeva, Osip Mandelstam, Andrei Bely, 
Isaac Babel, Vsevolod Meyerhold, and many others “entered the conscious-
ness of Soviet readers through Ehrenburg’s ‘encyclopedia,’ which was more 
complete than the Big Soviet Encyclopedia.”13 High culture was a secular 
religion for Ehrenburg, and he would not let it die. Speaking at the end of 
his life, in 1966, he said: “We all should rehabilitate consciousness. This can 
be done (after the rejection of religion) only through art.” In the same vein, 
he supported the of fi cially banned, underground art of the time as much as 
he could.14

 Ehrenburg, however, was not the person to lead the effort to re- create 
the ethos of the intelligentsia. His leftist European cosmopolitanism did 
not relate to Russia’s “accursed questions”: Who is to blame? What is to be 
done? It also did not appeal to the sense of Russian national identity, awak-
ened during World War II. The poet Alexander Tvardovsky, the son of a 
Russian peasant, was a better candidate for the task. In August 1958 
Khrushchev, who liked Tvardovsky’s poetry, invited him to the Kremlin 
and reappointed him the head of Novy Mir. Tvardovsky was forty- five.15 His 
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private diary of the late 1950s and 1960s, published by his children de cades 
after his death, is the testimony of a tormented man.16 In the public realm, 
he was a senior Soviet of fi cial, a member of the party Central Committee. 
He had access to the halls of power, spoke with high- placed authorities over 
a secure phone line, and enjoyed a level of familiarity with the of fi cials from 
the party’s upper bureaucracy, including Khrushchev’s assistants, that very 
few writers did. Tvardovsky remained a believer in the Russian Revolution 
and in the basic principles of Soviet socialism. He took part in the competi-
tion for a new Soviet anthem, at which he spent countless hours. For a long 
time he could not rid himself of the Bolshevik and Sta linist habit of divid-
ing the world into “us” and “them”—the latter including not only anticom-
munists but also pessimists, griping and spiteful critics, and non- Soviet 
“Philistines.”
 At the same time, the past and especially the time of Sta linist collectiv-
ization, when the young Tvardovsky had had to reject his “kulak” father in 
order to begin his Soviet career, came to haunt him.17 Despite his party 
privileges, Tvardovsky remained a Russian muzhik: his heart was in the 
countryside. The tragic fate of the Russian peasantry and the death between 
1929 and 1953 of the traditional Russian way of life weighed heavily on his 
conscience. Gradually, he began to face the truth about the misery and 
 destruction of the Russian peasantry from the 1930s to the 1940s and its 
death throes during the 1950s.18 He felt that it was immoral to cover up 
the past and all its victims.19 He also had learned much about the gulag 
from writers who returned from it. The most painful revelation, however, 
emerged from a chance encounter with a countryman, the chairman of a 
collective farm, from whom he learned that his village, formerly populated 
with robust, joyous, hard- working people, was now almost deserted, de-
populated and destitute. The best memories of his peasant childhood, “the 
golden, purest spot in [his] heart,” had been destroyed. In 1957 he began to 
plan his autobiography, Pan Tvardovsky, a tribute to his father and, indi-
rectly, to life in the Russian countryside.20

 After Khrushchev reappointed Tvardovsky to lead Novy Mir, the pro pa-
gan da boss Dmitry Polikarpov gushed, “You are the first poet! Khrushchev 
is interested in you more than in any other writer in the country!”21 Khru-
shchev’s assistant Igor Lebedev, who wanted to be seen as a connoisseur 
and supporter of literature, became a vital link between the “first poet” and 
Communist Number One. Thanks to Lebedev, Khrushchev, who normally 
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never read literary journals or recent novels, got involved in the affairs of 
Novy Mir and often supported Tvardovsky’s editorial decisions. Until 
Khrushchev’s downfall, Tvardovsky used his access to Khrushchev and 
Lebedev to circumvent the censors, the Ministry of Culture, and the party’s 
Central Committee departments.
 The party’s lies and pomp disgusted Tvardovsky. His curious and re-
flective mind recognized many things that others overlooked. As a Central 
Committee member, he had access to a va ri ety of Western sociological and 
historical studies, as well as Russian émigré publications, that had been un-
available under Sta lin and were by then published in “special editions” for 
the party nomenklatura. Armed with this knowledge, he felt a civic respon-
sibility to help rejuvenate the party and the socialist experiment. Tvardov-
sky was especially concerned by the failure of ideological education “that 
transformed great teachings [those of Marxist- Leninism] into boring pages 
in an obligatory textbook.”22 If the current generation of educated youth 
failed to become believers in communism, then the cause of the Revolution 
was lost. And then all the casualties, the enormity of the ruin and sac ri fice, 
would be in vain.
 Moved by these re flections, Tvardovsky decided to turn Novy Mir into a 
vehicle of moral and social revival. Russian literature, his main vocation 
and passion, was for him the means to accomplish this task. As a senior lit-
erary bureaucrat and party apparatchik, he realized what a huge challenge 
it would be. The party authorities and censors had quickly crushed previ-
ous attempts by Moscow writers to collect and publish almanacs of the best 
literary works—that is, to assume the right to de fine the criteria of “good” 
literature and true culture. In the Soviet  Union since Sta lin’s times the bu-
reaucratic institutions in charge of cultural and pro pa gan da affairs had held 
a monopoly in this sphere, and they zealously continued to protect it. Still, 
he was ready to devote the remainder of his active life to the struggle to re-
store the role of Russian literature as a great ideological and moral teacher. 
Tvardovsky’s personal agony and determination turned Novy Mir into the 
journal that for a de cade acted as the main and the only public embodi-
ment of the intelligentsia’s ethos and mentality in post- Sta linist Russia.

In Search of Self-Expression
The cultural language and style of the original Russian intelligentsia came 
from the great nineteenth- century literature. Even as Sta linism was de-
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stroying the intelligentsia’s ethos, the intelligentsia’s icons were canonized 
by the regime. Prose and poetry by Pushkin and Gogol, Herzen and Belin-
sky, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, Chekhov, Nekrasov, and Blok remained an 
 essential part of Soviet education, even if the ethical and philosophical 
ideas in them contradicted Soviet practices. These works, in many ways 
prophetic, acquired fresh meaning during the Thaw, when they were staged 
in theaters and interpreted in films. In 1956 the classical Maly Theater in 
Moscow performed Tolstoy’s tragedy The Power of Darkness. The leading 
actor later confessed that he suffered from an intense split consciousness. 
As a Soviet citizen, he believed in a set of ideological assumptions. He was 
horrified to discover that many of them did not stand up to the profound 
revelations of Tolstoy’s art. In an article in Literaturnaia Gazeta and later in 
his memoirs, the actor explained: “I  couldn’t betray Leo Tolstoy, nor could I 
betray contemporary Soviet ideology. At one point I was so torn between 
the two that I turned the part down.” The cause of his anguish was the play’s 
main message: the absence of God meant darkness; salvation lay in the hu-
man soul. Such views had been forgotten in Russia after many de cades of 
Soviet rule.23

 At the same time, the tragic events of the recent past infused the Russian 
classics with poignant contemporary meanings. In 1957 Dostoevsky’s novel 
The Idiot appeared onstage in Leningrad and became an instant sensation. 
Innokenty Smoktunovsky, the actor who played Prince Myshkin, had no 
illusions about how cruel state and society could be. Born into a peasant 
family, he had had to flee collectivization and famine. He had been a pris-
oner of war, and worked in Siberia, next to labor camps. As he began to 
grapple with his role in The Idiot, he noticed a man standing alone amid the 
bustle on the stage set, absorbed in his book, noticing no one. It turned out 
to be an intellectual who had returned from Sta lin’s camps. The actor had 
found a true Myshkin: here was a believer persecuted by the very people his 
philosophy had taught him to love.24 Many in the theatrical audience were 
struck by Smoktunovsky’s portrayal, yet how many could understand its 
message?
 For Zhivago’s children the meaning of the Soviet experience was still 
hazy, and the idealized images of the Revolution, the Civil War, and the 
NEP cultural vanguard prevented uncompromising self- searching about 
what Russia had experienced since 1917 and what role the cultural- 
intellectual elite had played in that experience. Toppling the state- controlled 
cultural canon of socialist realism became the immediate goal of the youn-
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ger generation, the task that consumed most of its energy. And young intel-
lectuals believed that the best weapon was a “contemporary style,” an un-
controlled stream of “sincere” consciousness. In that sense, they were no 
different from Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac in New York’s Greenwich 
Village during the 1950s, or the German, French, and Italian New Wave 
artists in later times. The emphasis on style and form was a historical con-
tinuation of the jejune aesthetical rebellion of stiliagi in the late 1940s and 
early 1950s. In fact, those style apers who became poets, writers, and artists 
during the Thaw continued to cherish the memories of their stiliagi youth. 
They recognized one another by the stiliagi jargon, the ability “to speak 
modern.”
 Poetry was one of the cultural realms where the contemporary style 
emerged. Vladimir Mayakovsky was the guru for the cultural iconoclasts, a 
revolutionary poet who had taken his life during the initial years of Sta-
linism. He was a great innovator with language who inspired a host of imi-
tators among the post- Sta lin generation. His verse was syncopated, rebel-
lious, uncompromising, and coarse. His private life was unconventional as 
well: he lived with the woman he loved and her husband in an unhappy 
ménage à trois. Mayakovsky concealed his wounded soul beneath public 
revolutionary convictions, and his suicide in 1930 demarcated perfectly the 
boundary between the romanticized era of NEP “leftist” culture and reac-
tionary Sta linism.25 In 1959 the Moscow of fi cials unveiled a monument to 
Mayakovsky on Gorky Street, half a mile from the Kremlin, and in the next 
few years tens of thousands of poetry fans and onlookers congregated at its 
pedestal.26

 Most of those who gathered around Mayakovsky’s statue believed in the 
revolutionary legacy and communist principles and wanted to change the 
Soviet regime, “without destroying it down to its [socialist] foundations.” 
One of them recalled that “the struggle for Soviet power meant the strug-
gle against lies within the party, against the corruption within.”27 Address-
ing large audiences with emotional rhymes had the effect of glasnost, of a 
quasi- religious catharsis. There was an enormous need to say publicly what 
had long remained private, hidden, and banned. This included even the 
language of friendship and love, intimate feelings and doubts, and tragic 
experiences.28 Soon, the gathering place at Mayakovsky’s statue became 
known as Mayak (Lighthouse), a place where lonely intellectuals could gain 
a sense of civic togetherness. Mayak gradually became a meeting place 
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where young men and  women exchanged information, passed around typed 
or handwritten copies of poems, and shared reading materials.29 What had 
begun as an of fi cial celebration of a poet canonized by Sta lin evolved into a 
site where words and ideas were liberated from fear and dogma.
 The rise of the young poetic contingent to national prominence was 
 meteoric. Its members displayed a talent for public reading and for address-
ing crowds in student auditoriums, rather than reading to select connois-
seurs in exclusive salons. The leaders of this cohort were Yevgeny Yevtu-
shenko and Andrei Voznesensky. Each of them expressed distinct feelings 
and aspects of the emerging community of sixties intelligentsia.30 Yevtu-
shenko’s lyrics appealed above all to romantic, revolutionary optimism, the 
sense of expanding horizons. He avoided an existential and moral crisis of 
belief in 1956 by divorcing the idea of communism from Sta linism, the hu-
manist ideals of collectivism from state practices. In an early autobiograph-
ical poem he wrote:

Blind love for Russia we  don’t need.
Instead, we need an open- eyed and contemplating love.

Yevtushenko addressed the anxiety of young men and  women who had lost 
their certainty about the past:

 Don’t worry. Yours is no unique condition,
Your type of search and con flict and construction.
 Don’t worry if you have no answers ready
To the lasting question.
Hold out, meditate, listen.31

 Yevtushenko decided to use poetry as a moral remedy to rescue soci-
ety from corrosive cynicism. One of his poems in 1960 was en ti tled “Con-
sider Me a Communist.” In it he compared his personal “war” against bu-
reaucrats and hidden admirers of Sta lin and his empire to the Russian Civil 
War and the Great Patriotic War.32 Yevtushenko was a tireless educator of 
the public, reaching out even to those who never read poetry: he translated 
complex cultural and historical phenomena into the simple vocabulary of 
communist romanticism. His young audience preferred his fiery interpre-
tations of international developments to Pravda’s dry pronouncements.33

 While Yevtushenko created the image of a new generation and its sur-
roundings, Andrei Voznesensky sought to invent a novel language for the 
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intellectuals. He became a favorite poet of those who wanted “to feel and 
speak modern.” Influenced by Pasternak’s early poetry (Voznesensky had 
also known Pasternak personally), his book that was published in 1960 was 
an instant success. In his poems, Voznesensky tried to bring lyrics and 
physics together, and his architectural degree helped him to achieve that 
end. He wrote that the linear Sta linist logic of history was now broken, and 
“Predictions, regulations have no power / Over history, love, and art, / Which 
move along a parabolic path!” He exclaimed: “Long live fantastic anti-
worlds, / The antidotes to boring words!”34 Voznesensky became especially 
popular among scientists, those who wanted to combine the ethos of the 
intelligentsia with modernity and technology, cybernetics and space explo-
ration.35

 This contemporary poetry of the day was brave and optimistic; it ad-
dressed the past with subtle irony and stern judgment. Yet many felt a 
strange nostalgia for their personal past, if not the denounced Sta linist 
past. They recalled the shattered peaceful years of childhood, the wartime 
hardships and certainties. The current generation needed its own unifying 
myths situated in that idealized personal time, imbued with honesty and 

Yevgeny Yevtushenko, a poet who translated the sixties using the lexicon of communist 
romanticism. He believed that his poetry offered the moral remedy that could save 
Soviet society from corrosive cynicism (Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).
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integrity, and separate from the Sta linist era. The singer Bulat Okudzhava 
created those myths in his poetic songs. Okudzhava was born in Moscow’s 
Arbat district and grew up in its cosmopolitan atmosphere. His own family 
was of Russian- Georgian- Armenian origin, and his parents, communist 
idealists, vanished during Sta lin’s terror. After fight ing the war in the Cau-
casus and studying literature in Georgia, Okudzhava worked as a school-
teacher in a provincial Russian town. When his dead parents were “reha-
bilitated” by Khrushchev, he was able to return to Moscow and began to 
write poems, which he performed as songs with a guitar accompaniment. 
His voice seemed to express the spirit of war veterans and the youn ger gen-
eration. Recorded on tape, his poems spread much faster than his name. 
Okudzhava’s songs, like Pasternak’s last poems, were remarkably simple. 
They were about the beauty of a woman, love for life, and the tragedy of 
war. They also displayed an “inner freedom” unusual for the poets of his 
generation, who were concerned with spe cific events and the search for 
“modern” forms of self- expression. His verse on the communist romanti-
cism of the past was nostalgic, yet tinged with irony:

I knew a soldier—he was brave
And handsome as a hero.
Yet he was only a child’s toy,
And he was made of paper.
He had a dream to change the world,
To make all humans happy.
Yet people pulled him by a string,
For he was made of paper.36

 At the same time, Okudzhava discovered a refuge from cynicism in love 
and hope. He sang about the “last blue trolley car,” which he took when 
he had abandoned all hope. He sang about an idealized community of 
friends who had grown up in the Arbat district of Moscow, educated by 
teachers from the old intelligentsia, but also streetwise and patriotic. The 
heroes of his songs went to war against Hitler to defend their “small father-
land,” and many died there. Okudzhava performed a vital task: his Arbat 
became an important symbol, a “small fatherland” for the resurgent intelli-
gentsia, within historical and geographical reach of educated young Mus-
covites and compatible with a revolutionary and socialist romanticism that 
many of them still shared.37
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 Members of the reviving intelligentsia, however, did not talk in rhymes 
among themselves, in their circles of friends. The continuing search for 
honest and genuine language that contrasted with the of fi cial spiel had led 
the generation that had risen from the ashes to mistrust the literature of 
socialist realism. Young intellectuals looked for a contemporary literature 
that would express their doubts and anguish. In 1959–60 this literature 
came from the West, in the novels of Erich- Maria Remarque, J. D. Salinger, 
and Ernest Hemingway. These writers were not of the same caliber as Tol-
stoy, Dostoevsky, and Chekhov but were contemporaries of the young Rus-
sians and responded to the brutal challenges of the age.
 Ernest Hemingway had already been popular in the Soviet  Union before 
World War II. After 1945, however, his books disappeared from libraries 
and stores. His Farewell to Arms and For Whom the Bell Tolls remained of fi-
cially banned. When a freshly translated volume of Hemingway’s novels, 
including these works, appeared in Soviet bookstores in 1959, the bearded 
American quickly became the guru of Russian romantic intellectuals. Hem-
ingway’s life matched his writing style and resonated with the post- Sta lin 
generation. He had fought on the side of the Spanish Republicans against 
Franco and the fascists; he was a leftist but also a bohemian, and he in-
tensely disliked Sta linists. He lived as he wished: hunted, fished, braved 
the open sea, killed bulls, enjoyed good food and wine, loved numerous 
 women, and was loved by them in return. Hemingway was a romantic but 
not starry- eyed, experienced but not cynical, manly but not crude. This 
was the perfect combination for the shestidesiatniki in Russia. The writer’s 
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outward appearance—rough turtleneck sweater, pipe, and beard—set the 
fashion for hundreds of thousands of his Russian acolytes.38 In October 
1959 the weekly Literaturnaia Gazeta published Hemingway’s letter to the 
Union of Soviet Writers expressing his wish to come to the USSR.39 Unfor-
tunately, Hemingway took his own life in July 1961. His tragic end only 
burnished his myth. Hundreds of thousands of students and young intel-
lectuals in Russia called one another Old Man, sported beards and turtle-
necks, and tried to mimic “Papa Hem” in ev ery other way.
 Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, The Arch of Triumph, and 
The Black Obelisk especially addressed themes of war and postwar fatigue, 
disillusionment, destitution, and deformation of social life that echoed 
the recent experience of educated Russian readers. These novels focused on 
people whose youthful enthusiasm and naïveté were manipulated and 
abused by warring states and who learned to treat ev ery thing around them 
with skepticism and irony to defend their scarred souls against the injus-
tices of the world. J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, along with his short 
stories, appeared in Russian in 1959. The confrontation of the American 
teenager Holden Caulfield with the “phony” world of social conventions 
and insincerity struck a chord with many Soviet students who were ques-
tioning the conventions and hypocrisies of their upbringing for the first 
time.
 After the appearance of Remarque and Salinger on Soviet bookshelves, 
novels and plays about “angry adolescents” invaded Russian literary jour-
nals and theaters. The most successful author of this  genre was Vasily 
Aksyonov. His novel A Ticket to the Stars, published in July 1961, was about 
a group of Moscow teenagers who fled from their parents and explored 
life without adult interference. In the opening paragraph of the novel the 
older brother of one of these adolescents confesses that he cannot under-
stand the motives of the youth. “I am a loyal person. When I see a red light, 
I stop. With my youn ger brother Dimka it’s a different matter. Dimka al-
ways crosses at a red light.” The public knew what Aksyonov was hinting at. 
His teenagers not only escaped from Moscow and parental control; they 
also resisted the collectivist mentality and rules.40 Aksyonov had experi-
enced alienation and an angry adolescence himself. Aksyonov, who was 
born in Kazan into a family of communist true believers, saw his parents 
arrested in 1937. After World War II he went to the Kolyma camps to 
visit his mother, and that trip had opened his eyes to the realities of the 
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 labor camps. He joined the stiliagi movement, worshipped American jazz, 
and became a passionate admirer of Hemingway. Aksyonov described in 
his novels the youthful intelligentsia’s behavior, appearance, and speech in 
imitation of Hemingway. In this way, the culture of stiliagi was dissemi-
nated and, in turn, imitated by hundreds of thousands of readers.
 “Nonrealist” visual forms of art became another powerful source for the 
young artists’ self- expression. And again, the discovery of contemporary 
European and American art was the trigger. Western artistic in flu ences 
penetrated the Iron Curtain in many ways during the Thaw. The Picasso 
exhibition in Moscow and Leningrad in 1956 was the first big ripple in the 
pond of socialist realism. Then, at the American exhibition in Sokolniki, 
the paintings of Edward Hopper and Georgia O’Keeffe, Mark Rothko and 
Jackson Pollock, exhibited in the USSR for the first time, stunned Russian 
art connoisseurs, and inflamed young intellectuals. Some of them became 
vocal advocates of modernism in Soviet art.41 Vittorio Strada, a young Ital-
ian scholar of Russian history and a member of the Italian Communist 
Party, was one of many foreigners who became private ambassadors for 
contemporary art in Moscow. He came to Moscow during the World Youth 
Festival and was introduced to Pasternak. He helped Pasternak to pass his 
messages to Feltrinelli, which led to the publication of Doctor Zhivago. He 
also met Slutsky, Yevtushenko, and the literary critics from Novy Mir and 
Yunost. Strada returned to Moscow in 1959 and studied there for two years. 
In the pro cess, he not only married a young Russian woman but also be-
came a member of several Moscow kompany, where many shestidesiatniki 
socialized. During his trips back home he bought albums of Vasily Kandin-
sky, Kasimir Malevich, Marc Chagall, and other formalist artists, which he 
brought to Moscow.42 Thanks to Strada and other foreign visitors, Zhivago’s 
children learned that Russian painting from 1900 through the 1920s had 
been in the vanguard of European art, and had had a great impact on Ital-
ian, German, and French design and advertising. In Soviet Russia, however, 
the same vanguard had been rejected, suppressed, and forgotten.
 The discovery of the Russian- European art vanguard generated turmoil 
in the Moscow branch of the  Union of Soviet Artists. Its youn ger members 
associated the return to the legacy of the first three de cades of the century 
with the rejection of Sta linism and the restoration of artistic links to Eu-
rope.43 In the forefront of this movement were the artists of the so- called 
severe style, who sought to depict reality without the pomp or saccharine 
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gloss of socialist realism. The focus of the severe style was not only on a new 
form, but also on the discovery of contemporary Soviet men and  women, 
the modern builders of communism. The artists traveled to remote corners 
of the Soviet  Union, lived with geologists and workers constructing power 
grids, painted industrial landscapes in the Far North and Siberia. They 
fought to take control over the  union from the “stalwarts,” a group of old, 
cynical, and very powerful men, who controlled the highly  profit able busi-
ness of serializing sculptures and portraits of Sta lin, Lenin, and other com-
munist leaders.44 In the spring of 1960 the stalwarts were in visible retreat. 
On May 24, 1960, painters in the Moscow  union came to a general gather-
ing to elect delegates to the First Congress of Artists of the Russian Federa-
tion. At this meeting the advocates of vanguard art argued against election 
of the most notorious producers of Sta linist artifacts. As a result, some of 
the old academicians, whose art had become synonymous with Sta linist 
era, were voted out. This initial success allowed the incoming cohort of 
 artists to occupy posts on various committees that decided whose works 
would be exhibited and that controlled considerable funds flowing to the 
painters’  union from the state budget.45 In April 1960 Georgy Nissky, one of 
the older art academicians, published an article supporting the modernist 
rebels. He argued that youn ger artists’ search for fresh visual forms adapted 
the method of socialist realism to changing realities and the “pro gres sive 
ideas of our time.” He wrote that the art of the Russian and the Western 
vanguards expressed the spirit of modernity better than Sta linist art had, 
and proposed a traveling exhibition in which great classical artists would be 
displayed alongside Picasso and Matisse, to bring their art to the young 
workers of the Urals and Siberia.46

 This suggestion had a historical precedent: the Wanderers, a group of 
Russian artists who considered themselves to be part of the Russian demo-
cratic intelligentsia, had tried one century earlier to use their art for the 
enlightenment of the Russian people and the advancement of pro gres sive 
social reforms. Shortly, a group of members from the Soviet  Union of Art-
ists decided to repeat the Wanderers’ experiment. Eli Beliutin, a professor 
at the Moscow Institute of Printing and Book Production (a successor to the 
art school where Pasternak’s father had taught), or ga nized the first genu-
inely autonomous community of painters since the early 1930s and called it 
New Reality. The name was a jaundiced allusion to the reigning of fi cial art 
doctrine. Beliutin, a tall, elegant, charismatic man in his thirties, seemed to 
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find a way to work with the authorities. His wife Nina worked as an art con-
sultant for the party’s Central Committee and helped introduce the artists 
into the corridors of power. Beliutin’s group practiced “instantaneous reac-
tion,” a kind of Stanislavsky method in painting that revealed the individu-
ality of the artist. In 1958 the group exhibited its works in Gorky Park. By 
1960 New Reality consisted of 250 painters. During the summers of 1961 
and 1962 Beliutin rented riverboats exclusively for his artists; they sailed 
from Moscow down the Oka and Volga rivers, drawing and painting Rus-
sian landscapes and towns, and debating art with the provincial public. Be-
liutin’s idea was, in the spirit of Russian intelligentsia, to “go to the people,” 
both to draw them and to show them unorthodox works of art. To the art-
ists’ regret, however, the provincial Russian public did not favor their new-
found visual forms. There were even attempts at vandalism.47

 By contrast, the New Reality and modern art became a sensation among 
Moscow’s scientists, writers, and filmmakers. An increasing number of in-
tellectuals and students empathized with the avant- garde art as the symbol 
of social prog ressivism, an expression of a “contemporary” style.48 Poet Da-
vid Samoilov later wrote about the broader social and cultural meaning of 
the “rebellion of form” in the visual arts: “The young who had barely liber-
ated themselves from the burden of old superstitions, yearned for at least 
novel forms of life and art.” The formalist trend became a universal expres-
sion of the yearning for change and liberalization, a social symbol of prog-
ressivism. Moreover, as modernism swept through Western art, it seemed 
to be more than just a way to overcome Russia’s xenophobia and isolation. It 
fi nally appeared to be the ideal weapon, a cultural battering ram to break 
down the walls of Sta lin’s cultural “proj ect.”49 The rebellion of form and style 
was not limited to visual arts. In classical music, youn ger artists returned to 
the search for “contemporary” forms that had been interrupted by Sta lin in 
the 1930s. The composers Alfred Schnittke, Sofia Gubaidulina, Edison 
Denisov, and Andrei Volkonsky contributed to the “rebellion of form” that 
coincided with the rebirth of the idea of the intelligentsia. In 1961 the 
 public in a small hall of the Moscow Conservatory applauded furiously to 
“Mirror Suite,” after a poem of Federico Garcia Lorca. The composer was 
the twenty- eight- year- old Andrei Volkonsky, a fan of dodecaphonic mu-
sic.50 The avant- garde wave reached even the game of chess. During the Sta-
linist era it was the second most popular game after soccer, and it was pro-
pagandized by the regime as the manifestation of Soviet superiority. 
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Everyone was shocked when the twenty- four- year- old Mikhail Tal  defeated 
Mikhail Botvinnik, a living symbol of Sta lin- era Soviet predominance in 
chess. Botvinnik’s calculating style led Western analysts to compare Sta-
linist foreign policy moves to chess gambits and endgames. Tal, by contrast, 
dazzled the chess world and millions of Soviet chess fans with his unpre-
dictability. He was a genius of improvisation who viewed chess as an art 
form. Every game for him was as inimitable and invaluable as a poem.51

Imagining the Intelligentsia on Stage and Screen
Theater and cinema produced innovative images that profoundly shaped 
the ethical and aesthetic worldview of the upcoming educated cohorts. In 
1956 a group of creative actors, recent graduates of Moscow Theater Insti-
tute, had launched a new theater—Sovremennik (the Contemporary). It 
was the first theater since the 1920s to be initiated from below, by the artists 
themselves. The theater’s social program, writes the Russian art historian 
Anatoly Smeliansky, was “in a word, anti- Sta linist.” Oleg Yefremov, the 
Sovremennik’s leader, was an idealist who took his principles with deadly 
seriousness. In his student days, Yefremov had vowed to re- create the social 
sig nifi cance and mission of Stanislavsky’s Moscow Art Theater—the major 
theater of the prerevolutionary Russian intelligentsia. He had put his oath 
in writing and signed it with his own blood. During the Thaw, Yefremov 
came to view Russia as a country suffering from a form of serfdom, im-
posed by the ruling Sta linist bureaucracy. Yet like the great majority of the 
young intellectuals and artists, Yefremov believed that the Russian Revolu-
tion and communism had nothing to do with this serfdom. The Revolution 
and its ideals had been betrayed by the Sta linist state. He had joined the 
party immediately after Sta lin’s death, determined to try to make things 
better. When the party authorities forced the theater to perform “obliga-
tory” plays about Lenin, Yefremov and his actors did their best to present 
the Bolshevik leader and his comrades as the genuine paragons of revolu-
tionary principles, in contrast to their successors, the cynical bureaucratic 
timeservers. Some of the Sovremennik’s plays were banned, but the state 
censorship only con firmed their convictions.52

 Almost all the early plays performed at the Sovremennik were written by 
playwrights who had grown up in families of communist idealists, assimi-
lated Jewish revolutionaries, and educated professionals executed or black-
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listed during Sta linism. These plays sought to restore the spirit of war com-
munism, meanwhile overlooking most of its cruelty and violence. They 
contrasted the ascetic rigor, passion, and great promise of the early revolu-
tionary days with the stagnation, rigidity, and boredom of Sta linist and 
post- Sta lin Russian society. A range of young iconoclasts walked the Sovre-
mennik’s stage, most of them disgusted by the quiet spread of “bourgeois” 
amenities into Soviet life, such as material comfort, good furniture, per-
sonal cars, and even simple household gadgets. In one of the plays, staged 
in 1957, the young hero had pulled his grandfather’s Civil War saber off 
the wall and hacked up a piece of the costly furniture that was regarded 
at the time as the exclusive privilege also of the party and state bureaucracy, 
the “class” that had betrayed the Revolution. The spirit of the performance 
accorded well with the traditional anticap italist stand of the left flank of 
the old Russian intelligentsia.53 The Sovremennik audience that viewed this 
play knew perfectly well that it attacked the ruling regime. At the same 
time, the Sovremennik productions told the people of the sixties what they 
wanted to hear. The fear of selling a free soul for material comfort, of be-
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traying the ideals of the young and egalitarian circles of companions, of 
becoming like the bureaucratic strata of the regime and the established cul-
tural timeservers, developed into part of the ethos of the emerging intelli-
gentsia.
 The Sovremennik became the first theater for and by the intelligentsia in 
this latest avatar. Between 1959 and 1962 the actors reenacted onstage all 
the principal hopes and illusions of the Thaw. The audience, whose mem-
bers had read the novels of Remarque, Salinger, and Aksyonov, would im-
mediately recognize in the Sovremennik’s performances characters that re-
minded them of these authors and their style and language. By coincidence, 
the theater faced the square in which Mayakovsky’s statue stood and where 
improvised poetic readings took place. The Sovremennik thus became the 
center of the cultural ecosystem for the shestidesiatniki. Aspiring poets, 
 together with musicians, critics, writers, and painters gathered there. Late 
at night, after rehearsals, this enthusiastic crowd migrated to a modest 
nearby café. It was hard to tell which aphorisms, ideas, and remarkable in-
sights emerged inside the theater, and which entered it from the broader 
intellectual- artistic milieu.54

 Cinema, once the main pro pa gan da tool of the Sta linist regime, began 
to produce remarkable films featuring unfamiliar protagonists, intellectuals 
who espoused anti- Sta linist ethical and aesthetic principles. A cohort of 
young and talented directors, most of them in their midthirties, began to 
make their first films. These filmmakers were replacing the older colleagues 
who, having begun their careers after the Revolution, had been forced to 
compromise their artistic freedom and principles during the Sta lin era.55 
The young filmmakers, mostly graduates of the Institute of Cinematogra-
phy in Moscow, had, as students, experienced the revelations and the tur-
moil of 1956–1958. In the words of one of them, Yakov Segel, “the common 
quality of our generation is intent attention to the individual, his fate, per-
sonal problems, and details of life. At the same time we continue to pay 
close attention in our art to social reconstruction, social issues.” Another 
filmmaker, Marlen Khutsiev, agreed: “The distinctive features of our style 
emerged in reaction to the pompous and false movies from the period of 
the ‘cult of personality.’”56

 This group sought to revive the cinematic language of Sergei Eisenstein, 
Yakov Protazanov, Vsevolod Pudovkin, Boris Barnet, and other masters of 
the revolutionary cinema of the 1920s. Also, contemporary European cin-
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ema, especially the films of the Polish director Andrzej Wajda and the 
 Italian neorealist cinema of Vittorio De Sica, Giuseppe De Santis, and Fe-
derico Fellini, greatly in flu enced young Soviet filmmakers. Fortunately, 
they did not have to wrestle the old elite for authority and resources. By 
contrast with the  Union of Soviet Artists, the cinema experienced no gen-
erational rift. The atmosphere there was relatively open- minded and inno-
vative. The in flu en tial “cinema generals” were not afraid of the young, but 
instead helped them in any possible way. They used their connections to 
obtain state funds for experimental film studios where their students could 
make their first films.57

 In 1956 some young filmmakers, working together with writers, at-
tempted to express anti- Sta linist and antibureaucratic messages on the 
screen. After the invasion of Hungary and the cultural crackdown, these 
attempts came to an end.58 Under pressure from the authorities and the 
censors, filmmakers had to abandon politically charged contemporary 
themes and turn largely to the “historical” dramas of the Revolution, the 
Civil War, and the Great Patriotic War; however, they sought to give their 
own twist to these themes, in trying to remove the Sta linist pro pa gan da 
varnish from them and fill them with human emotions, individual trage-
dies, and agonizing personal choices—something they hoped would reso-
nate with the educated contemporary audience. Grigory Chukhrai, a war 
veteran and a communist true believer, at thirty- five launched his cinematic 
career with a remake of an old civil war classic, The Forty- first, on the brief 
love affair between Mariutka, a Red sharpshooter, and a White of fi cer. 
In contrast to the first version, made thirty years earlier by Protazanov, 
Chukhrai’s version makes his heroes’ love for each other seem to tran-
scend the “class” divide. The relationship between Mariutka and the White 
of fi cer falls casualty to human insanity and violence. Remarkably, Paster-
nak was developing a similar theme in Doctor Zhivago at around the same 
time. In 1959 Chukhrai continued his exploration of individual fate in the 
midst of a great war: his second film, The Ballad of a Soldier, became a cul-
tural sensation in 1960. The film’s protagonist, a peasant boy and soldier in 
World War II, Alyosha Skvortsov, is rewarded with a few days of furlough 
and makes the long trip home to see his mother; however, he gets side-
tracked on numerous occasions and helps other people caught in war’s 
tragedies. The film critic Maia Turovskaia wrote in Novy Mir, “Alyosha 
Skvortsov’s road to his native village be comes his road to himself.”59 Alyo-
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sha be comes a true war hero, unlike characters in pre- Thaw films, which 
too often glorified Sta lin as a war leader.
 The filmmakers took advantage of Khrushchev’s “public diplomacy” and 
growing cultural exchanges to publicize their cutting- edge films all over the 
world. The Soviet authorities allowed Soviet filmmakers to par tic i pate in 
the Cannes Film Festival and other international events. Chukhrai’s films 
received awards and enjoyed a popularity within the Soviet  Union that was 
matched by their warm reception abroad. The fame and recognition film-
makers won became a bargaining chip in their negotiations with the state.60 
It gave them more resources and the clout to expand their artistic freedom. 
In 1959 Moscow hosted the first International Film Festival, attended by 
numerous star directors, actors, and actresses from the West and other 
parts of the world. In contrast to “academic” art and sculpture, Soviet cin-
ema returned to the European and indeed the world stage, and it did so 
with triumph.
 Gradually, instead of the typical people’s heroes of Sta linist cinema—
shock workers, tank drivers, air force pilots, and collectivized peasants—
intelligentsia types appeared on the screen. Several old filmmakers ex-
pressed a special interest in portraying the generation that had defeated 
Hitler and overseen the crumbling of the cult of Sta lin. Among them was 
Mikhail Romm, one of those artists who in Sta lin’s times had offered his 
talents to the party, unable to distinguish between the regime and revolu-
tionary ideals. Even though he remained a communist idealist to the core, 
Romm wanted to comprehend how the revolutionary ideals he worshipped 
had ended up in the ser vice of the hordes of criminals, cynics, and paper- 
pushers.61 The public debate on physics versus lyrics inspired Romm to ex-
plore in film the topic of the new intelligentsia. He used his social contacts 
to meet nuclear physicists who were engaged in secret state work. Among 
his friends were nuclear physicists, including Lev Landau, who obtained 
permission for Romm’s crew to film a still- secret cyclotron. Romm even 
invited students from the Moscow Institute of Physics to re- create onscreen 
the environment of their kompany and their optimistic faith in the ability of 
science to transform human life. Romm’s Nine Days of One Year was the 
first film to focus on the feelings and thoughts of the post- Sta lin generation 
of intellectuals. Two young, handsome, and brilliant physicists, played by 
Alexei Batalov, and Smoktunovsky, introduced the viewer into the temple 
of science. The film featured little action but much re flection and gave 
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 utterance in fascinating monologues and dialogues on cutting- edge issues, 
including the atomic bomb, the arms race, bureaucracy, humanism, and 
human evolution. Romm’s sci en tific community was a microcosm of a civil 
humanist society. His scientists theorized, suffered from their complex ro-
mantic entanglements, displayed courage, and, above all, remained honest 
and genuinely believed in what they were doing. The film, after some con-
troversy with the authorities, was released in 1962 and viewed by twenty- 
four million people.62

 In 1961 Marlen Khutsiev, a filmmaker of the new generation, decided to 
create a cinematic portrait of Moscow students.63 He borrowed the idea of 
his film from Kino- Eye, the 1920s avant- garde classic of Dziga Vertov 
(Denis Kaufman). Khutsiev and his crew followed the two twenty- year- old 
protagonists of the film, Sergei and Anya, with a camera around Moscow’s 
social and cultural hubs, showing the emerging Russia of the 1960s through 
the eyes of these young people. In search of authenticity, Khutsiev wrote the 
film script with a young coauthor, a student at VGIK, who was a member of 
Moscow kompany.64 The film showed youthful Moscow intellectuals and 
artists in the same nuanced and complex way that Aksyonov had portrayed 
them in his novels. In general, the youth culture was patriotic and optimis-
tic. Among the film’s highlights were scenes of the May 1, 1961, public rally 
to celebrate International Labor Day, when the exuberant students cele-
brated the recent space flight of Yuri Gagarin. At the same time, Khutsiev’s 
film presented a circle of friends in Moscow, meeting in the private apart-
ment of a high- ranking of fi cial, as sophisticated, ironic, and taking nothing 
at a face value. The hero of the film, twenty- year- old Sergei, having lost his 
father in the war against the Nazis, has grown up with his mother and felt 
haunted by uncertainty about the meaning of his life. When his father visits 
him in a dream, Sergei, ridden with doubts, asks for his advice. The father 
vanishes, however, without answering the question. For Sergei’s generation, 
the answer has to come from the sons, not from the fathers. Khutsiev’s own 
answers can be found in the title of his film The Ilyich Gates. The reference 
was to a district of Moscow named after Vladimir Ilyich Lenin and hinted 
at the revolutionary origins of Soviet power. The film invoked a time when 
the party was still democratic and the state had not yet been hijacked by 
Sta lin and his bureaucrats. Khutsiev and many other children of Zhivago 
still regarded the Bolsheviks as the legitimate heirs of the Russian Revolu-
tion and still romanticized the early years of communist regime.65
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 The film culminates with a poetry recital at the Polytechnic Museum 
in downtown Moscow, next door to the KGB headquarters. Khutsiev’s cam-
era catches the glowing faces of numerous students in the audience, listen-
ing to their favorite poets: Yevtushenko, Voznesensky, and Okudzhava.66 
Khutsiev’s message to the film’s viewers was: See how many young, intelli-
gent, idealistic people have civic consciousness and a sense of individuality! 
These people are the future of Russia. Khutsiev’s audience listening to po-
etry was the same as the young May Day crowds. It consisted of romantics, 
optimists, and idealistic professionals. These young men and  women have 
just tasted the fruit of the tree of knowledge. They speak in the language of 
Hemingway but also believe in the promises of Lenin and the values of the 
Revolution.
 The “contemporary” theater and cinema of the late 1950s and early 1960s 
created and re flected the language and style of the young intelligentsia. 
Their social message conveyed young intellectuals’ search for individual 
meaning in life, and their desire for a more humanistic environment. At the 
same time, the contemporary heroes in the Sovremennik’s plays and the 
intellectuals and students in the films that were coming out continued to 
advocate the original ideals of the Soviet regime, and a return to the revolu-
tionary foundations of Soviet society and culture.

Marching Out of Lockstep
Gaining public cultural space was essential for revitalizing the intelligent-
sia. Yet an increasing number of young intellectuals already understood 
perfectly well that any public activity entailed compromise with the author-
ities and loss of autonomy. Determined not to allow their creativity and free 
speech to be limited by state censorship and party cultural policies, some 
resorted to more clandestine methods. From 1959 to 1962 an innovative 
cultural venture came into being. The term samizdat, which derives from 
words meaning “self- publish,” was invented by the poet Nikolai Glazkov. In 
1960, having arisen from below, it became a rapidly expanding cultural 
movement, unconstrained by the state and defiant toward the of fi cial cul-
tural realm.67

 This phenomenon snowballed. In a country where even a postcard had 
to be vetted by the Main Directorate of Printing Affairs (Glavlit), samizdat 
was a truly revolutionary development. The authorities, who understood it 
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well, interpreted it as a great danger. It began among young people in Mos-
cow who read and shared their poetry at Mayak gatherings. In the words of 
one par tic i pant, the gatherings around Mayakovsky’s monument became “a 
catalyst that started the pro cess of crystallization. People met there, found 
each other, and formed some sort of a nucleus.”68 From the open- air club at 
the statue of Mayakovsky young men and  women migrated to private apart-
ments, some of which became meeting places for enthusiasts of under-
ground culture. Natasha Gorbanevskaia, a poet and future editor of the first 
samizdat human rights newspaper, was at that time a member of a circle of 
about fifty people. They usually sat on the floor of a private apartment and 
recited poetry continually. Joseph Brodsky came from Leningrad and read 
his poems to them. “There were no or ga nized poetic evenings; rather it was 
ev eryday life. People drank, conversed, not only about literature, but also 
about history, philosophy, and economics.”69

 The best- known informal cultural hub was the apartment of Alexander 
(Alik) Ginzburg near the Tretiakov Gallery in Moscow. Ginzburg, only 
twenty- four in 1960, already had a rich past. Alik, whose father had died 
in one of Sta lin’s prisons, studied at Moscow State University and experi-
mented with several professions, but he quickly lost ev ery job, because 
the KGB found his frequent meetings with foreigners and his in de pen dent 
views ob jec tionable. Ginzburg behaved like a free man, not concealing his 
dislike for the regime.70 The writer Vasily Aksyonov, who met him in June 
1960, was struck not only by his views, but also by his genuine American 
jeans, “which were then a miracle equal to the remains of a U- 2.” They were 
strolling in Gorky Park, where a recently shot- down American reconnais-
sance plane was on view, when Ginzburg said, “It is a new environment, in 
which they [the KGB] can no  longer shadow all of us. There are just too 
many of us. This generation has turned out that way—too many are march-
ing out of lockstep.” Ginzburg’s freckled face glowed, and his mane of red 
hair stood on end as if electrified.71

 Ginzburg was a live link between the cultural underground and those 
who, like Aksyonov, were about to gain of fi cial recognition. One frequent 
visitor to Ginzburg’s flat observed: “Every day there were hordes of people 
of all ages. No police presence. Money also had no power there. Artists 
brought their paintings as gifts, and girls transcribed poems out of sheer 
enthusiasm.”72 Among his friends were established writers, linguists, and 
translators of foreign literature. Ginzburg was a frequent visitor to another 
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The statue of Vladimir Mayakovsky, a revolutionary poet, in downtown Moscow, 1959. 
It became Mayak (the lighthouse), a symbol of the new intelligentsia and the hub of the 
cultural underground (Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).
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community that belonged to Moscow’s underground culture: the “Liano-
zovo group” of artists and poets. Lianozovo was one of those places near 
Moscow where former gulag prisoners without authorization to live in the 
cap ital could reside. The leader of the group was the artist, poet, and phi-
losopher Yevgeny Kropivnitsky, a survivor from Pasternak’s generation and 
another natural mentor on the ethos of the prerevolutionary intelligentsia.73 
Kropivnitsky’s son Lev, released from the camps in 1956, was part of the 
circle, which sought to restore the organic continuity of Russian cultural 
life. The Lianozovo group also continued the traditions of the formalist ex-
perimental art vanguard of the 1920s, in which Yevgeny Kropivnitsky had 
par tic i pated. This kind of experimentation had been banned in the Soviet 
 Union in the 1930s, just as “degenerate art” was in Nazi Germany.74

 At the end of 1959 Ginzburg and the poets from the Lianozovo group 
 issued the first samizdat literary journal, Syntax. Samizdat, whose main 
weapon was the typewriter, was fueled by enthusiasm and de fi ance of the 
of fi cial culture. Young  women, members of numerous bands of compan-
ions, contributed their typing skills to the fledgling movement. They had 
to put eight to nine sheets of thin paper into a German- made Eureka type-
writer. After hammering away at the keys with all their strength, they could 
produce eight to nine copies of barely legible typewritten text. In the dissi-
dent movement later,  women would continue to play a critical role as typ-
ists and disseminators of samizdat materials in their free time. Indeed, 
free time and the ability to duplicate materials were two key factors in the 
growth of the cultural underground. A third was the existence of social net-
works based on mutual trust and of skepticism toward the of fi cial culture.75 
It was easy to prog ress from exchanging unpublished poetry to sharing of fi-
cially banned books and political pamphlets.76

 Samizdat destroyed the Sta linist boundary between private thinking and 
the public social sphere. What could only be whispered or written in a se-
cret diary was now part of the informal yet public culture that growing 
numbers of people shared. The first coup for samizdat was Pasternak’s Doc-
tor Zhivago. At first, the manuscript was available to a narrow circle of the 
author’s friends; but the circle grew, and the people who passed the banned 
novel to trusted friends in their kompany soon numbered in the hun-
dreds, and then in the thousands. Another document that circulated was 
the unof fi cial record of the meeting of Moscow writers at which they de-
manded that Pasternak be thrown out of the writers’  union and expelled 
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from the Soviet  Union. People began “to write for samizdat” in the same 
way they used to “write for the drawer” (of their desk, that is).77

 From Moscow, this innovation spread to Leningrad, where, in the de-
cade after Sta lin’s death, the cultural temperature hovered around zero. In 
this city that had suffered most from the Bolshevik and Sta linist repression, 
there existed no preconditions for a cultural thaw, no publication analo-
gous to Novy Mir, no equivalent of the Sovremennik Theater, no or ga nized 
groups of modernist artists.78 The survivors from the old intelligentsia, 
scarred by endless repression, lived in constant fear of arrest and reprisals. 
At the same time, Leningrad was teeming with precocious literary talent. 
From 1955 to 1959 “literary- creative so ci e ties” flour ished. Such groups, cre-
ated to keep the budding literati under surveillance by the Komsomol and 
the state, were attached to Soviet cultural institutions. Especially promising 
was the literary- creative society at the Institute of Mining Engineers, until 
the authorities shut it down after the Hungarian Revolution and burned the 
society’s collection of publications in the courtyard of the institute.79 No 
wonder that the intellectuals, writers, and poets of the former cultural cap-
ital of Russia were avid readers of samizdat materials. Joseph Brodsky, the 
poetic genius from Leningrad, became known in Moscow’s underground 
cultural circles through his verse in samizdat almanacs. Without those pub-
lications, Brodsky’s life might have turned out differently, and his path to 
international fame and the Nobel Prize might have been rockier.80

 The samizdat poets and underground artists, except for Brodsky and a 
few others, may not have outstripped their publicly recognized colleagues 
in talent or skill. At the same time, their very existence presented their 
 colleagues who belonged to the  Union of Soviet Writers and Artists with 
an ethical challenge. Here were people who did not have to bow to the 
 authorities, who owed nothing to the regime. They did not have to live a 
double life, and their sole allegiance was to their art. Mikhail Romm, who 
helped support one underground artist, recalled how the painter lived: 
“There was nothing in the studio, only his wife and baby daughter on a 
worn- out mattress. He sat on the edge of a chair and painted. They had 
no possessions—only bread, hot water for tea, and milk for the toddler.”81 
Most underground artists received some assistance from their supporters 
in the intelligentsia. Otherwise, they could not of fi cially even buy oil paint 
and canvases, since those were sold only to members of the  Union of So-
viet Artists. Soviet legislation also forced in de pen dent artists to seek some 
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kind of gainful employment, to avoid persecution as “vagabonds” and “an-
tisocial elements.” Many of them worked part- time in boiler rooms, un-
loaded cars at depots, and did other types of menial labor.82 This life, remi-
niscent of the asceticism of medieval religious believers or Russian 
revolutionaries (as they were idealized), evoked respect and even venera-
tion among young intellectuals. The underground artists sac ri ficed mate-
rial comfort for freedom and individual self- expression. They lived an ideal 
that the majority, especially those with established positions in Soviet insti-
tutions, could never attain.
 A few people went even further in their search for intellectual freedom. 
The example of Pasternak’s publication of Zhivago created the phenomenon 
of tamizdat, which can be translated as “publish- it- over- there”—that is, in 
the West. Two Moscow writers who owed the uniqueness of their literary 
voice to tamizdat were Andrei Siniavsky and Yuli Daniel. Both considered 
Boris Pasternak their true teacher, in literature and values. Siniavsky, with 
his background in the Russian gentry, grew up concealing his beliefs. The 
Soviet regime and Soviet life were repugnant to him. Still, he managed to 
make a decent career in Soviet literary studies. His first articles were on the 
aesthetics of Mayakovsky and Maxim Gorky. He contributed literary essays 
to Novy Mir. Yet he wanted to write as a free man. And he knew early on 
that he was a Russian, not a Soviet writer. Beginning in 1956, Siniavsky be-
gan to send his literary works abroad for publication under the pseudonym 
Abram Tertz. His friend the French citizen Hélène Zamoiska- Pelletier had 
helped Pasternak spirit Doctor Zhivago out of the Soviet  Union. She per-
formed the same ser vice for Siniavsky.83

 In his essay “On Socialist Realism,” published in France in 1959, Siniav-
sky wrote that the Russian intelligentsia was not only a victim of Sta linism, 
but also its unwitting accomplice and creator. He recalled the intellectuals 
who had waxed enthusiastic about Bolshevism and Sta lin’s “revolution from 
above.” The ideal of communism, he concluded, provided the intelligentsia 
with a higher and more romantic sense of life and creativity than demo-
cratic liberalism ever could, and socialist realism had become an “aesthetic-
 religious system” central to the self- concept of almost ev ery Soviet intellec-
tual. Siniavsky’s optimism about the future was moderated by caution 
and realism. Sta lin’s death had “dealt an irreparable blow” to the aesthetic- 
religious system. Yet Siniavsky did not believe that art and literature after 
Sta lin would be able to create another deity “capable of inspiring humanity 
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for a new historical cycle.” Scoundrels and hypocrites, he warned, had al-
ready begun to scavenge among the ruins of the great utopian proj ect. Si-
niavsky possessed a wise realism still unique among the writers of his gen-
eration. This essay made “Tertz” famous in Western intellectual circles. The 
text appeared in samizdat as well, although nobody knew the real name of 
the author.84

 Yuli Daniel, a son of a Yiddish- language Jewish writer (an ardent believer 
in the Bolshevik regime), grew up a romantic Sta linist and was wounded in 
combat against the Germans. The postwar Sta linist xenophobia and anti- 
Semitism, however, dampened his idealism. As a Jew, until 1956 he could 
not find a job in Moscow and worked as a schoolteacher in the provinces. 
Khrushchev’s secret speech awed and emancipated him. He and his wife, 
the future dissident Larisa Bogoraz, were able to move to Moscow and earn 
money thanks to literary translations. Similar to Yuri Timofeev, whom we 
met in Chapter 1, Daniel had a great social talent for attracting people and 
gathering them around him. His Moscow apartment became a bohemian 
headquarters for the emerging intelligentsia. Crowds of poets came to see 
him and read poetry.85 Daniel’s close friend Siniavsky shared information 
with him about his tamizdat second life. Daniel began to publish abroad 
as well, under the pseudonym Nikolai Arzhak. Debates in his bohemian 
circle gave him material for a few short stories, one of which—“This Is 
Moscow Speaking!”—became famous. In this story, a group of young art-
ists and  intellectuals hear a radio announcement that Sunday, August 10, 
1960, will be, by state decree, “the day of open murders.” The members 
of the company, unfazed by the surreal nature of the decree, begin to dis-
cuss in earnest what they should do. The hero of the novel imagines himself 
with a machine  gun or a hand grenade, killing the top party leaders and se-
cret police executioners in the manner of the Hungarian revolutionaries in 
1956. Yet in the end, he decides that he does not want to shed any more 
blood. Killing the Sta linists would mean becoming a bit like them, and this 
contradicts the ethos of the resurgent intelligentsia.86

 The whimsy, fantasy, and irony in the works of Siniavsky and Daniel 
were still extremely rare at the time. Like Pasternak in Doctor Zhivago, these 
two youn ger authors were in search of fresh ways of thinking that were still 
out of reach for most of their educated contemporaries. The preponderance 
of intellectuals and artists born under Sta lin could not yet imagine that art 
could exist for art’s sake, that cultural liberalism was incompatible with the 
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Soviet regime, or that de- Sta linization would lead not to the restoration of 
revolutionary romanticism, but rather to its destruction. Only later would 
they begin to realize that asserting such civic norms as nonviolence and hu-
man dignity was the most important task, the supreme act of disobedience 
against the regime—and an act of emancipation.

Pasternak’s death marked a symbolic turning point, when the language and 
ethos of the budding intelligentsia, seconded by the survivors from the old 
Russian intelligentsia, began to take shape and achieved public prominence. 
The new community of the imagination turned out to be very different 
from its predecessors. Yet even those who did not march in lockstep did not 
necessarily oppose the ideals of socialism. Most of those who adhered to 
the idea of the intelligentsia worked inside the Soviet structures, where they 
partook of revolutionary mythology. Their “contemporary” style and lan-
guage emerged in reaction to the of fi cial public sphere, with its “phony” 
language and outdated aesthetics, but they did not represent a renunciation 
of Soviet “socialism.” Nor did the rejection of the Sta linist legacy indicate a 
repudiation of the Bolsheviks, who were still viewed as the creators of the 
Russian Revolution.87 Pasternak’s lyrics touched the hearts of members of 
the post- Sta lin generation, but Pasternak’s beliefs did not speak to their 
minds. Not accepting Doctor Zhivago’s philosophy, the majority of youn ger 
intellectuals and artists believed they could remain loyal to Pasternak’s art 
as well as to the revolutionary legacy that Pasternak had denounced at the 
end of his life.
 The Soviet regime could have tried to incorporate their energy and pa-
thos, and use their language and style to promote Khrushchev’s new fron-
tiers. The Soviet authorities became alarmed, however. In July 1960 the 
KGB reported to the Kremlin on “groups of people interested in abstract 
art and in the so- called leftist trend in poetry. In these groups pessimistic, 
anti- Soviet sentiments found articulation.”88 The regime, as before, did not 
want to encourage an autonomous civic spirit or share its control over the 
cultural sphere with intellectuals, writers, and artists. The authorities, on 
detecting signs that instead of playing by the rules for the Soviet intelligent-
sia, intellectuals and artists were beginning to think and act like an auton-
omous community, viewed them as an intolerable threat.
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The Vanguard Disowned 
1962–1964

On the morning of December 1, 1962, Nikita Khrushchev, surrounded 
by the party bigwigs, unexpectedly appeared at the State Exhibition Hall in 
Manege, the former tsarist stables near the Kremlin. It was the day after a 
group of innovative and abstract artists had received an invitation to dis-
play some of their paintings there. Khrushchev, on surveying the exhibi-
tion, dismissed the paintings and brutally attacked the group of innovative 
artists. He described them as “faggots” and their work as “dog shit” and “ass-
hole art.” He repeatedly threatened to expel the artists from the  union and 
the party, send them to Siberia, kick them out of the Soviet  Union, and 
even throw them into prison. The KGB chief Alexander Shelepin, who ac-
companied the party leader, told him, “There are 2,600 of these types living 
in Moscow, and most of them do not work.” He had in mind the under-
ground artists, whom he deliberately lumped together with the more inno-
vative members of the of fi cial  Union of Soviet Artists.1

 The sculptor Ernst Neizvestny bravely resisted Khrushchev’s onslaught. 
Neizvestny was born in the Urals into a Russian doctor’s family. His father 
rejected the Revolution, but Neizvestny grew up a Soviet patriot, vol-
unteered to fight in World War II, and was wounded seriously in battle. In 
the postwar years he studied art and simultaneously majored in philosophy 
at Moscow State University. He became an admirer of contemporary sculp-
ture, especially that of Henry Moore. In 1955 Neizvestny joined the  Union 

As far as art and music go, we have the same views 
as Sta lin had. We will support those who are close 
to us. As for the others, we will strangle them.

—Nikita Khrushchev, December 1, 1962
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of Soviet Artists, and two years later he won a prize for the best sculpture at 
the World Youth Festival in Moscow.2 He was legendary in Moscow circles 
for his bravery and original thinking. Yet the watchdogs of Sta linist art 
blocked Neizvestny’s promotion and stole his ideas. Now, in Manege, the 
artist blocked Khrushchev’s entrance into the hall with his sculptures and 
tried to challenge him. He told the party leader that he was a war veteran 
and a party member, not a “faggot.” He proposed that Khrushchev furnish 
him with a woman on the spot to test his sexual orientation. This sugges-
tion gave pause to even the earthy Khrushchev. Neizvestny then asserted 
that Western communists appreciated his work. At this point Khrushchev 
brushed him off: “You will not weigh me down with your authority.” He 
added with disarming simplicity, “ Don’t you understand? All foreigners are 
our enemies.”3 The party leader then continued to condemn the exhibition 
of abstract artists.
 The crackdown that followed Khrushchev’s outburst in Manege resem-
bled the Sta linist campaigns of the 1930s and 1940s against “formalist de-
viations” in art, literature, cinema, and theater. It was also reminiscent of 
the worst moments of the assault on Pasternak after the publication of Doc-
tor Zhivago. Perplexingly, the backlash occurred just a little more than a 
year after the Twenty- second Party Congress, where Khrushchev had spo-
ken out vehemently against Sta lin and his supporters. Some Western ex-
perts at the time interpreted Khrushchev’s attacks as a con flict between fa-
ther and children, a preemptive reaction by the aging party leader against 
the young vanguard of the Thaw. Yet that characterization was more myth 
than reality. The crackdown showed, rather, the reaction of party hard- 
liners and various groups within the Soviet cultural establishment against 
the growing in flu ence of the artistic avant- garde and the very idea of artis-
tic autonomy and sincerity.4

 Viewed from the remove of many de cades, it seems absurd that an exhi-
bition of abstract art could produce such a brouhaha. Yet the confrontation 
between the innovative artists and their antagonists needs to be seen also 
in international context. At a time of escalating tensions in the Cold War 
confrontation, this domestic drama was based on mutual misperceptions. 
The abstract painters themselves, as well as their intellectual and artistic 
admirers in Moscow, were convinced that they were helping Khrushchev 
rebuff the forces of conservatism. And Khrushchev, taken up with the 
Cold War crises in Berlin and Cuba and laboring under the impression that 
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those people were trying to undermine his leadership at a pivotal mo-
ment in his Cold War brinkmanship, lashed out against the abstract artists 
and the entire “contemporary” orientation in the arts. By that act the Krem-
lin leader destroyed a chance for a common cause between himself and 
Zhivago’s children aimed at reforming the Soviet proj ect and overcoming 
Sta lin’s legacy.

The Thaw in a Time of Brinkmanship
From 1960 to 1962, Nikita Khrushchev shifted back and forth several times 
between promises of détente and nuclear blackmail. While reiterating his 
peaceful intentions regarding economic and cultural competition between 
the Soviet  Union and the United States, he practiced a form of brinkman-
ship that bolstered fears of war around the world. In June 1961 Khrushchev 
scuttled the summit meeting in Vienna and then, after two months of 
missile- rattling, decided to build the Berlin Wall. And in May 1962 the 
 Soviet leader made the highly risky decision to send Soviet missiles to Cuba 
and extend the Soviet nuclear umbrella to the Ca rib be an island, protecting 
it from a possible American invasion. In 1960–62 the KGB, headed first 
by Alexander Shelepin and then by Vladimir Semichastny, bombarded 
Khrushchev and the presidium with belligerent proposals and alarmist re-
ports, including information on the Pentagon’s planning for a preemptive 
nuclear attack on the Soviet  Union.5

 At the same time, the KGB moved to solidify the domestic front by crack-
ing down on ideological laxity and “rotten elements” operating among stu-
dents and the educated elite. On July 6, 1960, Shelepin suggested mea sures 
to stop the “formalist” assault on the edifice of socialist realism. The memo 
mentioned “hostile activities” by Alik Ginzburg and warned about “groups 
in Moscow and Leningrad that became adept in abstract painting and the 
so- called leftist trend in poetry.” Some of them, the memo continued, were 
known to “establish contacts with representatives of cap italist countries and 
seek to use these contacts against the Soviet  Union.” The KGB also reported 
on the suspicious attitudes of the playwrights who wrote for the Sovremen-
nik Theater. A KGB source quoted Oleg Yefremov, the director of the Sovre-
mennik, as saying, “They [the leaders] say that ev ery thing is going well in 
our country. And from the stage we should respond with a subtle message: 
‘Really?’” Also on the list of suspects were Kropivnitsky and his associates, 
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the Lianozovo group of artists, who sold the “samples of underground So-
viet art” to foreigners. The KGB chief suggested acting on a number of mea-
sures to eradicate the “rot” within the “Soviet intelligentsia.”6

 Early in 1961 the KGB, in cooperation with the Komsomol leadership, 
decided to put a stop to the poetry gatherings around the Mayakovsky 
statue in Moscow. The security forces were beginning to regard the Mayak 
group as the nucleus of an anti- Soviet political or ga ni za tion.7 The guards 
and plainclothes secret police heckled and beat up the Mayak activists. In 
September 1961 the KGB arrested a group of young underground poets 
who had gathered at the Mayakovsky statue. An investigation revealed 
that they had distributed leaflets for “anti- Soviet agitation,” or ga nized “dis-
cussions,” and “expressed terrorist intentions in their circle with regard to 
the head of the Soviet government.” Indeed, one erratic member of the 
group had announced his readiness to assassinate Khrushchev. His friend, 
convinced that such an act would end reforms in the Soviet  Union, de-
nounced the young “terrorist” to the secret police.8

 Khrushchev, however, had no clue what spe cific guidelines were appro-
priate for cultural and ideological policy in a rapidly changing society. His 
actions in this area, as in ev ery other, were chaotic and unpredictable. 
 Economic performance, especially in agriculture, continued to deteriorate. 
Aware of his compromised credentials, Khrushchev produced another po-
litical earthquake at the party congress in October 1961 by railing again 
at Sta lin and his policies. Khrushchev sought to prevent the resurgence of 
his defeated Politburo rivals by reminding ev ery one of Sta linism’s awful 
legacy. He was also eager to strike back at Mao’s cult of personality and neu-
tralize domestic critics from the Sta linist “old guard” (including the exiled 
Molotov, Kaganovich, and Malenkov). In contrast to the secret speech, the 
latest spate of revelations about Sta linist crimes did not precipitate a na-
tional catharsis. Still, Khrushchev’s second unexpected attack on Sta lin and 
his crimes threw the enemies of the Thaw off balance—or so it seemed.
 Moscow intellectual and artistic circles did not understand Khrushchev’s 
zigzags. At the same time, they celebrated a “second Thaw” and hoped that 
it would be followed by a Moscow Spring.9 Despite the KGB crackdowns 
and arrests, the public space for cultural and artistic diversity continued to 
expand in Moscow. In 1961 the city Komsomol inaugurated a few “youth 
cafés,” named Youth, Aelita, and Bluebird. They were democratically man-
aged by councils that included Moscow jazzmen, such as Alexei Kozlov. 
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These councils decided on the entertainment program and invited their 
friends. Jazz musicians were happy to emerge from the underground and 
came to the cafés ev ery evening to play for free. Kozlov recalled, “After the 
jazz introduction, poets read their poetry, painters showed their paintings. 
This kind of interaction among people who did not know each other, in a 
public place, was such a novel and exciting phenomenon. I remember a 
special exalted mood, a feeling of lightness and freedom.” In the fall of 1962, 
the Moscow Komsomol or ga nized the first jazz festival, and the winners 
were allowed to travel to Poland to par tic i pate in an international jazz com-
petition there.10

 Another development during the second Thaw that opened opportuni-
ties for cultural diversity and openness was Khrushchev’s international 
public diplomacy. In 1961 and 1962 he in ten si fied it, in an apparent attempt 
to deflect negative impressions of Kremlin brinkmanship. Delegations of 
Soviet writers toured the United States, Italy, France, and other countries. 
Soviet filmmakers attended the Cannes and Venice film festivals. Soviet 
musicians and dancers made a triumphal tour of several Western cap itals. 
The Bolshoi group went to Paris in June 1961 after the collapse of the 
 Vienna summit. In May 1962 Benny Goodman visited the USSR and gave 
thirty- two concerts in Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, Tashkent, Tbilisi, and 
Sochi. Among the 180,000 people attending them in Moscow was Nikita 
Khrushchev, who saw a performance at the Sports Palace of the Soviet 
Army on May 30. The Soviet premier, whose musical preferences never ex-
tended beyond patriotic songs and folk music, left the performance at the 
first break. Still, reviews in the Soviet media were favorable.11 In Leningrad, 
Goodman’s big band gave only one performance, and tickets were distrib-
uted through party and Komsomol channels to members of the nomenkla-
tura and of fi cials with connections. The first rows looked like the window 
of a luxury store: black fox boas hung around the thick necks of  women; 
their smug husbands sat next to them, Soviet deputy badges on their broad 
chests, hands folded, double chins swelling over the big knots of broad ties. 
When the band started, this part of the crowd listened with condescension, 
frowning back toward the youth shouting from the upper rows. One wit-
ness recalled, “The old jazzman, facing the frozen front rows, grew furious, 
the music spiked. The stunned audience reluctantly began to give in to the 
unfathomable power of the musician. Heavily made- up mouths opened in 
enthusiastic gasps, feet began to stomp, awkwardly out of sync, beefy hands 
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began to clap. The audience gave up its smug imperviousness, lost self- 
control, shrieked.”12 The complete “rehabilitation” of jazz, which had been 
banned under Sta lin, seemed to open the way to the removal of ideological 
Cold War barriers and to the authorization of other modes of contempo-
rary cultural expression. Optimists could see the light at the end of the tun-
nel again: the repeal of the Sta lin- Zhdanov decrees, the end of party hege-
mony in the sphere of culture, perhaps even the suspension of censorship 
in literature and media.
 Meanwhile, the fig ures from the post- Sta lin literary vanguard were gain-
ing increasing public prominence. Young poets often appeared on radio 
and television. In fall 1962 Moscow Komsomol authorities followed suit 
and, together with the Sports Committee, or ga nized poetic evenings in 
the Luzhniki Sports Arena. There, Yevtushenko, Voznesensky, Okudzhava, 
Bella Akhmadulina, and Robert Rozhdestvensky performed before thou-
sands of young poetry fans who thrilled to the novelty of listening in public 
to the brave new words of their favorite poets in the largest arena of the 
country. On one night the poets attracted a crowd of fourteen thousand.13 
The leaders of the new intelligentsia seemed to be replacing the Sta linist 
old guard and the hacks of socialist realism. In April 1962 the Moscow 
branch of the writers’  union held its secret election. As a result, the Sta linist 
veterans were voted out of its governing board; the incoming board in-
cluded Yevtushenko, Voznesensky, and the Novy Mir columnist Alexander 
Mariamov. That year, almost ev ery issue of Novy Mir and Yunost introduced 
a fresh face and a new novel. Once it was no  longer in the hands of the Sta-
linist fanatic Vsevolod Kochetov, Literaturnaia Gazeta became—albeit very 
cautiously—a showcase for literary creativity and a forum for the discus-
sion of ideas and values central to the intelligentsia’s ethos. Although the 
authorities kept the circulation of these journals ar ti fi cially limited, they 
still reached millions.14

 Forgotten names of fig ures banished from Russian culture were redis-
covered, and unfamiliar literary lights were introduced to the public. In 
September 1962 Literaturnaia Gazeta introduced millions of its readers to 
Arseny and Andrei Tarkovsky, father and son. The poet Arseny Tarkovsky, 
then fifty- five, had just published his first book, Before Snow. In fact, the 
galleys had been destroyed in 1946 because of Sta lin’s attack on Russian 
 literature and poetry. Tarkovsky, like Pasternak, belonged to the vanishing 
breed of the old Russian intelligentsia. His son, thirty- year- old Andrei 
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Tarkovsky, making his international debut with the film Ivan’s Childhood, 
received the Golden Lion award at the Venice Film Festival. The appear-
ance of father and son together in print was another sign that the link had 
been restored between the old Russian culture and contemporary art.15

 Another promising step in this direction was the publication of the liter-
ary almanac Pages from Tarusa. In 1961 the writer Konstantin Paustovsky 
and his young friends decided to publish the best literary works of Paster-
nak’s generation and its current successors. Pages from Tarusa contained 
Okudzhava’s first novel, poems by David Samoilov, and works by other tal-
ented young authors. The almanac also included some poems by Marina 
Tsvetaeva, a brilliant Silver Age poet who took her life in 1941 after return-
ing to the Soviet  Union from emigration, and an essay by Nadezhda Man-
delstam, widow of the poet Osip Mandelstam, who had died as a victim 
of Soviet repression. Paustovsky’s plan was to publish the book in an ob-
scure place outside Moscow and away from the watchful eyes of the cen-
sors. When this trick did not work, he appealed directly to Khrushchev’s 
assistant Lebedev to facilitate publication. Finally, on the eve of the party 
congress in October 1961, Pages from Tarusa came off the press. After vigi-
lant local of fi cials destroyed over half the printed copies, the rest reached 
Moscow bookstores and were sold in an instant. The collective of authors 
celebrated its victory over monolithic cultural censorship.16 The volume 
was another step toward restoration of the continuity of Russian high cul-
ture, battered by Sta lin’s terror and socialist realism.
 The renascent Russian literature, for the first time since Doctor Zhivago, 
attracted international attention. On September 19, 1961, Yevtushenko 
achieved his breakthrough to world fame when Literaturnaia Gazeta pub-
lished his poem “Babi Yar.” The poem commemorated the extermination of 
Kiev’s Jewish population by the Nazis in a ravine near the city. It was the 
first time ever that an episode of the Holocaust was publicized in the Soviet 
 Union. Yevtushenko at tri buted the silence about the Holocaust in the So-
viet Union to Sta linism and anti- Semitism in Soviet society. The poem ap-
peared on the front page of the New York Times. Novy Mir produced an-
other domestic and international sensation on November 16, 1962, when 
the journal published a story under the title One Day in the Life of Ivan 
Denisovich, by the completely unknown Alexander Solzhenitsyn. The au-
thor, a teacher from the provincial Russian city of Ryazan, wrote about a 
Russian muzhik in the Sta linist camps. This novel, for all the horrors it de-



200 Z H I VAG O’ S  C H I L D R E N

scribed, focused on a traditional Russian character, the same “little person” 
who was the object of Pushkin’s and Tolstoy’s curiosity. In the West, this 
novel was acclaimed as a crucial, perhaps decisive, step toward de- Sta-
linization in the Soviet  Union.
 The publication of Solzhenitsyn’s story was attributable to Alexander 
Tvardovsky, the editor of Novy Mir. When he had read the novel in manu-
script a few months earlier, its message was irresistible to him. Russian peo-
ple would outlive the hell of Sta linism and preserve their spiritual integrity. 
Solzhenitsyn appeared to Tvardovsky to be a long- awaited literary prophet, 
a new Tolstoy. He sent the manuscript to Khrushchev’s assistant Lebedev, 
who read the short story to Khrushchev while he was on vacation at a Black 
Sea resort in September 1962. Khrushchev immediately liked it, especially 
the peasant protagonist, and shared his first impressions. Still, only after all 
the presidium members read and “unanimously approved” the publication 
could the novel go into print. On October 20, 1962, Khrushchev invited 
Tvardovsky to his of fice to discuss Solzhenitsyn’s piece and the future of 
Soviet literature. The euphoric Tvardovsky asked him to repeal party cen-
sorship of literature. Whereas it had been natural to control pro gres sive lit-
erary journals under Tsars Nicholas I and Alexander II, he told Khru-
shchev, “Novy Mir and the Soviet government belong to the same camp.” 
Why was he, the editor appointed by the party Central Committee, subor-
dinate to a state censor who lacked any quali fi ca tions for this job? Could 
censors run roughshod over literature simply because they were armed 
with Sta linist decrees from the 1940s, which “in essence, have already be-
come  outdated”? Khrushchev nodded sympathetically and, according to 
Tvardovsky, expressed his “complete agreement” with the writer.17

 People all over the Soviet  Union besieged libraries and waited for months 
in line to read the Novy Mir volume. In ev ery library, Solzhenitsyn’s story 
stood out because of its dog- eared pages, darkened from “heavy” use by 
hundreds of readers. With the publication of One Day, the whispered truth 
about Sta lin’s gulag issued not from the mouth of the party leader, but from 
the pen of a writer. Two thousand blue- colored volumes of Novy Mir were 
distributed among delegates to the party plenum, and some of them com-
plained that they could not get a copy! In his speech at the plenum, Khru-
shchev cited Solzhenitsyn’s story. Solzhenitsyn took other stories and a play 
about camp life out of his cache. The expectations of Moscow intellectuals 
and cultural fig ures soared: it seemed the sky was the limit. All who had 
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suffered during Sta lin’s terror regarded Solzhenitsyn as their hero. Anna 
Akhmatova believed that ev ery thing she had written about the Great Ter-
ror would soon be published.18 The director and actors of the Sovremennik 
Theater begged Solzhenitsyn to authorize rehearsals of a play based on his 
earlier novel about life in the camps. One Day shook many readers to the 
core, much more than Dudintsev’s novel in 1956 had or the still largely un-
read Doctor Zhivago. In their collective diary, the “Commune- 33” circle of 
middle- aged intellectuals indulged in unwanted starry- eyed idealism. They 
jubilantly anticipated that One Day would produce an upheaval equivalent 
to that following Khrushchev’s secret speech. Everyone who had served 
Sta lin would be completely discredited; the pseudoculture of socialist real-
ism would go into the dustbin, along with all the boastful and mendacious 
pro pa gan da. In addition, “from that moment on, people would begin to 
speak and think freely, and not a single scoundrel would be able to indict 
them for anti- Soviet speeches.”19

 In Moscow, the self- proclaimed shestidesiatniki scored one victory after 
another. Writers planned meetings to commemorate the poet Marina Tsve-
taeva and various other writers, all of them victims of Sta linism. On No-
vember 26 hundreds of leading Moscow artists, literary critics, theater 
 directors, and filmmakers attended the opening day of a conference, Tradi-
tions and Innovations in the Art of Socialist Realism, or ga nized by the 
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 Institute of Art History in conjunction with the Theater Society. It would 
be a pitched battle between the advocates of cultural liberalization against 
the Sta linist stalwarts, and victory was in sight. The literary critic Lev Ko-
pelev, who had worked in the same gulag lab as Solzhenitsyn, recalled the 
opening speech by the president of the Academy of Art, Vladimir Serov. 
“The self- contented and servile courtier Serov,” recalled Kopelev, “briefly 
condemned the cult” of personality under Sta lin “and then lashed out with 
the habitual wrath against the formalists and abstractionists who were al-
legedly ‘on the payroll of [American] imperialists.’” Kopelev stood up and 
reminded Serov that Hitler and the Nazis had treated modern art in similar 
terms. The next day, Kopelev in his address to the conference defended the 
freedom of experimental art. “It is wrong to prohibit any kind of art or drive 
it underground. Such practices should be banned forever.”20

 In this euphoric atmosphere, the youn ger Moscow artists, the leaders of 
the severe style, were waiting for the opening of an exhibition called Thirty 
Years of the Moscow  Union of Artists. They hoped that it would become a 
milestone in the public recognition of their work and mark the end of the 
monopoly over of fi cial art by the Sta linist old guard. Like their predeces-
sors from the 1920s, these artists dreamed of becoming the cultural men-
tors of the masses. The artists even traveled to Leningrad in November to 
gain support for their cause among their much more timid colleagues in 
that city. In front of their paintings (they brought them, too), they staged a 
public discussion. Their speeches gave an art critic in the audience “the im-
pression of participating in an anti- Soviet conspiracy.” This was foolhardy 
radicalism comparable to Khrushchev’s secret speech, only this time not 
authorized from above. A widow of former Hermitage director Iosif Or-
bely, a fearless woman, publicly supported the Moscow artists. She con-
firmed that the so- called art of socialist realism was worthless.21 In the same 
month, Eli Beliutin, with the help of in flu en tial sponsors, most of them nu-
clear physicists, unveiled a New Reality exhibition in the Teachers’ House 
on Greater Communist Street, Moscow. Crowds of intellectuals flocked to 
it. The sculptor Ernst Neizvestny and his friends who were experimenting 
with abstract art decided to display their controversial works there as well.
 The heady weeks in fall 1962 induced the more daring writers to lower 
their guard. The poet Voznesensky was especially reckless. In Literaturnaia 
Gazeta on May 1, 1962, he equated the commemoration of May Day with 
celebration of the “new art” of his friend Neizvestny and Pablo Picasso and 
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with “passing the torch” to the young generation of artists.22 He had gone 
to the United States in 1961 and visited France and Italy for the first time 
in the fall of 1962. The discovery of those new worlds, the air of free-
dom, and his international fame exhilarated the young writer. When the 
American socialist Michael Harrington attended Voznesensky’s reading at 
Le Vieux Colombier theater, he was struck by his outspoken, almost brazen 
demeanor. He thought that Voznesensky was a “sort of politician of poetry.” 
The savvy Ehrenburg, who was traveling with Voznesensky, told the young 
poet to be more cautious. “I have read your interviews. I cannot decide 
whether you are daring or crazy. Watch what you say.”23 Voznesensky was 
not alone in his daredevil attitude. Paustovsky, speaking to professors and 
students at the Sorbonne, called Pasternak, Akhmatova, and Isaac Babel 
the best Soviet writers. An Italian journalist who interviewed Vasily 
Aksyonov in early 1962 wrote about the inexplicable “fascination” the Rus-
sian writer felt for the United States. Soviet embassies sent a series of warn-
ing signals to the Kremlin about “reckless” pronouncements of Soviet poets 
and writers abroad.24

 The most active and politicized intellectuals of the new generation, 
mostly party members, hoped to use Khrushchev’s latest anti- Sta lin salvo 
to settle scores with their enemies. These intellectuals succumbed to the 
temptation of “leftist” politics, perceiving themselves as doing battle against 
the Sta linist villains, whom the young iconoclasts considered to be the 
right. Some survivors of the 1920s era spearheaded this trend. At the con-
ference Traditions and Innovations in Art, Romm iden ti fied the conserva-
tive bloc, whose members opposed the “contemporary” art, as the same 
group of anti- Semitic of fi cials who had enthusiastically perpetrated Sta lin’s 
anticosmopolitan purges. “These creatures must be cut down to size.” 
Romm’s speech quickly appeared in samizdat, was broadcast on Radio Lib-
erty, and received ample attention in Western media.25 At a meeting of the 
party or ga ni za tion of the writers’  union, one speaker suggested punishing 
the people who had collaborated in Sta lin’s crimes, including those who 
wrote reports on their colleagues to the NKVD. The critic Lev Kopelev and 
his wife Raisa Orlova believed that there would be no turning back after a 
few more victories for cultural glasnost. “Sta lin stalwarts seemed to have 
been completely routed. It was suf fi cient to laugh them off.”26

 Even the leaders of the writers’  union believed that tight party control 
over the content of Soviet art had to be repealed.27 Alexander Tvardovsky 
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was convinced that it was still possible to save the ideals of “socialist order, 
the dream of many great intellects and the goal of struggling millions.” Only 
decisive social and political reforms, he believed, could prevent “global dis-
illusionment in communist ideology and practice,” which otherwise would 
be inevitable.28 Naturally, the abolition of censorship and glasnost or pub-
lic discussion of social and economic problems were the preconditions for 
any reforms. Making them happen was the mission of the intelligentsia.
 The intellectuals in the vanguard seemed to forget the moral of Daniel’s 
story “This Is Moscow Speaking.” Punishing the Sta linist enemies did not 
resolve the need for cultural and spiritual emancipation. And in any case, 
the new generation could not just embrace the Russian cultural legacy 
without digesting what had happened after the Revolution. The two Tar-
kovskys, father and son, revealed the gap that continued to exist in this re-
gard between the wizened “fathers” from Pasternak’s generation and the 
still optimistic children of Zhivago. Arseny Tarkovsky, after experiencing 
de cades of war and violence (he had been crippled in World War II) viewed 
human life as an ineluctable tragedy that only art and mystical faith could 
alleviate. His son was no stranger to tragedy, yet he was full of the social 
optimism that marked the young artists and intellectuals of his generation. 
Andrei Tarkovsky was convinced that the new vanguard, people like him, 
could transform Soviet society. What was good for art was good for Russia. 
In Literaturnaia Gazeta Andrei expressed the wish to establish a network of 
cinema clubs where only “thinking,” highbrow cinema would be screened. 
These clubs, he wrote, “would elevate and educate” those who view cinema 
“as true art, rather than entertainment.” The youn ger Tarkovsky was con-
vinced that in time “ordinary movie theaters [would] disappear” and the 
viewers “who take cinema lightly [would] disappear as well.” He announced 
his intention to set an example in his next film, about an artist of the Rus-
sian Renaissance, the icon painter Andrei Rublev. Tarkovsky concluded his 
re flections by citing the motto of his milieu: “The artist does not exist in 
and of himself. He represents the conscience of society, the pinnacle of its 
imaginative powers, and an expression of its talent.”29 It was this belief sys-
tem that had led many intellectuals and artists from Pasternak’s milieu to 
embrace the Revolution and then perish from it. In 1961–62 faith in the 
power of high culture and their own pivotal role in healing Russian society 
from the Sta linist legacy led creative leaders and the idealists of the sixties 
to stray far beyond realistic possibilities. Like many times before in Russian 
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history, the intelligentsia’s dreamers were bound to find their idealistic ex-
pectations dashed by a very cold shower.

Fathers and Children
The growing autonomy and freethinking among intellectuals and artists 
left the KGB and party authorities at a loss. Arrests and other warnings did 
not help. And at the top of the Soviet power pyramid Khrushchev did not 
set clear rules, but confused ev ery one by constantly breaching established 
boundaries, especially with the publication of Solzhenitsyn’s piece. It was 
dif fi cult for the party hard- liners to pit Khrushchev against Tvardovsky and 
Novy Mir. The chairman, in contrast to Sta lin, did not read or understand 
serious literature; developments in art did not much concern him.
 The of fi cial party line in 1962 remained the same as before: it was neces-
sary to “consolidate” the “Soviet intelligentsia.” In reality, party of fi cials 
found it more and more dif fi cult to contain the vibrant and expanding 
 Soviet cultural life. And in the absence of instructions from Khrushchev, 
these of fi cials were often left to their own devices. There were “humans and 
bureaucrats” in the party apparatus, as Tvardovsky noted in his diary.30 The 
“humans” favored a more flex i ble approach and sympathized with talented 
writers, artists, and musicians. An instructor at the department of culture 
of the party Central Committee, Igor Chernoutsan, for instance, was a 
graduate of IFLI and had extensive personal contacts in literary and artistic 
circles from his student days there.31 Khrushchev’s personal assistant Vladi-
mir Lebedev was another “enlightened” apparatchik with a keen personal 
interest in literature and art. Even Alexander Solzhenitsyn, a harsh judge of 
character, called him “an intelligentsia type” and “a Chekhovian angel at-
tached to the wayward Khrushchev.” Alexei Adzhubei, the editor of Izve-
stia, was regarded, with some reservations, as belonging to the same cate-
gory.32 The anti- Thaw “bureaucrats” who resented the norms and values 
of the intelligentsia were infinitely more numerous. Most prominent among 
them were the majority of the members in the party Politburo and the sec-
retariat, most notoriously Mikhail Suslov, the party secretary in charge of 
ideology. Suslov feared and resented Adzhubei, who was rumored to be 
in line to succeed him. Most of the “bureaucrats” had gained their experi-
ence during the purges and campaigns of the 1930s and the 1940s. Any-
thing fresh and innovative evoked in them automatic resistance and fear of 
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“loss of control” over the cultural domain, something akin to loss of power. 
Besides, they were anti- Semites, and many of the innovative cultural fig-
ures of the day were of Jewish origin. There were also ambitious youn ger 
bureaucrats—for instance, Sergei Pavlov, the new head of the Komsomol—
who were concerned about the “penetration of Western in flu ences” into 
Soviet culture. Pavlov resented Tvardovsky’s Novy Mir and began to wage 
an open war against the journal and the “rotten liberalism” of the new intel-
ligentsia.
 The bureaucrats and their clients in cultural institutions were in visi-
ble retreat between 1960 and 1962. The situation changed, however, when 
they managed to get Khrushchev involved in a public debate about “fathers 
and sons.” This debate, which took place in Moscow literary circles, focused 
on several questions: Who was the new young hero of Soviet literature? 
What generational changes could one perceive between the young people 
of the 1960s and their parents? What did the youn ger generation believe in? 
Would they support and pursue the revolutionary cause of 1917 with the 
same sacrificial energy as the previous cohorts of true believers? Would the 
“children” defend the country with the same patriotism as their fathers 
had during the Great Patriotic war? The debate about fathers and children 
had radical historical, social, and political resonances and connotations for 
Russia, going back to the 1860s and Ivan Turgenev’s novel Fathers and Sons. 
The rejection of the authorities and the “nihilism” regarding established 
ideas described by Turgenev could be found again among the Moscow youth 
of the early 1960s.
 In November 1962 Moscow writers gathered to discuss the meaning of 
generational changes in literature and culture. The primary goal of the 
 discussions was to publicize fresh literary and artistic works, including 
Aksyonov’s novels, Yevtushenko’s and Voznesensky’s poems, and Khutsiev’s 
film about Moscow youth. Some speakers looked on that youth as the next 
cohort that would join the resurgent intelligentsia, already being restored 
by the joint efforts of the postwar generation of intellectuals and the survi-
vors of Pasternak’s generation. The speakers viewed them in the same way 
that Khutsiev did in his film. David Samoilov wrote in his diary in October 
1962, after a meeting with high school students, “Their minds are totally 
free of poison. They are full of contempt for the generations that tolerated 
Sta linism. They hate war and do not see any civic foundations in it. They 
are the harbinger of the future.”33 Ehrenburg, curiously, expressed doubt. In 
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an interview with a young journalist from the Komsomolskaia Pravda he 
called the youth of the early 1960s the most enigmatic generation since the 
Revolution. “I think your generation has no wings,” he said teasingly. “You 
seek to stay in major cities after graduation, find the best niches. This nar-
row utilitarian outlook is a disease of contemporary youth.”34

 Polls conducted by the Institute of Public Opinion at Komsomolskaia 
Pravda showed a va ri ety of reactions and attitudes among the young re-
spondents, but no distinct generational profile. The so- called nihilists fea-
tured in novels and plays remained a small fraction of educated youth. The 
overwhelming majority could not even articulate their opinions and used 
newspaper clichés and other forms of Soviet “newspeak.” Still, the polls 
found that the alienation and emphasis on individuality among some young 
men and  women, already visible a de cade earlier among stiliagi, had deep-
ened. Apparently, sophisticated and educated youth in Moscow and Lenin-
grad were beginning to grow tired of Khrushchev’s erratic crowing about 
the “construction of communism” and his boastful re flections, as mirrored 
in Soviet media. One anonymous Leningrad student wrote to Komsomol-
skaia Pravda in early 1961 that it was not enough just to learn from “our 
fathers and grandfathers.” The student pointed out, “Each one of us and our 
generation must develop our own character, our own ideas, on the basis of 
a careful reappraisal of the achievements and errors of previous genera-
tions.”35

 The domestic debate about “nihilists” and “angry young men” did not 
remain an internal affair of Russian writers and filmmakers. The Komso-
molskaia Pravda polls, letters, and articles elicited a spate of comments 
from Western observers and pundits. It seemed natural to Western liberal 
observers that educated Soviet youth would test the limits of the old dog-
matic, xenophobic system. Marvin Kalb wrote in the New York Times that 
the poll did not reveal “flaming revolutionaries . . . those who would call for 
a national liberation war in Laos or for a rebellion on Wall Street. A com-
mon Russian lad or girl absolutely does not appear as a destroyer of the 
world.”36 Another journalist speculated whether the appearance of “angry 
young Ivans” was a sign of hidden opposition within the Soviet  Union. And 
Russian émigrés hoped that the generational shift would provide momen-
tum for the “liberation of Russia from the communist yoke.” One émigré 
presenter at a conference on Soviet youth in Munich in November 1962 
concluded that “unof fi cial associations,” such as Mayak and other circles of 
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young intellectuals, were “a very serious phenomenon.” They were, he said, 
“the harbingers of secret anti- communist parties, of open political battles 
lying ahead.”37

 The Western and émigré commentators grossly exaggerated the sig nifi-
cance and scale of the nihilism, and ignored the sources of contemporary 
social optimism and Marxist- Leninist idealism among the postwar genera-
tion and even youn ger people, students in the early 1960s. And the observ-
ers mistook the appearance of a literary- artistic milieu in flu enced by the 
spirit of the intelligentsia for the rise of an anticommunist opposition. The 
parallels with the Russian past, when the “children” of Turgenev had pro-
duced leftist revolutionary movements, made these commentators expect 
something similar now. The same parallels, however, occurred to senior 
KGB of fi cials, who read foreign commentary in analytical intelligence re-
ports and information bulletins. They could not help noticing Western 
speculations that the “children” would soon replace the “fathers,” first in the 
sphere of culture, then in the halls of power. The anti- Thaw of fi cials and 
proponents of socialist realism realized that it was a golden opportunity to 
catch Khrushchev’s attention and arouse his ire against artistic innovators.
 The intrigue proceeded with startling rapidity in late November 1962, in 
the aftermath of the Cuban Missile Crisis. The Kennedy administration 
forced Khrushchev to remove practically all Soviet forces from Cuba on 
terms deeply humiliating for the Soviet military. Khrushchev’s concessions 
infuriated and alienated Castro and the entire Cuban leadership. Exploit-
ing this situation, the Chinese communist leadership assailed Khrushchev 
for giving in to “the United States’ imperialist attempt to browbeat the peo-
ple of the world into retreat at the expense of Cuba.” Chinese newspapers 
compared Khrushchev to Neville Chamberlain appeasing Adolf Hitler in 
Munich.38

 On the surface, the crisis that ended in a fiasco for Khrushchev’s nu-
clear brinkmanship had nothing to do with the dynamics of the Thaw. No-
body among the enthusiastic left- leaning intellectuals in Moscow realized 
that Khrushchev’s international defeat posed grave dangers to the liberal-
ization in Soviet society. The chairman needed psychological compensa-
tion for his colossal loss of face vis- à- vis President John F. Kennedy. At 
home, Khrushchev’s economic plans and endeavors were collapsing, as ev-
ery one could see from the empty Soviet stores. Food riots broke out in No-
vocherkassk and a number of Russian provincial cities in June 1962, after 
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the government had to raise the prices of meat and dairy products by 25 to 
30 percent. The revolts were put down harshly by the military, and hun-
dreds of the “ringleaders” in the protest were executed or imprisoned. The 
KGB registered widespread disaffection with Khrushchev’s policies among 
party members.39 In this situation, Khrushchev’s instinctive inclination, as 
it had been at the end of 1956, was to crack down on domestic laxity and 
present himself as a defender of the Soviet state and ideology.
 The Sta linist of fi cials picked a perfect moment for their counterattack 
against the artistic vanguard. On November 20, as the Soviets were retreat-
ing in humiliation from Cuba, Khrushchev received a letter from Serov, 
Vuchetich, and forty other academicians, advocates of socialist realism. 
They warned the party’s Central Committee that the “aggravated interna-
tional situation put forces into motion that [sought] to infiltrate our state in 
order to undermine our ideology from within.” This infiltration, the letter 
went on, had been conducted for a number of years “through cinema, tele-
vision, literature, music, art, tourism, and so on.” The academicians blamed 
Adzhubei’s Izvestia and its weekly supplement Nedelia for becoming “a pul-
pit” for the “revisionist” ideological agenda. In conclusion, the authors ap-
pealed to the Central Committee to implement once again the Sta linist cul-
tural policies that had been in effect from 1946 to 1953.40

 The expected opening of the exhibition at Manege, where a number of 
young artists planned to exhibit their innovative work, gave the party faith-
ful an ideal chance to show Khrushchev what how ideological “revision-
ism” played out on canvas. As chance would have it, the art exhibition by 
Beliutin’s New Reality, which opened in Moscow on November 26, received 
extensive attention from Western media. Western journalists and televi-
sion cameramen accosted the young artists, whose heads were spinning 
with this sudden fame. Western media reported on “abstract art on Greater 
Communist Street” and speculated that “abstract art had fi nally been rec-
ognized in the USSR.” Reports about it appeared on Eurovision news and 
American television. All this could not avoid angering Khrushchev.41 The 
KGB promptly interpreted the reports in Western media as a revision of the 
party line, as an ideological retreat, a cultural liberalization—obviously un-
der the impact of the American “victory” in the Cuban missile crisis. The 
KGB’s Shelepin added a sensitive detail for Khrushchev’s attention. He in-
formed him that “abstract” artists were the same people who invented and 
spread disparaging jokes about the Soviet leader. The implications were ob-
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vious. Was this indeed the beginning of a transition in power from “fathers” 
to “children” not only in Soviet visual arts, but also in the political realm? 
Khrushchev, who was sixty- eight, could not help getting the message.
 At the Politburo meeting on November 29 Khrushchev exploded. Ac-
cording to the semiof fi cial notes, he “spoke out sharply” against the “pene-
tration of formalism into art” and railed against Adzhubei and his media 
outlets. He also threatened to revoke the results of the elections of the writ-
ers’ union and offered “to make some arrests, if necessary.” And he ordered 
that the filmmaker Romm be brought to party headquarters for interroga-
tion. The chairman told party secretaries Mikhail Suslov and Leonid Ili-
chev “to sort out this exhibition business.” He praised Suslov, apparently for 
bringing this issue to his attention.42 On November 30, Beliutin and his fol-
lowers received a surprise call from Polikarpov, head of the party depart-
ment of culture, with the request that they transfer their paintings immedi-
ately to the Manege Exhibition Hall, where they would be inspected by the 
Soviet leaders. Beliutin’s friends from Izvestia told him (they were appar-
ently genuinely misled themselves) that the party leadership had decided to 
legitimize the new schools of art. Soviet newspapers and the pro pa gan da 
journal the Soviet  Union, published for American readers, had allegedly re-
ceived instructions to report on this event. Beliutin’s artists, drunk with joy, 
hugged each other, not realizing that they were walking into a trap.43

 There was no chance that Khrushchev would find a common language 
with the new generation of artists. Khrushchev helped Tvardovsky with 
Solzhenitsyn’s novel. He liked Chukhrai’s films and sent them to interna-
tional festivals.44 Yet, like the vast majority of the Russian public, Khru-
shchev detested unconventional art, and especially abstract art. Igor Cher-
noutsan recalled that “Khrushchev had zero preparation and sensitivity in 
aesthetics.” In this regard, it was “easy to unleash him against the young in-
telligentsia.”45 At Manege he was acting like an aged, ill- tempered peasant 
father trying to discipline his sophisticated urbanite children. According to 
the of fi cial minutes, Khrushchev told the young artists, “You believe that 
we old men do not understand your art. No! We and the people understand 
what is good and bad.”46 Khrushchev’s unstable personality might have con-
tributed to his behavior at Manege. Even his entourage did not expect such 
an outburst. The president of the Academy of Art, Vladimir Serov, a lead-
ing Sta linist stalwart, jubilantly shouted to his secretary as they were leav-
ing the Manege Exhibition Hall: “An incredible thing has happened! We 
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won!” Khrushchev’s ire sealed the fate of Beliutin’s New Reality as well as 
the severe style by up- and- coming artists in the of fi cial  union. Most of the 
criticized artists lost their jobs and were ostracized. Their paintings disap-
peared from Manege without a trace. The works of David Shterenberg and 
Robert Falk, but also Kasimir Malevich, Vasily Kandinsky, Marc Chagall, 
Vladimir Tatlin, Alexander Rodchenko, Naum Gabo, and other vanguard 
artists would not be exhibited at Manege for de cades to come. It was the in-
novative output of the artistic intelligentsia of the Thaw, and not Sta linist 
art, that ended up gathering dust in Russia’s storage vaults.
 Leaders of the Moscow intelligentsia did not realize at first what had hap-
pened; wild rumors circulated through the grapevine. Nothing happened 
to Solzhenitsyn, Yevtushenko, Aksyonov, and other icons of the Thaw. 
Tvardovsky confessed his confusion in his diary: “First [the publication of] 
Solzhenitsyn, now this—does not make any sense. I only wish to avoid 
 getting caught up in this mess.”47 Khrushchev’s cultural crackdown, how-
ever, was just beginning. He ordered the party apparatus to “purge” the 
press and television, art institutes, and the guild of graphic artists and book 
illustrators. He also threatened to scrutinize “all universities and colleges.” 
And he decided that he had a personal responsibility to explain to the cul-
tural and artistic elites what kind of art the party expected from them. On 
December 17, 1962, he addressed four hundred writers, artists, filmmakers, 
critics, and apparatchiks in charge of Soviet culture in the reception hall 
in Lenin Hills, the secluded residential area for the party leaders. The meet-
ing was arranged as an informal discussion, with ev ery body sitting at res-
taurant tables eating and drinking. The entrance to the meeting room was 
“decorated” with samples of Neizvestny’s sculptures which, in Khrushchev’s 
opinion, showed ev ery body the degenerate nature of the “new” art. Khru-
shchev gave a long and rambling speech.48

 Just as during the previous meetings with “Soviet intelligentsia,” the party 
leader did not follow the script prepared for him by his speechwriters, yet 
did not come up with any precise formulas on his own. He began with 
praise for Solzhenitsyn, who was reluctantly present in the audience, and 
took personal credit for publishing his story. Then, Khrushchev spoke as a 
defender of simple, popular, working- class Russia against the young, cos-
mopolitan, elitist, and Westernized cultural vanguard. His disjointed 
speech, rude didacticism, and lower- class lexicon automatically suggested 
a cultural gap between him (and the “working- class” people of Russia) 
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and the intelligentsia types. Khrushchev pounced on Neizvestny’s abstract 
sculptures. Unable to understand or evaluate them, the party leader ordered 
the KGB to investigate where the sculptor had “found copper for this trash.” 
If copper had been stolen, Neizvestny could be indicted as a criminal. After 
Khrushchev fin ished, Yevtushenko stood up. He tried to defend the right 
of artists and writers to decide on their own what art was, by claiming that 
these were people loyal to communist ideals and opposed only to Sta linism. 
He also explained Neizvestny’s sculptures as the “sins of youth.” The sculp-
tor would correct them through his creative evolution. This triggered 
Khrushchev to remark, “If a person is born ugly, only the grave will correct 
him.” Yevtushenko bravely retorted: “Nikita Sergeevich, we live in a time 
when mistakes are corrected not by graves, but by live, honest, and truth-
ful Bolshevik words.” The poet fin ished his remarks amid ominous silence 
in the audience. Khrushchev apparently did not know what to say and an-
nounced a break.49 The next day “all Moscow” was quoting Yevtushenko’s 

December 17, 1962, at a meeting with the so-called Soviet intelligentsia. Khrushchev reaches out 
to sculptor Ernst Neizvestny (on the right, with fist clenched), making a point about socialist 
realism. The poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko (back row, center) looks on, bemused by the scene 
(Courtesy of Sergei Smirnov).
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words. Yet it had become clear that the party leadership was determined to 
call the shots in the cultural sphere, and hopes for an autonomous role and 
a great future for the intelligentsia were dashed.
 In March 1963 Khrushchev gathered the cultural elites again, this time 
more formally, in the amphitheater of the House of the  Unions inside the 
Kremlin. Hundreds of party apparatchiks gathered in rows there as well, 
like birds of prey waiting for the leader’s signal to attack. This time the 
 invited intellectuals expected the worst, including arrests. Some young art-
ists who were invited to the meeting had their wives accompany them to 
the Kremlin gates. They did not know if they would return home.50 All wit-
nesses of the March meeting testified that Khrushchev, initially almost ami-
able, quickly became irritated and got carried away. The KGB and the  Soviet 
embassies abroad had produced more information on the growing contacts 
of popular young writers and poets with foreigners, and on the interviews 
given to foreign media, against Khrushchev’s policy. Some young intellec-
tuals, including Yevtushenko, had shared with foreign correspondents the 
hypothesis that the Soviet leader had attacked artists and writers in order to 
deflect attention from the problematic situation in agriculture. At the start 
of the March meeting Khrushchev suggested that “all volunteer informants 
for foreign agencies” leave the hall. The audience erupted in cries of trea-
son, demanding that he name the culprit and punish him. Yevtushenko’s 
hands went cold with fear. Khrushchev, however, remembering the poet’s 
courageous stand at the previous meeting, decided not to throw Yevtu-
shenko to the wolves just yet.51

 Wanda Wasilewska, who had been Sta lin’s protégé and was Khrushchev’s 
close friend, took the floor at the March meeting to complain about the 
writers’ interview with the Polish magazine Polytika. Working herself into 
hysterics, Wasilewska claimed that Voznesensky and Aksyonov had under-
mined communist pro pa gan da in Poland and encouraged Polish “revision-
ists.” She mentioned in particular that Voznesensky had spoken about the 
generational shift. In reality, Voznesensky had said, “In a political sense we 
are the children of the Twentieth and Twenty- second congresses of the 
CPSU, the generation that sees itself in the image of the revolutionary twen-
ties, the traditions of Leninism.” He had implied that the generation of the 
sixties was closer to Lenin than the intermediate cohorts that had grown up 
under Sta linism.52 Khrushchev immediately called on the poet, who was in 
the audience. Voznesensky wanted to explain that he had merely repudi-
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ated to a Polish journalist the notion that “our generation was spitting on 
the fathers’ generation.” There were “remarkable, revolutionary people” in 
each generation. He said that he liked Mayakovsky and, although he was 
not a party member. . . . At that very instant Khrushchev exploded, “Why 
are you so proud that you are not a Party member? We will sweep you off 
clean! Do you represent our people or slander our people?” Voznesensky 
tried to continue but the omnipotent first secretary interrupted him again: 
“I cannot listen calmly to those who lick the feet of our enemies. I cannot 
listen to the agents. Look at him. He would like to create a party of non-
communists. Well, you are a member of the party, but it is not the same one 
I am in.” Then Khrushchev shouted at the top of his lungs. “The Thaw is 
over. This is not even a light morning frost. For you and your likes it will be 
the arctic frost [long applause]. We are not those who belonged to the Petöfi 
Club. We are those who helped smash the Hungarians [applause].”53

“You are slaves!” Khrushchev rails at the poet Andrei Voznesensky and the youn ger 
artists at a meeting in the Kremlin in March 1963. On the chairman’s right sit his 
associates Frol Kozlov, Leonid Brezhnev, and Mikhail Suslov (Courtesy of Sergei 
Smirnov).
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 Voznesensky, in a state of shock, reiterated that he had said “nothing 
anti- Soviet.” Khrushchev, however, heard only what he wanted to hear. He 
kept harping on the ambitions of left- wing art and artists. Voznesensky, he 
shrieked, was “a nothing, a zero” and “only one of the three and a half mil-
lion” who were born in the Soviet  Union annually. “Your mouth is still wet 
from mother’s milk. He dares to teach us! Do not think you are another 
Pasternak. We offered Pasternak the right to leave. If you want, you will get 
your passport tomorrow. Go to the devil’s mother—join your friends 
abroad.” In a complete frenzy, with saliva fly ing and clenched fist raised 
high, he continued, to roars of applause from the assembled apparatchiks 
and many establishment fig ures in Soviet culture, “They think that Sta lin is 
dead and anything is allowed. . . . No, you are slaves! Slaves! Your behavior 
shows it. Ehrenburg says that he kept his mouth shut, but when Sta lin died, 
he loosened his tongue. No, gentlemen, we will not allow it!!!”54

 Entire rows of party functionaries and numerous cultural fig ures joined 
Khrushchev’s hysterical shrieks at Voznesensky, “Mister Voznesensky—out 
of this country! Shame! Shame!” Voznesensky, who was wearing his habit-
ual dark turtleneck, heard Shelepin, former KGB head, yell at him from the 
front row, “In the Kremlin without a white shirt, without a tie! Damn beat-
nik!”55 Khrushchev and his chorus of apparatchiks came down on the cul-
tural vanguard in the same way the Komsomol vigilantes had attacked sti-
liagi in the streets of Moscow and Leningrad during the 1950s. The majority 
of the “Soviet intelligentsia” in the hall became part of a mob ready to lynch 
a dissident on a cue from their leader. According to one witness, who had 
gone through war, artillery fire, and frontal attacks, “I never experienced 
such horror in my life. I had a feeling, if somebody objected, his neighbors 
would beat him to death, tear him to pieces. The audience wanted to de-
stroy those who had come to believe in the Twentieth and Twenty- second 
Congress.” Never before had the members of the artistic avant- garde felt so 
isolated and humiliated. Instead of presenting the image of an in flu en tial 
intelligentsia speaking with moral authority to the party leaders, the artists 
were caught like moths in the flame of Khrushchev’s irascibility. Perhaps 
Khrushchev realized that he was unleashing another orgy of Sta linist witch-
 hunting. Or perhaps he saw the look of mortal fear on Voznesensky’s face. 
His raised fist opened up, and his shrill cry turned into the loud grumbling 
of an angry grandfather who concluded by telling the poet, “You may con-
tinue to work.”56

 The first secretary’s ax also fell on Marlene Khutsiev’s film The Ilyich 
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Gate. The director Mikhail Romm inadvertently had brought the film into 
the discussion by trying to explain the scene when the hero’s father refuses 
to tell his son how to live. Khutsiev, said Romm, wants to let the young con-
temporaries make up their own minds. “No, no, no,” Khrushchev inter-
rupted. “You’re interpreting it incorrectly, Comrade Romm. The meaning 
is just the opposite. Even a cat  doesn’t discard its kitten, but at a dif fi cult 
moment, this father turns away from his son. That’s what it means.”57 In 
Khrushchev’s opinion, the party had to remain the collective “father” to 
 Soviet youth, properly or ga nized by the Komsomol. In the edited version 
of Pravda published two days later, the Soviet leader wondered why one 
should feature young men and  women who did not know how to live and 
what to live for. “These are not the sort of people our society can rely upon. 
They are not fighters, not revolutionaries. They are morally sick people, 
who have grown old while still young, who have no high aims or vocation 
in life.” Neizvestny, Yevtushenko, Voznesensky, and Aksyonov, he claimed, 
could be redeemed through the party’s “fatherly” care. Others, especially 
unrepentant artists, had to be ostracized and above all “kept away from So-
viet youth.”58

 Khrushchev’s rambling harangues produced a tsunami that swept through 
all institutions of culture, education, and art. This wave threatened to bury 
the emerging networks of people of the sixties, and the reborn ethos of the 
intelligentsia. Many “enlightened” functionaries in the Komsomol who had 
helped the young vanguard artists now lost their jobs, became marginal-
ized, or just defected and  adopted the hard line. The head of the Moscow 
branch of the writers’ union who had promoted Yevtushenko, Aksyonov, 
and their friends was forced to step down. The party or ga ni za tion of the 
writers’ union was dissolved because it was seen as revisionist. Inside the 
 Union of Soviet Artists, the followers of the severe style lost their in flu en tial 
posts and were pushed to the margins. Members of the Beliutin movement 
and many other innovative artists went underground or found jobs in in-
dustrial and media graphics outside the world of “high art.” Some stopped 
painting altogether. Western jazz disappeared from Soviet airwaves. The 
poetic concerts in the Luzhniki Sports Arena ended abruptly. Instead, 
newspapers printed speeches by the heroes of the masses, the cosmonauts 
Gagarin and Titov, in which they criticized Yevtushenko and other leaders 
of the cultural vanguard.
 All the hopes of the avant- garde lay shattered. The Sta linist “varnishers” 
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among writers, “machine- gunners for the party” in literary journals, were 
back in the saddle and triumphant. Nostalgic Sta linists came to the fore, 
along with unprincipled careerists and a host of petty souls, including col-
leagues of the fallen vanguard who were jealous of their talent and above all 
fearful of being associated with them. The incipient solidarity among intel-
lectuals appeared to go up in smoke, to be replaced by fear and a self- serving 
attitude, familiar to accomplices of the Sta linist campaigns. Yevtushenko 
noticed people who had been active in anti- Semitic campaigns under Sta lin 
reappearing on numerous podiums “like devils out of a magic box.”59 Ter-
ror returned to the circles and networks of Russian intellectuals and artists. 
The linguist Koma Ivanov conducted a workshop on semiotics at one of 
Moscow’s academic institutes soon after the Manege di sas ter. Semiotics was 
an innovative discipline at the intersection of cybernetics, social science, 
and the humanities; yet it stemmed from the formalist school of Russian 
linguistics of the 1920s that had been banned under Sta lin. When Acade-
mician Mstislav Keldysh, an earlier supporter of semiotics, learned about 
this, he panicked, as did other sponsors of Ivanov’s works. Soon Ivanov re-
alized he could not publish anything on semiotics in Moscow. He moved to 
the provinces, to Tartu University in Estonia.60

 All intellectual and cultural elites had to go through a humiliating and 
self- deba sing pro cess of criticism and self- criticism (prorabotki), based on 
the Sta linist blueprint of the 1930s and 1940s. For the Moscow cultural van-
guard this inquisitorial pro cess was or ga nized by a specially created Ideo-
logical Commission, headed by Party Secretary Ilichev. The rest of the in-
tellectuals, especially members of the party and of fi cial  unions, were at the 
mercy of local committees (replicas of the main commission), headed by 
their vengeful and terrified colleagues. An atmosphere of witch- hunting 
left no place for logic, rationality, dignity, or legal rights. Even though no 
arrests took place, many feared they would start at any time. According to 
a witness, the Sta linist- style prorabotki marked “the pinnacle of the inform-
er’s art, giving free rein to malice and envy. It was the culmination of evil, 
the triumph of all manner of foulness, when people even strove to gain the 
reputation of villains, seeking consolation in the horror that was suggested 
by what surrounded them. It was, in a way, a mass spiritual sickness. People 
 weren’t ashamed of being informers, but even hinted at their special power.” 
The whole pro cess was incredibly demoralizing both for the accused and 
for the accusers, as well as the large audience of students and readers who 
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were present at such meetings.61 Those artists and intellectuals who had 
been too young to experience Sta linist prorabotki received a rude lesson in 
1963.
 Fear was pervasive: Who would dare oppose the party and risk the ostra-
cism of terrified colleagues? At the meeting of the Moscow  Union of Artists 
in the spring of 1963, Leonid Rabichev, a par tic i pant in the Beliutin exhibi-
tion, was interrogated by the art historian Sarah Valerius, the former wife 
of the sculptor Yevgeny Vuchetich. She asked Rabichev if he considered 
himself an abstractionist. When he said he never engaged in abstract art, 
she pinned him down, “Then you disagree with Nikita Sergeevich Khru-
shchev?” Rabichev was terrified: if he said no, he would be “merely” ex-
pelled from the  union; if he chose yes, he could be arrested. He chose the 
former option. Rabichev was a war veteran, yet he gave in to uncontrollable 
fear and lost his dignity and self- respect. For twenty years after this inci-
dent, he was unable to return to art.62 Arkady Strugatsky recalled another 
inquisitorial session, held in late March 1963 for science fiction writers. 
One well- known writer, Alexander Kazantsev, began to denounce his col-
league as “abstractionist” and at tri buted fascist ideas to him. Nobody dared 
to protest, and Arkady Strugatsky realized, cold perspiration beading his 
forehead, that he too was paralyzed by fear. Here was “his majesty Idiot in 
search of revenge,” but what if Kazantsev’s attack was approved by the party 
or ga ni za tion? As shame and rage overwhelmed him, Strugatsky stood up 
and challenged the raving denouncer. His passion broke the ice of common 
fear, and ev ery body began to speak and shout. From the meeting Strugatsky 
went straight to a bar to calm his nerves with strong drink.63 It was painful 
for the post- Sta lin artists and intellectuals to admit that their enemy was 
not only ignorant bureaucrats, but above all cowardice and baseness among 
the educated elite itself. This realization was a huge blow to faith in the 
eventual triumph of the intelligentsia’s ethos, in a brotherhood of honest 
and cultured people who would overcome the Sta linist legacy.
 Some targets of the backlash held their ground, among them artists of 
the severe style, but the majority succumbed to the pressure. Ernst Neiz-
vestny, who had stood up bravely to Khrushchev at Manege, afterward sent 
a letter of repentance, thanking the first secretary for his “fatherly criti-
cism.”64 Voznesensky, after recovering from a nervous breakdown, began to 
work on a poem about Lenin in emigration. Beliutin buckled under pres-
sure and pleaded guilty. Even Yevtushenko, who had acted courageously 
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at the December meeting with Khrushchev, chose to distance himself pub-
licly from the arrested nonconformist poets and intellectuals and those 
who produced samizdat. Aksyonov also emphatically rejected claims by the 
“bourgeois reactionary press in the West” that “we do not respect our fa-
thers, that Soviet youth in general allegedly oppose their fathers.” He con-
cluded, “We want to talk to our fathers, and argue with them, but we do not 
want our fathers to think that we have something up our sleeves against 
them.”65 The proud cultural vanguard of the sixties intelligentsia, having 
been forced to its knees, lost its integrity and moral authority in the eyes of 
many admirers.
 Privately, the humiliated writers and artists, who felt disgusted by 
their own conformism, indulged in emotional outbursts. As Yevtushenko, 
Aksyonov, and Neizvestny left the Kremlin after the disastrous March 1963 
meeting with Khrushchev, Aksyonov began to rave, “ Don’t you understand 
that our government is a gang, with no holds barred?”66 Ernst Neizvestny, 
as he wrote later in his memoirs, felt that events had con firmed his earlier 
realization that the “force of history” was in reality represented by good- 
for- nothing pygmies. Instead of the revolutionary terror unleashed by epic 
forces, there was the terror in the style of a communal kitchen, perpetrated 
by “gnomes and goblins” living a fraudulent, repellent life. “Human trash” 
had been elevated straight from lower, uneducated social classes to com-
manding positions at all levels of the state. And the chasm between “his-
torical truth, the truth of victory, the sea of blood—and the vulgarity, 
 banality, and pettiness of the ‘representatives’ of history” wounded Neiz-
vestny’s artistic ego. This chasm, as he it summed up, also “laid the basis for 
the major, inner con flict between me and established power,” as well as all 
those who embodied that power at all levels of society.67 This realization 
that oppression originated not only with the bureaucrats above, but with 
the common people below, continued to deepen the alienation and dimin-
ish the social optimism of the sixties intellectuals in the years to come.

Sobering Conclusions
Khrushchev’s general hostility to Zhivago’s children and his rejection of 
their claim for social and cultural autonomy and sta tus remained constant. 
Speaking at the Central Committee (CC) plenum in June 1963, Khru shchev 
took an anti- intellectual stand. He proposed out of the blue to abolish 
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 salary increases for scholars and scientists with degrees. He compared the 
holders of honorific titles in science and academia to lords in Great Britain. 
He also asserted that Sta lin’s approach to intellectuals and artists was “a 
kind of bribe . . . to create a certain strata of intelligentsia around him.” 
Khrushchev concluded that he relied, instead, “on the working class, on the 
people.”68 Yet the Soviet leader was inconsistent, as usual. One day he 
blamed ev ery thing on “this crook” Ehrenburg who invented “the Thaw” 
and even wanted to limit his trips abroad. He threatened to ban the produc-
tion of shortwave radios in order to prevent Soviet people from listening to 
the “enemy” broadcasting from abroad. And he frowned at the free- minded 
filmmakers and threatened to close their association. On another, he 
changed his mind, encouraged Ehrenburg to work, and allowed the film-
makers’ association to exist (after the party secretariat already voted to close 
it). At one time he professed to be the defender of traditional Russian cul-
ture; at another moment he was angry at Paustovsky for his defense of the 
Russian countryside against the destructive effects of industrial develop-
ment.69

 Radio and television resumed, albeit cautiously, the transmission of jazz 
music. Soviet industry continued to produce millions of shortwave radio 
sets. Most notably and unexpectedly, Tvardovsky’s Novy Mir survived the 
onslaught. In March 1963 the Komsomol boss Sergei Pavlov, backed by 
powerful conservative forces, had lashed out at the magazine for publish-
ing “with inexplicable consistency” works that “smacked of pessimism and 
moldy despair.” Yet Ilichev, the head of the Ideological Commission, told 
Tvardovsky, “Take it easy. Continue to work as before.”70 The struggle to in-
terpret the party line on culture continued among the competing apparat-
chiks. In August, when Khrushchev vacationed at the Black Sea, Adzhubei 
and Lebedev read him Tvardovsky’s banned poem, “Tyorkin in the Other 
World.” Written soon after Sta lin’s death, it ridiculed Sta linist bureaucracy, 
regimentation, and servility. Khrushchev read it to all his guests, and two 
days later Adzhubei’s Izvestia published it in five million copies. This epi-
sode revealed Khrushchev’s quandary: although he resented the intelligent-
sia as a “class” and crushed its ambitions for autonomy, he agreed with the 
antibureaucratic message of the left- wing writers and poets.
 The controversy about fathers and children that had sparked Khru-
shchev’s wrath was almost forgotten in the general assault on the left- wing 
cultural vanguard. Yet this controversy continued to fuel the search for 
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imaginary conspirators who were allegedly driving a wedge between the 
party apparatus and Soviet youth. Months after Khrushchev’s confronta-
tion with the artistic vanguard, regional party bureaucrats continued to 
watch for evidence of the cultural and ideological subversion perpetrated 
by intellectuals. Party investigators appeared one day at Akademgorodok in 
Novosibirsk to inspect the work of sociologists. When the commissioners 
found that the scholars were trying to mea sure the educational level of high 
school students and their parents, they complained about “ideological sab-
otage,” a plot “to pit the generations of fathers and children against each 
other.” The investigators explained, “It is obvious that the current genera-
tion is better educated than their parents. Does it follow from this that 
 parents must hand power over to their children? This is what you want 
to say?”71

 Against the ripples of this ideological- cultural witch- hunting the infa-
mous “Brodsky affair” played out in Leningrad. The Leningrad KGB had 
the young poet Joseph Brodsky in its sights as early as the 1950s. A passion-
ate fan of ev ery thing British and American, Brodsky belonged to the cul-
tural underground of Leningrad and was not a member of the writers’ 
 union. His poems appeared in samizdat almanacs, and he was not afraid to 
meet with American tourists. The KGB also discovered his connection to a 
group of arrested youth that planned to hijack an aircraft and fly abroad. 
There was no evidence to involve Brodsky in this criminal case. Still, the 
authorities decided to create a different “case,” devised to “cleanse the rot” 
from educated circles in the former Russian cap ital. In November 1963 a 
group of local Sta linist vigilantes and KGB stooges published an article in 
the local newspaper presenting Brodsky as a literary “sponging parasite” 
potentially dangerous to “Soviet society.” In February 1964 Brodsky was ar-
rested and thrown into prison.72

 Many cultural fig ures in Moscow regarded the Brodsky affair as a mere 
distraction from larger concerns. Tvardovsky refused to intervene in this 
case. At first, only a tiny group of Leningrad writers and intellectuals rushed 
to fight for Brodsky’s liberation.73 Soon, however, they received support 
from Moscow intellectuals active in samizdat. Women were at the forefront: 
Frida Vigdorova, a friend of Anna Akhmatova and Lidia Chukovskaia, used 
her position as a staff member of the Literaturnaia Gazeta to attend Brod-
sky’s trial, which took place in a district people’s court. She took notes on 
the proceedings, which strongly resembled a kangaroo court. One witness 
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recalled his impressions of the trial: “At that time I was a young man, in 
great shape, hardened by army ser vice and my work in the Far North. I be-
lieved I could not suffer a nervous breakdown. Yet after five hours of sur-
real impudence and slap- in- the- face lawlessness I returned home ready 
to vomit.”74 Along with Khrushchev, the Leningrad authorities were deter-
mined to show the “rotten” intellectuals that they were “nothing, zero, 
slaves” when they confronted the state and “common people.”
 The decision of the people’s court was predetermined. Brodsky was sen-
tenced to five years of exile from Leningrad and forced labor in the Archan-
gelsk region. The “common people” brought to the courtroom par tic i pated 
in the scripted political play: they fulminated against the intelligentsia and 
“parasitic writers.” Yet toward the end of the trial a greater number of artists 
and intellectuals, including Dmitry Shostakovich, Anna Akhmatova, Kor-
nei Chukovsky, and dozens of young writers and poets from Leningrad 
signed collective letters to the authorities in defense of Brodsky. For these 
people the Brodsky affair seemed to replicate the earlier persecution of Pas-
ternak. This time, they did not remain silent and passive. Vigdorova’s notes 
were spread through samizdat and leaked to the Western press. People from 
circles of companions in Moscow, including Ludmilla Alexeyeva, learned 
about the Brodsky trial from samizdat and began to realize that it was im-
portant to find ways to help current victims of repression. The campaign to 
defend Brodsky produced the first documents in the emerging democratic 
movement, also known as a movement of human rights defenders.75

 The abrupt end of Khrushchev’s Thaw left believers in the intelligentsia’s 
mission more uncertain of their fate than they had been since 1953. The 
old writer Chukovsky hoped that even if those in the forefront of intellec-
tual liberalization were crushed, it would be a temporary phenomenon. “It 
was easy under Sta lin,” he wrote in his diary. “Crush the intelligentsia, de-
stroy all in de pen dent thinkers! Now, however, there are masses of technical 
intelligentsia, and the state cannot get by without them. These masses have 
assumed the role of defenders of the humanities and have formed some 
kind of public opinion.”76 The science fiction writer Boris Strugatsky, how-
ever, was less hopeful. By spring 1963, he recalled, “one thing had be-
come quite painfully clear to us. No more illusions and dreams of a better 
future. We are governed by the enemies of culture. They will always be 
around and against us. They will never allow us to say what we believe is 
right, because their sense of correctness is different. While communism is 
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the world of freedom and creativity for us, for them communism is a soci-
ety where the population immediately carries out all instructions of the 
party and the government with relish.”77 The Strugatsky brothers trans-
formed their frightening revelation into the allegorical novel It Is Hard to 
Be God. In this novel, young scholars from Earth, where the ideal commu-
nist society has been built, arrive on another planet, where cynical tyrants, 
fascistlike burghers, and ecclesiastical fanatics seek to destroy educated 
people who represent the only hope for enlightenment and prog ress. De-
spite all the attempts of the scholars, masquerading as local nobles, to end 
the butchery, they fail to stop the descent into darkness. Their principles 
prevent them from using force, even to stop the bloodbath. They give up 
and return to Earth sobered and humiliated.78

 In his memoirs David Samoilov wrote about the sig nifi cance of Khru-
shchev’s confrontation with the cultural vanguard. “Khrushchev mistook a 

The poet Joseph Brodsky (sitting to the left of the driver), future winner of the Nobel Prize, in 
exile in the Russian North, 1964. His arrest for “parasitism” in 1964 triggered the first campaign 
by the intelligentsia in defense of human rights (Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).
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struggle over taste for a struggle of ideas.” He failed to recognize “that new 
forms could help cover up the ideological vacuum” of his regime. Instead of 
incorporating the energy of the young cohorts initially loyal to his course 
and sympathetic to his illusory new frontiers, he “declared an ideological 
war on the new generation.”79 In fact, the historical sig nifi cance of this epi-
sode went far beyond a struggle over taste. Khrushchev could indeed have 
co- opted the cultural vanguard of the early 1960s, for its members still 
shared the revolutionary- romantic mythology. Instead, abetted by the party 
stalwarts, he preferred to crush the first intimations of intellectual freedom 
and cultural autonomy in post- Sta lin society. The youngest members of the 
cultural vanguard were shocked to discover that the witch- hunting atmo-
sphere could return as if there had been no de- Sta linization, Novy Mir, 
“honest” journalism, novels and films, or revelations by Solzhenitsyn. The 
crackdown had far- reaching consequences for the future of the Soviet soci-
ety. Without it, some chance for growth and consolidation of reformist 
forces might have existed under the guise of glasnost and a more “humane” 
socialism (just as would transpire in 1968 in Czechoslovakia). Instead, the 
revival of an intelligentsia that could be both freethinking and morally com-
mitted to the Soviet communism was nipped in the bud. Believers in high 
culture as a vehicle that could save the Soviet proj ect were isolated and hu-
miliated. The momentum for the Moscow Spring was dead. Not until Gor-
bachev’s glasnost would such a moment come again, when people who be-
lieved in the social and cultural mission of the intelligentsia could act in 
alliance with the Kremlin leadership in the name of reform and the amelio-
ration of society.
 The unresolved confrontation between the artistic avant- garde and its 
antagonists turned into a festering wound afflicting the cultural and intel-
lectual elites of Moscow. As a result, inside the shell of the of fi cial Soviet 
intelligentsia, mutually hostile trends and movements continued to spread. 
As the pro- Thaw forces evolved from straightforward anti- Sta linism to 
bolder and more critical interpretations of the Soviet past and present, the 
enemies of the Thaw experienced their own evolution. A growing number 
of writers and artists from the post- Sta lin generation began to develop an 
ideological and cultural alternative to the cosmopolitan left inspired by 
the Revolution and the 1920s. They sought to rehabilitate select elements 
of Sta linist pro pa gan da, especially the idea of Russian patriotism and Rus-
sian imperial greatness. They rediscovered a trove of Russian illiberal, 
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chauvinist, and anti- Semitic concepts to support their stance. On both sides 
a frantic search for group cultural identity was taking place. Both sides in-
creasingly turned to a different “usable past,” from before and beyond the 
Soviet revolutionary experience. By 1965, nationalism, ethnic and nation-
alist identities, and anti- Semitism had begun to play a central role in wid-
ening the rift between the camps. These developments left Zhivago’s chil-
dren not only at loggerheads with the regime, but at war with themselves.



seven

Searching for Roots 
1961–1967

Sometime in the early 1960s, the writer Vladimir Soloukhin went, as 
always, to have lunch in the  Union of Soviet Writers’ exclusive restaurant. 
Then he discovered that he had to choose carefully where to sit. At one 
 table sat the people of the right, all party members, the writers who had 
 vehemently resisted the Thaw and the liberalization of cultural policies. At 
another table dined the people of the left, the cultural vanguard of the time: 
Okudzhava, Yevtushenko, Akhmadulina, Aksyonov, and others. Some of 
them were party members, but they stood for liberalization of culture and 
relaxation of party supervision of it. Up to that point Soloukhin had not 
been particularly interested in cultural politics or ideological differences. 
He felt enormous sympathy for Dudintsev and Yashin, the “sincere” writers 
of the early Thaw. Suddenly, he realized that his place was at the table of the 
rightists. Later he recalled that he had instinctively made the correct choice. 
His new friends explained to him that the right- left division in Soviet litera-
ture “was really about” the division between genuine Russian writers, on 
the one hand, and Jews or those who were related to Jews, on the other.1
 The double trauma of Jewish suffering in the Second World War and Sta-
lin’s anti- Semitic campaigns made the Jewish Question a festering wound 
in Soviet society. Sta lin’s postwar campaign to stigmatize and purge the 
Jews as “cosmopolitans” had hit the cultural and intellectual elites especially 
hard. The poets Slutsky and Samoilov, the journalist Agranovsky, numer-

I was proud of Israel. I am a Russian writer 
and I  don’t know a single word in Hebrew. 
But the Jews are my people!

—Anatoly Rybakov, recalling his feelings in 
 the 1960s
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ous avant- garde artists and literary critics and others in the liberal arts, 
not to mention lawyers and physicians, had their nationality registered as 
“Jewish” on their Soviet passports. Many others were registered as “Rus-
sians,” yet had one parent or some relatives of “Jewish nationality.” The anti-
 Semitic harassment clashed with their Soviet convictions, made them feel 
set apart from other Soviet citizens. At the same time, during Sta lin’s anti-
cosmopolitanism campaign, some young ethnic Russians who had come to 
universities from the Russian countryside and later became intellectuals, 
like Soloukhin, learned to identify assimilated Jews as a hidden minority 
that was poisoning “the national spirit” of Russian culture. They also began 
to feel that Russians, the Russian Orthodox Church, and Russian culture 
were consistently victimized after the Revolution, and that the destruction 
of Russian peasant life was a terrible crime. It was only a step from there to 
blaming Jews for what had happened.2

The Jewish Question and the Thaw
Anti- Semitic sentiments were “especially strong among the so- called cre-
ative literary and artistic intelligentsia, for this group embodies the quintes-
sence of the national spirit, yet also has a high concentration of Russified 
Jews.”3 In fact, anti- Semitism and opposition to it had played a central role 
in the formation and evolution of the Russian intelligentsia from the nine-
teenth century onward. Numerous young Jews were, in the words of Vladi-
mir Jabotinsky, “madly, shamelessly in love with Russian culture” but hated 
the Russian state and resented Russian social and economic backwardness. 
Many of those who sought to abandon the world of the shtetl found their 
new community and religion in the radical- revolutionary and cosmopoli-
tan wing of educated Russian society. Some became involved in politics. 
Others, like Pasternak’s father, devoted themselves to European and Rus-
sian art and culture. The discrimination against Jews in tsarist Russia, the 
waves of anti- Semitic pogroms, the prominent role of secularized and as-
similated Jews in Russian revolutionary- democratic movements, and the 
aversion of pro gres sive intellectuals to “reactionary” expressions of Russian 
ethnic- nationalism—all these factors nourished philo- Semitism among 
Russian writers, artists, scientists, intellectuals, and students. In the left- 
liberal and socialist circles, anti- Semitic sentiments were considered a dis-
grace and grounds for excommunication. At the same time, the nationalist-
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 minded people in the professions—in law and journalism, for instance— 
expressed concern about the rapidly growing presence of assimilated and 
nonassimilated Jews in their fields. They were afraid that with the growth 
of social mobility Russians would in their own empire be put at a decisive 
disadvantage to Jews.4

 The perception, shared by the regime and its enemies, of the special role 
of Jews in the Bolshevik Revolution was bolstered during the 1920s by 
the enthusiasm that many educated secular Jews showed for the commu-
nist proj ect: they filled many niches in Soviet political, cultural, and pro pa-
gan da institutions. These Jews moved from the abolished Pale of Settlement 
to Moscow, Leningrad, and other major Russian cities, where they blended 
into multiethnic urban communities like the Arbat and mingled with the 
elements of the prerevolutionary Russian educated classes. They were an 
essential part of the postrevolutionary melting pot where many of Zhivago’s 
children developed.5 This Jewish migration to Russian cities, however, pro-
duced anti- Semitic ripples.
 The Nazi policy of exterminating the Jews after the German attack on 
the Soviet  Union aggravated the Jewish Question in Russia. In 1941–42 the 
Soviet media wrote about German atrocities against Jews, and even Sta lin 
spoke in December 1941 about “Jewish pogroms.” The evidence of German 
atrocities began to pour in to the Jewish Antifascist Committee (JAC), set 
up as an affiliate of the Sovinformburo and as one of the tools of the Krem-
lin’s international pro pa gan da. The JAC created a commission to collect 
evidence on the extermination of the Jews on Soviet territory and publish a 
“black book” about it. It became an enormous collective proj ect under Ilya 
Ehrenburg’s direction, and many writers collaborated on it. In 1944–45 the 
JAC, with the consent of Soviet authorities, made arrangements to publish 
the black book in the United States in En glish. There was also a Yiddish 
version, serialized in part in the Soviet newspaper Der Emes (Truth).6

 During the war, anti- Semitism burgeoned in the Soviet army. It also 
spread through the congested communal apartments and kitchens of Mos-
cow, and among groups of educated professionals.7 It gradually dawned on 
the authors of the black book that the Soviet authorities did not want to 
recognize the Holocaust but rather insisted on treating Jewish suffering as 
part of the tragedy of the Soviet people as a whole. Sta lin remained silent 
about the proj ect. In May 1947, when the Soviet government suddenly sup-
ported the idea of an in de pen dent Jewish state in Palestine, the JAC leader-
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ship appealed to the Kremlin to publish the black book in Russian and 
other languages. In response, the command came down to close the proj-
ect. In 1948 the head of the JAC, the actor Solomon Mikhoels, was mur-
dered on Sta lin’s orders. Then, angered by the display of solidarity among 
Soviet Jews for the new state of Israel, Sta lin disbanded the JAC and put its 
leaders, a group of Yiddish writers, poets, and intellectuals, on trial. Most of 
them were executed. Only Ehrenburg survived unscathed.8

 The work on the black book and rise of state- sponsored anti- Semitism in 
the Soviet  Union challenged the communist beliefs of a number of Russian-
 Jewish intellectuals. Among them was the writer Vasily Grossman. Born 
in 1905 in Berdichev, in the Jewish Pale of Settlement, Grossman belonged 
to the milieu of the educated and assimilated Jews who had embraced the 
Russian Revolution and Leninism. He continued to believe in communism 
during the years of Sta lin’s terror. Working as a war correspondent for Kras-
naia Zvezda (Red Star), he observed scenes of anti- Semitism inside the So-
viet army, yet these did not prepare him for the Holocaust. When he re-
turned to Berdichev with the Soviet troops, he found no Jews remaining. 
The shtetls, their population, and their vibrant Yiddish culture were gone. 
Even Jewish cemeteries were destroyed. In September 1944 Grossman pub-
lished an essay about Treblinka, a German camp for the mass extermina-
tion of Jews. In that essay, Grossman still explained the Holocaust as a 
product of “imperialism,” the ultimate stage of cap italism. Yet the facts in 
the black book showed how easily genocidal anti- Semitism spread among 
the Soviet population, especially among Ukrainians and Cossacks. The 
growing persecution of Jews in the later years of Sta linism caused Gross-
man to compare the regimes of Hitler and Sta lin. In 1956, after Khru-
shchev’s denunciation of Sta lin’s crimes, Grossman began to write his epic 
book Life and Fate, in which he focused on the Jewish tragedy in the era of 
totalitarian regimes.9

 During the Thaw, a large percentage of the urban- educated groups and 
cultural elites in the Soviet  Union came from Jewish families. In 1959, ac-
cording to the Soviet census and the passport system, there were 240,000 
people of “Jewish nationality” in Moscow and 169,000 in Leningrad.10 Most 
of them were highly educated and assimilated into Russian culture. Yet, the 
period of 1941–1953 left deep scars within these groups and drew deep 
lines between them and the rest of the society. Poet Boris Slutsky wrote 
about the effect of anti- Semitism during the last de cade of Sta lin’s life on 
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the assimilated Jews of the USSR, “We, the Jews, were lucky. We had no illu-
sions about the evil we faced.”11 The lawyer Dina Kaminskaia wrote in her 
memoirs, “Anti- Semitism made us Jews distinct” from the rest of Soviet so-
ciety. “It pushed us into the line of fire.”12 The sociologist Vladimir Shlapen-
tokh recalled that the Jewish Question became pivotal to his selection of 
friends and colleagues. It meant estrangement from the Russians who were 
not philo- Semitic.13

 At the same time, fear induced many educated and assimilated Jews to 
blend in with the Russian mainstream. They registered their children as 
Russians on their internal passports, especially when one parent was ethni-
cally Russian. Cultural fig ures, writers, and journalists concealed their Jew-
ish names behind Russian pseudonyms and lived in constant fear of be-
ing “caught” and “unmasked” because of revived anti- Semitic sentiment.14 
Many Jews chose, as a survival tactic, to move to the forefront of Soviet or-
thodoxy. Among them were the infamous literary critic David Zaslavsky, 
who had lambasted Pasternak in 1958, and Sarah Valerius, who expelled 
abstract artists from the  union in 1963.
 The Thaw brought an immediate and personal improvement in the life 
of Soviet Jews. The parting of the Iron Curtain enabled them to restore 
 contacts with their numerous relatives abroad, those who had left Russia’s 
Jewish Pale in the early twentieth century and headed for the West or Pales-
tine.15 Although most Jews could not get permission to travel abroad be-
cause of their suspect “nationality,” a growing number of artists and intel-
lectuals of Jewish origin could, because of Khrushchev’s “public diplomacy.”16 
Maia Plisetskaia, the young star of the Bolshoi Ballet, had Jewish relatives 
in America, among them an uncle in New York. For years, she was excluded 
from the Bolshoi’s trips abroad, but in 1959, after Khrushchev’s interven-
tion, Maia was able to dance with the Bolshoi in the United States and could 
fi nally embrace her American relatives.17

 In 1955–56 a group of Jewish intellectuals and cultural fig ures petitioned 
the party authorities to rehabilitate the murdered members of the Jewish 
Antifascist Committee.18 After Khrushchev’s “secret speech” at the Twenti-
eth Party Congress, the JAC members were rehabilitated, along with some 
other victims of Sta lin’s terror. The party department of culture recom-
mended the gradual restoration of Yiddish cultural institutions.19 Yet noth-
ing came of its proposals. Khrushchev remained indecisive on this issue at 
best, having imbibed anti- Semitic stereotypes in the Ukraine, where he had 
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grown up and worked for years. The restoration of Yiddish culture was also 
seen as a complication for the Soviet nationalist- ethnic policies in the cities, 
where many Jews lived, as well as in the multiethnic borderlands (western 
Ukraine and the Baltic republics), where the genocidal pogroms had taken 
place during the war. Another sig nifi cant consideration was the Soviet alli-
ance with Egypt, Syria, and other Arab regimes hostile to Israel that es-
poused blatant anti- Semitism.
 Yiddish language and culture, not religion, had been the de fin ing factor 
in a separate Jewish nationality and identity within Soviet society until the 
late 1940s. The disappearance of this culture turned Soviet Jews “invisible,” 
prominent in Russian literature and history, but unmentionable in the pres-
ent. Assimilated Jews were generally sophisticated urbanites who were not 
too enthusiastic about the restoration of Yiddish cultural institutions, the 
world of Sholom Aleichem, and the memories of the old shtetl. Like the 
Jews of Berlin and Vienna in the 1900s who had worshipped German- 
language Kultur, Moscow’s assimilated Jews associated themselves with 
Russian high culture: Pushkin and Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and Chekhov, the 
Bolshoi Ballet, and Tchaikovsky’s and Shostakovich’s symphonies. Mikhail 
Agursky, a future ardent Zionist, recalled that in his formative years “the 
in flu ence of Russian culture was the stron gest. There was no Jewish cul-
ture as a separate phenomenon.”20 Many assimilated Jewish intellectuals, 
often the children of Old Bolsheviks and revolutionaries, continued to be 
inspired by Leninism and the principles of socialist internationalism.
 Ehrenburg was the most important advocate for Jewish assimilation into 
Russian culture and the internationalist revolutionary tradition. The Holo-
caust and anti- Semitism in the Soviet  Union made Ehrenburg feel respon-
sible for Soviet Jewry. In early 1953 he sent a letter to Sta lin, trying to 
 dissuade him from deporting Jews.21 In August 1960 Ehrenburg raised the 
issue of the Holocaust in the Soviet edition of The Diary of Anne Frank. The 
world- famous testimony about the Holocaust was published in the Soviet 
 Union in two hundred thousand copies.22 Jews and non- Jews who were ex-
posed to anti- Semitism looked up to Ehrenburg as the highest moral au-
thority. In 1958 Sta lin’s daughter Svetlana, a philo- Semite and a close friend 
of the Russian- Jewish poet Samoilov, sent a letter to Ehrenburg, thanking 
him for his attempts to show a way of truth to “the contemporary Soviet 
fake intelligentsia.”23 In January 1961, when he celebrated his seventieth 
birthday and was lionized by the government, the audience at the writers’ 
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 union celebrated him as a hero of the Russian intelligentsia. Ivan Maisky, an 
Old Bolshevik with Jewish roots, compared him to Alexander Herzen. 
Paustovsky called him “our present- day conscience . . . who struggled against 
anti- Semitism,” the greatest vice in any nation. Ehrenburg embraced Paus-
tovsky and called anti- Semitism “the international language of fascism.” He 
concluded, “I am a Russian writer. But as long as a single anti- Semite re-
mains on earth, I will answer the question of nationality with pride: I am 
a Jew.”24

 Hearing the last words, many in the audience rose and applauded furi-
ously. Ehrenburg was not happy with this reaction. He did not claim his 
Jewish identity to mobilize what he regarded as “the ghetto mentality” of 
his listeners. For him, an assimilated Jew, the liberation of Russian culture 
from Sta linist shackles, its reconnection to European culture, and the spread 
of culture from the intelligentsia to the masses became a new personal proj-
ect. He lobbied for the translation and publication of Ernest Hemingway, 
William Faulkner, François Mauriac, and other foreign writers. Ehrenburg’s 
proj ect could give a new social identity to the intellectuals and artists in 
Russia, emancipate them from the past, and prevent them from experienc-
ing future divisions along ethnic and religious lines.25

 The older Russian intellectuals who had managed to preserve the ethos 
of the intelligentsia during the revolutionary era and Sta lin’s reign applauded 
Ehrenburg’s program as well. Kornei Chukovsky recorded in his diary in 
April 1962 that “the struggle between the intelligentsia and the Black 
Hundreds”—the anti- Semitic conservative nationalists—was again at the 
center of Russian cultural politics. Another writer, Varlam Shalamov, who 
had returned from Sta lin’s camps, wrote in 1961 in his private notes, “Anti- 
Semitism and the intelligentsia belong to different worlds.”26 In fact, the 
clear- cut division between the entire intelligentsia and bigoted, ignorant 
anti- Semites was a myth, one that adapted the past to new political and 
 social needs. This perception, however, became the credo of the leaders and 
followers of the cultural and artistic avant- garde of the early 1960s, among 
them many assimilated Jews. It was easier for them to explain public anti- 
Semitism of 1949–1953 as a brutal pogrom by a tyrannical ruler and the 
“dark masses,” directed against intellectuals and people of high culture, ev-
ery body who stood out in appearance and manners from the crowd. It 
seemed that “enlightenment” of Soviet society was the only way toward 
freeing it from this terrible legacy.27 During the scare over the supposed 
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Kremlin Doctors’ Plot in early 1953, for the street mob any intelligent and 
educated person had been branded as a Jew. During the Thaw this equation 
resurfaced again: the supporters of Ehrenburg seemed to claim that most 
assimilated and educated Jews in Moscow and Leningrad were natural can-
didates for the intelligentsia.28

 The publication of Yevtushenko’s poem “Babi Yar” in the Literaturnaia 
Gazeta on September 19, 1961, solidified this growing perception. The poet 
pointed to the gap between the message of proletarian internationalism on 
the banners of the Soviet state and the anti- Semitic practices and senti-
ments of many card- carrying members of the Komsomol and the Commu-
nist Party. In his Precocious Autobiography, published in the West in 1963, 
Yevtushenko recalled that back in 1953 he broke off his friendship with 
Vladimir Kotov, a young poet and Komsomol activist, when Kotov revealed 
his anti- Semitism. During the Thaw, Yevtushenko wrote, he “came to real-
ize that those who speak in the name of communism but in reality pervert 
its meaning are among its most dangerous enemies, perhaps even more 
dangerous than its enemies in the West.”29 Yevtushenko not only broke with 
Kotov. He excommunicated him from the ranks of both the Russian intel-
ligentsia and “true” communists. It was typical of left- leaning intellectuals 
and artists while their identity was still evolving that a person could be both 
a party member and a part of the intelligentsia, as long as he or she stood 
against Sta linism and anti- Semitism.
 “Babi Yar” evoked extremely passionate reactions from both sides of the 
divide. The poet received thirty thousand enthusiastic letters, from Jews 
and from Russians, who felt shame at the anti- Semitism in Russian history. 
The poem also stirred up anti- Semites, including Suslov and some other 
of fi cials in the party’s ideological apparatus. The editor of Literaturnaia 
Gazeta who published “Babi Yar” was fired. The journal Literatura i Zhizn 
(Literature and Life), the mouthpiece of the Russian branch of the writers’ 
 union, published a response by the poet Alexei Markov. He wrote, “As long 
as even one cosmopolite continues to trample Russian cemeteries / I am 
saying: I am Russian / And the ashes of my people are in my heart.”30 Anti- 
Semitic colleagues of Yevtushenko, puzzled that a “pure” Russian poet had 
sided with the Jews, explained the choice as stemming from his vanity and 
desire for international fame. Others “discovered” that Yevtushenko was 
“half- Jewish” (the poet himself claimed that he had no Jewish lineage). At a 
Komsomol conference of young poets, a group of nationalists attacked Yev-
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tushenko like a pack of wolves. One of them reminded Yevtushenko that he 
lived on Russian soil and ate Russian bread. Immediately, another poet, a 
1957 graduate of the School of Journalism at Leningrad University, came to 
Yevtushenko’s defense: “This wretched tradition of anti- Semitism still lives 
and serves as a reservoir of fascism.”31

 In the early 1960s Ehrenburg, Yevtushenko, and other successful writers 
and poets from the left- wing cultural vanguard sought to stigmatize anti- 
Semitism and turn the tables on their enemies. These writers broke the 
public silence about the tragic fate of Jews during World War II and re-
minded Russians of the disgraceful harassment of Jews during Sta lin’s last 
years. People of Jewish lineage and those without united around this com-
mon cause. The Gentiles Anatoly Kuznetsov and Viktor Nekrasov and the 
Jew Boris Slutsky published novels, articles, and poems describing the Nazi 
massacres of Jews in Kiev, Berdichev, and other places in Ukraine. Most fa-
mously, the Gentile Dmitry Shostakovich composed music to the words of 
“Babi Yar” and included the poem in his Thirteenth Symphony. The first 
performance was scheduled for December 18, 1962, at the Moscow Con-
servatory. This event took place in the shadow of Khrushchev’s crackdown 
on the youn ger artists at Manege. Yevtushenko bowed to the pressure of 
party authorities and changed some lines in the poem. Still, the cultural 
communities in Moscow feared a last- minute cancellation of the perfor-
mance. The final rehearsals attracted huge crowds, many of them assimi-
lated Jews. The premiere of the symphony electrified the tense hall of the 
Moscow Conservatory, where it was performed without television crews or 
radio microphones. As the last chords died away, the jubilant audience 
 acclaimed two Russians, the fifty- year- old Shostakovich and the twenty- 
eight- year- old Yevtushenko, with thunderous applause, not only for their 
art, but for their brave decision to identify with the persecuted Jews.
 The proj ect of re- creating the Russian intelligentsia in accordance with 
the principles of philo- Semitism, however, raised dif fi cult questions. Which 
parts of Russian cultural and historical legacy could be deemed acceptable 
and laudable, and which had to be condemned or even excised? During 
the 1920s the merging of assimilated Jews into the revolutionary Soviet 
 intelligentsia had accompanied attempts to eradicate the old intelligentsia, 
especially the “reactionary” Russian imperial legacy in historiography, lit-
erature, music, and other fields. Starting in the mid- 1930s, and especially 
during World War II, expunged fig ures and elements of the Russian past 
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were restored to public prominence and became part of the Russocentric 
interpretation of of fi cial Soviet history and culture. It is a telling comment 
on the early sixties that some older mentors of Zhivago’s children, in their 
struggle against Sta linists and anti- Semites, made approving reference to 
the controversial radical attempts of the 1920s to excise parts of the past. At 
the conference on the art of socialist realism in November 1962 the film-
maker Mikhail Romm, who had been born into a family of assimilated Jews 
and Bolsheviks, spoke from the heart against the threat of anti- Semitic Rus-
sian nationalism. He alluded to “certain traditions that were imposed in 
our country,” among them “the one of playing the Overture of Tchaikovsky’s 
Symphony 1812 twice a year.” This musical opus, Romm explained, ex-
presses “the idea of the triumph of orthodox religion and autocracy over 
the Revolution.” Romm asked, “Why should the Soviet power humiliate the 
Marseillaise, the marvelous hymn of the French Revolution, by drowning it 
out with the noise of church bells? Why should it celebrate the triumph of 
Czarist ideology, the ideology of the ‘Black Hundreds’”?32 Following this 
logic, the sixties intelligentsia would have had to banish many of Dosto-
evsky’s works, the entire legacy of Russian conservative- religious and na-
tionalist philosophers, writers, and journalists, and perhaps even the Rus-
sian ballet.
 Not surprisingly, enemies of the left- wing intelligentsia immediately 
saw an opportunity to “defend Russian culture” against these awkward at-
tacks. They wrote that Romm “rejected all of Russia’s traditions aside from 
revolutionary internationalism.” In his response, Romm brought the Jewish 
Question to the center of discussion. He referred to Khrushchev’s revela-
tion that Sta lin was “an anti- Semite at the bottom of his soul.” He admitted 
that “after the October Revolution I forgot for a long time that I am Jewish 
by passport.” He was reminded of this only in 1943 when his brother was 
hounded by prejudice to the point of committing suicide. Romm concluded 
his letter with the assurance that “times have changed” and added, “We 
have distanced ourselves considerably [from the Sta linist past].” Neverthe-
less, the ideological and cultural departments of the CC CPSU accused 
Romm of making pronouncements with a “blatantly tendentious, national-
ist [that is, Jewish] character.”33

 The authorities reacted to Ramm’s speech with anger. Khrushchev, the 
ideological bureaucrats, and state censors insisted that the Jewish Question 
did not exist in the USSR and viewed ev ery expression of Jewish identity as 
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a sign of Zionist in flu ence.34 In April 1964 the editorial board of the journal 
Nash Sovremennik (Our Contemporary) attempted to publish a poem by 
Rimma Kazakova, “Reflections on the Grave of My Grandfather in Sevasto-
pol.” A 1954 graduate of the history department at Leningrad State Univer-
sity, Kazakova wrote that her family was Jewish- Russian and asserted that 
there was no Jewish Question for her or other “children of mixed blood.” 
Internationalism was “in their blood.” Kazakova expressed the feelings 
of many intellectuals and artists of her generation, “half- Jews” and “half- 
Russians” whose Soviet identity was the product of education and choice. 
The censors, arguing that the poem was “imbued with the idea of some 
kind of superiority of people of ‘mixed blood’ over others,” banned the 
poem.35

 At the meeting with the intelligentsia in December 1962 in Lenin Hills, 
Khrushchev, probably primed by anti- Semitic colleagues, linked “rotten 
liberalism” to the Jewish in flu ence. Khrushchev singled out Ehrenburg and 
Romm, whose Jewish lineage was known to ev ery body, for criticism. After 
denying the rumors about anti- Semitism in the Soviet  Union, the premier 
said that among “the enemies of the people” in Sta lin’s day the leading group 
had consisted of members of the “Jewish nation.” Then, turning to the 1956 
events in Hungary and Poland, he alleged that Jews had played a “fateful 
role” there. Khrushchev’s ramblings, his attribution of subversive qualities 
to the “Jewish nation,” which were reminiscent of Sta lin’s anti- Semitic cam-
paign, drove Ehrenburg into a deep depression and dismayed even some of 
Khrushchev’s advisers.36 Khrushchev’s reaction was dictated not only by 
crude stereotypes. He also sincerely hoped to sweep the Jewish Question 
under the rug, for fear that public recognition of it would open a Pandora’s 
box. Despite of fi cial Soviet optimism, many powerful and dangerous na-
tionalist undercurrents existed, including Russian nationalism, that threat-
ened to divide the Soviet  Union.37

“Russian Patriots”
The Jewish Question became a major factor cementing the solidarity of the 
left- wing cultural vanguard and its mass following in the early 1960s. At the 
same time, the issue remained a source of permanent tension that gener-
ated ambiguity at best, and Russian nationalist resentment at worst.
 It was inevitable that during the Thaw Russian intellectuals would at-
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tempt to search for a new version of nationalism that would stand “in con-
trast to the of fi cial Sta linist version of the people and patriotism.”38 Modern 
nationalist ideas came to Russia relatively late from Europe. During the 
 second half of the nineteenth century, attempts to create a national Russian 
art and to compose “authentic” Russian music and opera were popular 
among the liberal, secular, and socialist Russian intellectuals, who viewed 
them as steps toward cultural reuni fi ca tion of educated and Westernized 
elites with the common people who preserved ancient Russian traditions. 
Very quickly, however, conservative- religious, national- ethnic, and messi-
anic trends began to sprout. Nikolai Danilevsky, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Vasily 
Rozanov, Konstantin Leontiev, Vladimir Solovyov, and Georgy Florensky 
had thought of Russians as a superior community of Orthodox Christians, 
as opposed to the “Latinized” West. During the revolution of 1905, with the 
rise of democratic politics, mass- based Russian nationalism assumed anti- 
Western, antiliberal, xenophobic, and anti- Semitic overtones. The infamous 
Black Hundred movement represented a grassroots phenomenon similar 
to anti- Semitic protofascist movements emerging at the same time in Eu-
rope—above all in Germany, France, and the Austro- Hungarian Empire. 
Rejected by the liberal and socialist segments of the Russian intelligentsia, 
Russian nationalism attracted more conservative and religious- conservative 
intellectuals. Most of them rejected the Black Hundred pogroms and bar-
barism, yet they began to discuss the need for a new “Russian idea” to re-
place the outdated absolutism—some combination of reformed Orthodoxy 
and constitutional monarchy with Russian communitarian traditions.39

 The Bolshevik triumph in the Revolution and the Civil War did not end 
the division. Numerous Russian poets, novelists, and philosophers—among 
them Nikolai Berdiaev, Andrei Bely, Sergei Bulgakov, Fyodor Stepun, and 
Semyon Frank—sought to find a third way between Russian “fascism” and 
the Bolshevik ideology. They believed it could be a Russian version of 
Christian socialism or Christian democracy. In 1922 the Bolsheviks, fear-
ing the subversive power of these ideas, expelled the thinkers from Soviet 
Russia.40 The search for a liberal- nationalist Russian idea was brutally 
aborted. For the next several de cades, only the regime itself decided how 
and when elements of Bolshevik “internationalism” should be combined 
with Russian nationalistic themes. And among Russian anti- Bolshevik émi-
grés there was an enormous reservoir of anti- Semitic sentiment. Many held 
Lenin and Trotsky responsible, along with other revolutionaries who came 
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from the milieu of assimilated Jews, for the misfortunes of émigrés and im-
parted to European fascists and Nazis their hatred of the Jews.41

 Initially, communist internationalism, propagated by the Bolsheviks, 
succeeded in driving Russian national feelings underground. There seemed 
to be no room for Russian identity in Soviet culture and ideology. The Bol-
shevik regime favored other ethnic groups over the Russians. While being 
discriminated against culturally, economically, and politically, the Russian 
peasantry had to carry the main burden of the Soviet “af firmative action 
empire.”42 Yet a powerful nationalist undercurrent continued to grow among 
Russians, above all among the survivors of the intelligentsia. Sta lin skill-
fully made use of it, first in the struggle against his Jewish and left- wing 
opponents in the party, and then in the consolidation of his regime after 
collectivization. Eventually, Sta lin placed Russians at the center of the So-
viet empire, as “big brother” to other ethnic groups in the empire.43 In real-
ity, Sta lin feared Russian nationalism as a potential political threat and con-
tinued to react harshly to the danger of “Russian opposition” to his regime. 
In 1949 he arrested and executed hundreds of party of fi cials of Russian eth-
nic background, mostly in Leningrad (the so- called Leningrad affair), on 
trumped- up charges of Russian nationalism and separatism.44 Ultimately, 
Sta lin succeeded remarkably: while he paid lip ser vice to Russian patriotic 
themes, his regime squeezed the last resources from the Russian peasantry. 
He channeled Russian nationalist sentiments into his im perial proj ect. 
Long after his death, Russian nationalists among artists, intellectuals, histo-
rians, and writers continued to believe that Sta lin had  begun toward the 
end of his life to transform the USSR into Great Russia. Even some nation-
alist Russian émigrés came to view Sta lin’s autocracy and imperialism as a 
necessary evil, the only way to revive Russia’s greatness.45

 During the Thaw some Russian émigrés managed to return to Russia 
and brought with them a va ri ety of nationalist ideas. One of them was Al-
exander Kazem- Bek, who clashed with Ehrenburg in 1957 on the pages of 
the Literaturnaia Gazeta. In his earlier days in emigration, Kazem- Bek had 
advocated the transition of the Soviet  Union into a “Russian federation” 
with the tsar leading the Soviets and the proletariat. This tsar, he hoped, 
would liberate the people “from the yoke of Red and Yellow parasites,” that 
is, Jews and Asians.46 Another famous returnee, Vasily Shulgin, had been a 
prominent monarchist before the Revolution, a fierce enemy of the liberal 
and socialist intelligentsia.47 Kazem- Bek and Shulgin became mentors of 
the so- called Russian patriots in the ranks of the sixties intelligentsia.
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 During the Thaw a number of Sta linist stalwarts, notorious for their par-
tic i pa tion in the anticosmopolitan campaign, formed the right flank of the 
Soviet intelligentsia and posed as the defenders of Russian culture from 
Western in flu ences and their agents. In the world of letters the hub for the 
Russian patriots was the Russian branch of the  Union of Soviet Writers, es-
tablished with Khrushchev’s permission in December 1957. Its weekly Lit-
eratura i Zhizn and the journal Nash Sovremennik fiercely opposed “cosmo-
politan” in flu ences and the Thaw in general. The leading fig ures of the 
right, Mikhail Sholokhov and Leonid Sobolev, once promising writers, were 
cynical and opportunistic operators who sponsored youn ger writers with a 
nationalistic and anti- Semitic bent.48 Some Russian patriots of Sta linist vin-
tage also met at the house of the sculptor Yevgeny Vuchetich, an anti- Semite 
who used disparaging expressions about Jews even in his correspondence 
with party of fi cials.49 The Russian patriots sought to warn the party leader-
ship about the Jewish in flu ence in Soviet art and literature. Even the writers 
who had no Jewish roots, such as Konstantin Simonov, were suspect in their 
eyes.50 In 1962 Ivan Shevtsov, the notoriously anti- Semitic journalist from 
Vuchetich’s circle, penned the novel Plant Louse (Tlia). In it he described 
how a handful of Russian “realists” had to fight against a host of experi-
enced art critics, all of them Jews, who sympathized with abstract art. The 
main authority in the eyes of these Jews was a character called Lev Barse-
lonsky, obviously modeled on Ehrenburg. After Khrushchev’s crackdown 
on the artists in December 1962, Plant Louse was published in one hundred 
thousand copies, which immediately sold out. Shevtsov received hundreds 
of letters of support. Plant Louse was the first anti- Jewish, anti- intelligentsia, 
xenophobic novel in the history of Soviet literature.51

 Many in the bureaucracy shared the anti- Semitism of the rightists, but 
their crude expressions were embarrassing, and their unsanctioned activ-
ism violated party rules. The Kremlin reacted negatively to Shevtsov’s tract, 
especially after Western European communist parties, notably in France 
and Italy, protested to Moscow that such publications damaged their ties to 
intellectuals and hurt them politically. Shevtsov’s nefarious novel quickly 
became a source of parodies and bitter jokes among the Moscow intellectu-
als and artists.
 A great many of the older Russian intellectuals brought up in the pre-
revolutionary liberal milieu were scandalized by Shevtsov’s anti- Semitic 
tract. One of them, the academician Dmitry Likhachev, a senior scholar 
at the Institute of Russian Literature in Leningrad, began to achieve public 
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prominence in the early 1960s as the leading expert on ancient Russian 
 literature and the defender of the Russian cultural patrimony, including 
the cathedrals and churches scheduled for destruction. Likhachev’s idea of 
Russian patriotism stood in sharp opposition to xenophobic anti- Semitism. 
He believed that Russia had always been part of European culture, through 
ancient Greece, Rome, and the Byzantine Empire. Much like the intellectu-
als expelled in 1922, he dreamed of blending the best European cultural 
traditions with Russian “spirituality,” into some kind of tolerant and mod-
ern social Christianity. During the Thaw Likhachev and other Russian 
Slavists joined the international network of Slavic studies and corresponded 
with numerous Western scholars. These Slavists brought up a new genera-
tion of scholars, passionate patriots devoted to prerevolutionary Russia, 
who rejected xenophobic and anti- Semitic mythology.52

 Yet there were not enough mentors of Likhachev’s type. Instead of evolv-
ing in the direction in which Russian national thinkers of 1922, as well 
as Likhachev, had pointed, a number of the postwar intellectuals chose the 
chauvinist, anti- Semitic type of Russian nationalism. This group of Russian 
nationalists were far more educated and sophisticated than Shevtsov. They 
were also different from their Sta linist predecessors and the émigrés. Above 
all, they belonged to the same generation and sometimes same milieu as 
their future antagonists on the left. These nationalists were war veterans 
and postwar graduates of Moscow and Leningrad universities who joined 
the fresh cohorts of professionals—among them scientists, engineers, writ-
ers, and journalists.53 When they discovered that many places in the profes-
sions were occupied by Jews, these Russians reacted by resorting to an anti-
 Semitism of con ve nience.54 The new generation of Russian patriots had 
numerous sponsors and followers within the party, the KGB, the Komso-
mol, and other branches of the Soviet bureaucracy. Those people chal-
lenged the right of the cultural “leftists” of the early 1960s to call themselves 
an intelligentsia. The result was a contest for predominance in the private 
and semipublic cultural sphere in Russia, no  longer completely controlled 
by the state.55

 In the memoirs and assessments of their opponents on the left, the Rus-
sian patriots were often treated as oddballs or apostates with inadequate 
education and Russian peasant roots. Otherwise, how was it possible to ex-
plain why somebody like Vladimir Soloukhin, who was not a cynical ca-
reerist and who possessed some literary talent, was not on their side?56 In 
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fact, the youn ger Russian patriots had different social and cultural roots. 
Many of them had not grown up surrounded by the culture and myths of 
St. Petersburg’s and Moscow’s intelligentsia. Born rather in villages and 
provincial towns around Russia, they felt marginal among the urbanites 
and began to develop their own networks. And they gravitated toward dif-
ferent cultural and ideological landmarks. They did not belong to the stili-
agi, nor did they worship American jazz or dream American dreams. Trips 
abroad and the parting of the Iron Curtain made a strong impression on 
them but also accentuated their sense of marginalization, resentment, and 
alienation from the West.
 During the Thaw some of the youn ger Russian patriots began to publish 
their first novels and poems in the spirit of “sincerity in literature.” The 
most articulate ideologues of Russian nationalism came from the cohort of 
Moscow and Leningrad university students that had been politically awak-
ened by Khrushchev’s secret speech, Dudintsev’s novel, and other shocks 
of 1956. Yet gradually they came around to a different cultural and ideo-
logical platform. They felt attracted to Russian philosophers and writers, 
rather than to Hemingway, Remarque, or translated Western novels. Many 
of them admired the poetry of Boris Pasternak, but Pasternak’s spiritual 
hero from the sophisticated cosmopolitan milieu remained alien to them. 
They also looked for scapegoats who could be made responsible for Russia’s 
tragic past. When they read Russian classical literature, they considered 
their most in flu en tial author Fyodor Dostoevsky and valued especially his 
long- suppressed work The Writer’s Diary, in which he lashed out at Jews 
and other enemies of Russian Orthodoxy. Another in flu en tial book would 
be Ivan Bunin’s Accursed Days, in which the embittered writer, a future No-
bel Prize winner, castigated Jews for the Red Terror and the destruction of 
the Russian nation.57

 Russian Orthodoxy began to attract many Russian patriots, even though 
most of them had been educated as atheists and become members of the 
party. Silhouettes of ancient Russian cloisters and churches that had sur-
vived destruction under Sta lin and Khrushchev, old cemeteries, the liturgy, 
and church music touched them. Mikhail Lobanov, a Moscow university 
graduate from a large peasant family in southeastern Russia and a future 
ideologue of xenophobic Russian nationalism, recalled that he first went to 
churches out of curiosity. Gradually, he realized that Russian Orthodoxy 
was a core part of his identity. At the end of 1962 he had a “born again” 
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epiphany and came to the Christian faith.58 Khrushchev’s campaign of mili-
tant atheism and the new wave of destruction of Russian churches angered 
and alienated such Russian patriots.
 For nationalist- minded Russian intellectuals and artists, trips to the Rus-
sian countryside, rather than trips to the West, often became the starting 
point in the search for identity. Sta lin’s repression of the peasantry had re-
sulted in a striking segregation, almost a form of apartheid, between urban 
and rural life. Children of peasants who moved to Moscow and Leningrad 
tried at first to burn their bridges and repress their origins. A rural accent 
and country manners evoked contempt among the sophisticated urban-
ites.59 These attitudes, however, began to change during the 1950s and early 
1960s. New city dwellers began to acknowledge their peasant roots and 
suddenly felt pangs of guilt at the sight of village misery and degradation.
 A star of the new crop of Russian nationalists in the early 1960s was the 
young artist Ilya Glazunov. He had grown up in Leningrad in a family with 
roots in the Baltic nobility and the class of wealthy merchants. In contrast 
to many young intellectuals, who read Marx and Lenin, Glazunov passion-
ately hated the Soviet regime and Marxism- Leninism. He was one of the 
first among educated young Russians to meet and talk with the returned 
émigrés Kazem- Bek and Shulgin. His wife Nina Vinogradova, a relative of 
the famous art critic Alexander Benois, was an equally passionate Russian 
nationalist. The couple traveled to the Russian countryside and ancient 
Russian cities (at that time in neglect and disrepair), collected and restored 
old icons (thus saving them from destruction), and propagated Russian re-
ligious art. At the time of the state atheistic campaign and the fascination of 
many young intellectuals with Western avant- garde art this behavior was a 
striking form of dissent. Glazunov’s artistic talent was quite modest, but he 
excelled at networking and became a tireless self- promoter. In 1957, when 
he was still a student at the Art Institute in Leningrad, he had already ar-
ranged an exhibition for himself in Moscow. Soon Ilya and Nina moved to 
the Soviet cap ital and made many in flu en tial friends there.60 Thanks to his 
friends in the Komsomol and the party, who found Glazunov’s paintings 
consonant with their cultural and ethnic roots, the artist made connections 
with Western communists. The latter also liked his paintings à la russe. In 
1961 Mikhail Gorbachev and his wife Raisa, with Komsomol delegates and 
a group of Italian communists, came to Glazunov’s apartment to view his 
works. They became admirers of the artist.61

 Invited to the party’s forum on the future of Soviet arts and literature, 
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Glazunov took advantage on December 26, 1962, of Khrushchev’s attack on 
abstract artists to address the party leadership and the cultural establish-
ment with a program for the restoration of Russian pride and Russia’s cul-
tural heritage. He said that Soviet youth was tired of didacticism and hack-
neyed, syrupy socialist realism, and as a consequence they were searching 
for something new outside Russia. The core problem was that young Rus-
sians were “separated from their roots.” In Glazunov’s opinion, the only an-
tidote to the spread of Western cosmopolitan in flu ences and nihilism was 
the revival of national Russian culture. After articulating his entire agenda 
for the restoration of Russian historical monuments and churches, Gla-
zunov concluded with the appeal—and this was the most important part—
to rebuild the colossal cathedral of Christ the Savior in downtown Moscow. 
The cathedral had been demolished in 1934, in accordance with Sta lin’s 
plans for the reconstruction of Moscow, but the Russian patriots blamed 
the demolition on Jewish in flu ences within the Kremlin leadership. Gla-
zunov’s words were drowned out by applause from the audience. The pro-
posal to restore an important cathedral in Moscow was extremely bold, for 
he made it in the wake of Khrushchev’s atheistic campaign and the destruc-
tion of hundreds of churches.62

 For the party ideological authorities Glazunov’s art appeared to be a 
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healthy antidote to underground abstract art. In early 1963, at the of fi cial 
invitation of the Italian Communist Party, Glazunov took his works to Italy. 
There, he began to criticize modernism and advocated the “restoration of 
Russian art” based on “national values.” While in Italy, he or ga nized (with-
out asking permission of Soviet authorities) an exhibition of his works. It 
became a sensation. Glazunov became an international star, permitted, like 
Yevtushenko, to travel abroad and par tic i pate in Soviet public diplomacy.
 Glazunov’s public stand in favor of restoration of Russian churches re-
flected the demands of the growing movement among Moscow artists and 
intellectuals to protect the historic downtown from Khrushchev’s modern-
ization plans. At that time the Arbat district was targeted by the Moscow 
authorities for demolition, with the aim of creating a broad avenue from 
the Kremlin to the government country houses. The impending disappear-
ance of the historic area, considered by many educated Muscovites to be 
their “small motherland,” galvanized people to protest and petition the gov-
ernment.63 Simultaneously, hundreds of Russian painters, architects, acade-
micians, and historians of art and ancient history began to protest the bar-
baric destruction of Russian churches and cathedrals by zealous party 
of fi cials in the course of Khrushchev’s atheistic campaign. The protesters 
sent petitions to the authorities, demanding that they “stop the criminal 
nihilism toward our cultural heritage,” and noted that vandalism of Russian 
historical objects contrasted with the preservation of similar objects in 
Georgia and other non- Russian republics. One of the petitions concluded, 
“The construction of religious buildings was the only way our ancestors 
had to memorialize their labors and heroes. And we must not be ‘Ivans 
who forget their kin,’ but rather, as respectful children and zealous owners, 
use these monuments for our patriotic and aesthetic education.”64

 Glazunov became one of the public leaders of this movement. Few at that 
time were familiar with his ideological views. Vladimir Soloukhin in his 
fictionalized autobiography, published in the West in the 1980s, wrote that 
his conversations with Ilya Glazunov and his wife Nina had transformed 
his views. In the late 1950s Soloukhin had remained a Soviet patriot and 
believed Khrushchev’s rhetoric about a “return to true Leninism.” Glazunov 
“opened his eyes” to the amazing wealth and potential of imperial Russia, 
allegedly aborted by the Revolution. He also brought him around to the 
idea that monarchy was the only “organic” and natural form of government 
for Russia, by contrast with Western- style democracy or socialism. “We 
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were brainwashed from childhood on,” recalled Soloukhin, to think “that 
Russia had been the most backward and pitiful state in the world, the poor-
est and most ignorant one. Yet from various readings, clippings, and books 
that [Glazunov] pressed into my hands, I began to perceive that it had been 
a powerful, technically advanced, cultured, and flour ishing country.” So-
loukhin began to wonder, Why had it become necessary to destroy such a 
country and its peasantry? And who had done it? Among his friends and 
trusted students, Glazunov tirelessly denounced Lenin, Trotsky, and the 
Bolshevik Revolution. One of his students wrote in his diary in August 
1963, “I do not know any other person besides Ilya Glazunov who speaks 
in such a way about Lenin and his ‘gang’ causing innumerable woes to Rus-
sia. Bronstein- Trotsky, Sverdlov, Sta lin, and the currently ruling Nikita 
Khrushchev—all of them are in Glazunov’s profound conviction servants 
of the devil.”65

 Indeed, the Russian patriots ended up detesting Khrushchev as much as 
their enemies on the left flank of the nascent intelligentsia did. The nation-
alists scorned the party bureaucracy’s attempts to bring the opposing sides 
of the cultural elites together. The party secretariat, in turn, was quick to 
let the overzealous “patriots” know that they should march to its tune, not 
the other way around.66 The importance of preserving good relations with 
Western communists overruled the temptation to crush the cultural under-
ground and “Zionist tendencies” in the intelligentsia. The publication of 
anti- Semitic literature was forbidden, in order to offset allegations of anti- 
Semitism in the USSR.67 Gradually, the Russian patriots concluded that the 
Soviet regime was encouraging Zionist elements in their struggle against 
the “true” Russian intelligentsia. The Russian nationalists believed, how-
ever, that the future would bring them more victories. In addition to legal-
izing the movement for the preservation of historical monuments in Rus-
sia, they took over the editorial board of the literary journal Molodaia 
Gvardia (Young Guard), where in the next several years they would prepare 
their ideological attack against the party’s cultural policies and against the 
“cosmopolitan” tendencies in literature, the arts, and social life.68

The Intelligentsia United?
The emerging split between the philo- Semitic left and the anti- Semitic right 
still appeared to many educated men and  women in the post- Sta lin genera-
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tion a vestige of the past, rather than a harbinger of the future. These people 
rejected xenophobia and wanted cultural freedoms but still felt a moral 
commitment to the Soviet communist proj ect. Even those who experienced 
increasing alienation from the of fi cial ideology and rhetoric were still re-
luctant to take a decisive leap, whether toward liberal democracy on the left 
or toward neo- Nazism or blatant chauvinism on the right. The vast major-
ity of Zhivago’s children still clung to their Soviet identity.
 This ambivalent state of mind gave rise to perhaps the greatest cultural 
undertaking of the Soviet sixties: an attempt to reassert the ethos of the 
prerevolutionary intelligentsia in the realm of literature. Tvardovsky’s Novy 
Mir was at the forefront of this effort. The motto of the journal was simple: 
“We publish only high- quality literature,” yet the simplicity was deceptive. 
In fact, Tvardovsky and the circle of writers, poets, and critics that emerged 
around Novy Mir challenged the regime’s monopoly on de fin ing what was 
true literature and what was trash. This stance did not require any danger-
ous political confrontation with the authorities, and yet it reaf firmed the 
intelligentsia’s moral authority and its special mission to enlighten and 
guide the Russian reading public.69 Equally important, given the vital role 
of the Jewish Question and Russian nationalism, was that Novy Mir offered 
a cultural and moral common ground for those writers and other intellec-
tuals who represented divergent ideas and narratives.
 From a distance of many years, it is apparent that Tvardovsky’s Novy Mir 
did not intend to discard the Soviet identity. Rather, the journal and its nu-
merous followers hoped to save this identity by fill ing it with non- Bolshevik 
and anti- Sta linist values, above all the “democratic and humanist” tradi-
tions of socialist and left- liberal intelligentsia of the previous century.70 One 
of the key elements in this attempt was the profound conviction that only a 
sincere and “truthful” exploration of the Sta linist era could provide the ba-
sis for the future existence of Soviet internationalist and humanist society. 
Tvardovsky gradually came to a firm conclusion: the ill- educated bureau-
cracy needed the intelligentsia as a mediator between the state and the peo-
ple. Only true artists and writers could help to prepare the moral and spiri-
tual ground for communism.
 Tvardovsky’s background as a Russian muzhik and the personal wounds 
in flicted by the tragedy of collectivization seemed to make him a natural 
ally of the Russian patriots. He felt that the world of the Russian country-
side had been more vibrant, spiritual, and rich with remarkable human 
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characters than the world of his young urban contemporaries was. He real-
ized that collectivization had obliterated that world forever, and this real-
ization distressed him.71 Tvardovsky did not share the fascination of many 
young people in the left- wing cultural vanguard with Europe and the 
United States. He did not speak any foreign languages and whenever he 
had to join of fi cial delegations going to the West, he felt alien and lonely 
abroad.
 Initially, Tvardovsky regarded with cold reserve the attempts of Ehren-
burg, Paustovsky, and other intellectuals to place the issue of anti- Semitism 
at the center of the intelligentsia’s agenda. In 1960, on reading the manu-
script by the Russian- Jewish writer Vasily Grossman, Tvardovsky was of 
two minds. Grossman’s novel Life and Fate was about the tragic fate of Jews 
caught between the Nazi and Soviet regimes. Tvardovsky wrote in his diary 
that the novel shook him, and yet he felt “bizarre spiritual resistance” to the 
central message of the novel. For Tvardovsky not the fate of Jews in World 
War II but the tragedy of the Russian Revolution and the destruction of the 
Russia peasantry loomed as the primary focus of his thinking. He did not 
believe that it was possible to find a solution “for all the complications of 
global bloodletting, the clash of socialism and fascism, in the light of this 
special, all- determining problem [of anti- Semitism].”72 In February 1961 
the KGB seized the manuscript of Vasily Grossman’s novel Life and Fate. It 
was a terrible loss for Russian literature, yet not for Tvardovsky, who re-
fused to accept the centrality of the Holocaust theme.73 Tvardovsky realized 
that many on the staff of his journal disagreed with him. In September 1961 
he wrote in his diary, “After all, [they] do not like me too much, although 
they need me as an in flu en tial fig ure. Their sympathies are with Pasternak, 
Grossman, etc.”74 Tvardovsky’s sympathies were with Solzhenitsyn, and the 
two men shared instinctive mistrust of cosmopolitan intellectuals, indiffer-
ent to the fate of traditional Russian culture and the peasantry.75

 Nevertheless, it was Tvardovsky who turned Novy Mir into a cultural 
space where radically different, potentially con flicting narratives coexisted, 
instead of encouraging mutually hostile camps. The semifascist ideas of the 
Russian patriots, with their virulent anti- Semitism, repelled Tvardovsky. By 
contrast with Solzhenitsyn, he was rather indifferent to the Orthodox faith. 
And he disliked Dostoevsky’s Writer’s Diary and Ivan Bunin’s anti- Semitic 
and anti- Bolshevik vituperations.76 Tvardovsky firmly believed in focusing 
on high- quality literature, no matter who wrote it and what the ideology 
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behind it was. During the 1960s the journal published Ehrenburg’s mem-
oirs and the works of Aksyonov and other stars from the leftist camp dur-
ing the Thaw. At the same time Novy Mir published the Russian “village 
writers” Fyodor Abramov, Alexander Yashin, Vasily Shukshin, Viktor Asta-
fiev, and Boris Mozhaev. These writers were horrified by Khrushchev’s 
 agricultural policies, which had killed the traditional Russian peasant spirit. 
In 1963 Abramov published in Novy Mir a bold critique of Khrushchev’s 
policies and urged the authorities to provide peasants with equal rights, 
such as freedom to travel around the country. Abramov showed that the 
regime of apartheid had led peasants to abandon the countryside and mi-
grate to the cities or descend into alcoholism. Alexander Yashin, the hero of 
the early literary Thaw, published a story about a peasant wedding. It por-
trayed the peasantry as second- class citizens, denied a good education, 
 addicted to drink, mired in poverty, and completely at the mercy of local 
authorities, who exploited the peasants’ labor. Yashin moved beyond the 
1950s criticism of the Sta linist bureaucracy to question the promises and 
performance of the Soviet regime from Sta lin to Khrushchev. Chernichenko 
and other “honest” journalists of the sixties, who had observed the mis-
takes made in the Virgin Lands, contributed similar critical publications to 
Novy Mir.77

 In the absence of Novy Mir, one can hardly imagine these authors con-
versing with jazz- loving imitators of Hemingway in Moscow. Some of the 
writers might otherwise have joined ranks with anti- Semitic Russian na-
tionalists (indeed, Viktor Astafiev would do so later). The journal’s human-
istic umbrella allowed for coexistence of separate narratives of tragedy and 
resentment, one related to the Jews, another to the Russians. One of the lit-
erary critics writing for Novy Mir attended the celebration for the anniver-
sary journal and later remarked that he had never seen so many talented 
people representing such a va ri ety of experience, views, and ideological 
orientations in one room. “It was bizarre to see them at one table.”78

 Eventually, Tvardovsky succeeded, because he amended Ehrenburg’s 
concept of the Russian intelligentsia. Novy Mir’s audience was a multiethnic 
community steeped in the common love of Russian language and culture, 
with various ethnic and racial biases, yet not fixated on them. The mission 
of the journal was to disclose the truth about Sta linist crimes against Rus-
sians and non- Russians, intellectuals and peasants. And the journal paid 
a price for its success. Novy Mir, as a towering literary and moral author-
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ity among the reading public, became the favorite target of Sta linists and 
xenophobic Russian patriots, with jus tifi ca tion. The editors of the journals 
Oktiabr (October) and Ogonyok (Little Light), Kochetov and Sofronov, 
tried hard to attract village writers and even Solzhenitsyn to their side, 
by appealing to their “Russian instincts” and estrangement from the left- 
wing cultural agenda. Yet only Novy Mir could offer a writer a genuine pub-
lic recognition and an aura of moral authority and cultural in de pen dence.79 
In his public attack on Novy Mir in March 1963 the Komsomol secretary 
Sergei Pavlov spe cifi cally criticized works by Ehrenburg, Solzhenitsyn, 
Aksyonov, Voinovich, Nekrasov, and Yashin.80 Khrushchev, although he 
liked Tvardovsky and had authorized the publication of his anti- Sta lin 
poem, could not consistently sponsor the journal. In the spring of 1964, at-
tacks against Novy Mir rose to new heights. Tvardovsky suffered a painful 
defeat when his favorite writer, Solzhenitsyn, lost the competition for the 
Lenin Prize for literature in 1964. Khrushchev, whose domestic position 
was weakening daily, decided not to throw his weight behind Solzhenitsyn’s 
candidacy.81

 The attacks from the right and from the bureaucracy drove Novy Mir to 
seek support among its audience. The readership of the journal in the mid- 
1960s amounted to at least three to five million, an extraordinary fig ure for 
a highbrow literary journal. Even with the cap on its circulation placed at 
1.2 million copies, the journal was very hard to obtain. The authorities lim-
ited subscriptions for ideological reasons; people signed up in public librar-
ies weeks, sometimes months, in advance to read the latest issue. Novy Mir 
became a kind of membership card. Alexeyeva recalls that “the light blue 
cover of Novy Mir sticking out of a coat pocket became a cultural marker of 
the liberal intellectual.” Two strangers reading Novy Mir on a bus no  longer 
regarded each other as strangers. “If you talked for a few minutes, you dis-
covered that you had mutual friends.”82 Vera Novoselova, a high school 
teacher, wrote in May 1964 after reading a new issue of Novy Mir, “What 
have these scoundrels [Soviet bureaucrats and grassroots Sta linists] done to 
the country! How they have defiled our humanity and soul!”83 The volume 
of the letters that readers sent to Novy Mir was tremendous. They shared 
the most intimate and terrible stories from their past, as if they were con-
fessions. The journal became the place where all the dreams and myths of 
glasnost as an honest public discussion, of the intelligentsia as a civic- 
minded community, seemed to materialize.84
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 The most passionate supporters of Novy Mir, however, were the followers 
of the left- leaning cultural vanguard in Moscow and Leningrad, the scien-
tists and technical- engineering groups who had rediscovered the ethos of 
the intelligentsia in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The journal’s most tal-
ented critics, Vladimir Lakshin, Igor Vinogradov, and later Yuri Burtin, be-
came the darlings of these readers. Every meeting between readers and the 
journal team was a memorable event. At conferences of the editorial team 
with readers in Novosibirsk and nearby Akademgorodok, the scientists 
from the Siberian branch of the Academy of Sciences demonstrated their 
loyalty and public support for the journal. “Furiously engaged audience,” 
wrote Tvardovsky in his private journal.85 At a meeting with readers in Len-
ingrad on March 4, 1964, the audience, according to witnesses, expressed 
unanimous adoration of Tvardovsky, Solzhenitsyn, and the journal. This 
audience met any hint of criticism of the journal with hisses and boos.86

 The willingness of Novy Mir to explore the Sta linist past, including anti- 
Semitism, tapped into an enormous wellspring of public emotion. Tvar-
dovsky rejected the claim that Novy Mir was a journal for a narrow circle of 
left- wing intelligentsia and those obsessed by the Jewish Question.87 Yet 
educated and assimilated Jews made up a sizable segment of the journal’s 
enthusiastic fans and sought their identity and spirituality in Russian cul-
ture. Tvardovsky was aware of this connection, and its political implica-
tions troubled him. He was afraid that they would make the journal more 
vulnerable and erode its support inside the party leadership. His sense of 
impending danger proved jus ti fied. The secret police and party sources re-
ported that at a conference in Akademgorodok a scientist with a “Jewish” 
name had compared Novy Mir to Chernyshevsky’s journal Sovremennik 
(The Contemporary), the flagship publication of the democratic opposi-
tion in Russia after the abolition of serfdom. The audience wildly applauded 
this comparison.88 Well- trained in party politics, Tvardovsky made sure to 
pay a courtesy visit afterward to the first party secretary of the Novosibirsk 
region.89

 The anti- Semitic elements among the party’s ideological and cultural au-
thorities, as well as in the KGB and the Komsomol, never missed a chance 
to present Novy Mir as a “Jewish journal.” At one point the assistant to 
Khrushchev, Lebedev, a staunch supporter of Novy Mir, told Tvardovsky 
that, according to KGB reports, the journal was turning into the leading 
publication of the Jewish intelligentsia and that Vladimir Lakshin, its prin-
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cipal editorialist, was a Jew. Lakshin remembered Tvardovsky suddenly 
asking him, “Are you Russian Orthodox?” It was a bizarre question for one 
member of the atheistic party to ask another party member. Yet Lakshin 
immediately understood its meaning. He responded, “If I were Jewish I 
would not have been ashamed to admit it. Yet, I am a pure- stock Russian.” 
Tvardovsky was clearly embarrassed. He groomed young Lakshin as his 
successor (Lakshin joined the party to qualify for the position).90 The jour-
nal, regardless of Tvardovsky’s personal reservations, promoted a vital point 
in Ehrenburg’s agenda of creating a composite identity in which assimilated 
Jews were accepted as part of the intelligentsia, the community rejecting 
anti- Semitic nationalism.
 Novy Mir’s attempts to find a balance between the advocates of philo-
Semitism and Russian nationalists succeeded in part because many edu-
cated people still perceived the main struggle at the time as that between 
the intelligentsia and its Sta linist enemies. Tvardovsky wrote at the end of 
1963 that contrary to his earlier illusory expectations, the publication of 
Solzhenitsyn’s “truth” had not disarmed the “dark army” of the enemy, but 
instead had primed it for the fight. He concluded that the main enemies of 
truth and sincerity were Sta linists in the party apparatus and among the 
censors. They were more dogmatic than Khrushchev and ignored his in-
structions, while Khrushchev lacked the resolve to get rid of them. “And 
the only thing left is to try to dismantle this wall brick by brick, prying 
them loose one after another.”91 Tvardovsky would remark broodingly in 
August 1965, after Khrushchev’s fall, that the bureaucracy in the Soviet 
 Union was not just a phenomenon, a force opposed by other forces; it was 
the essence “of our life, of our system.”92

 Novy Mir was not the only focus of educated people in Russia, assimi-
lated Jews among them. At this time they also developed a growing fascina-
tion with Russian icons, church bells ringing, and the spiritual beauty of 
pre- Petrine culture and art. The turning point was 1965–66. In July 1965 
the preservation enthusiasts obtained political authorization to create the 
All- Russian Voluntary Society for the Protection of Monuments of History 
and Culture (VOOPIK, in its Russian acronym). Soon it numbered seven 
million members, mostly from educated strata. In 1966 Vladimir Soloukhin 
published an essay, “From the Russian Museum,” promoting Russian reli-
gious art, which had been destroyed or neglected during the previous de-
cades. He lovingly described the pro cess of restoring an icon blackened by 
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time and neglect. In the same year Andrei Tarkovsky fin ished his film An-
drei Rublev. This grandiose philosophical panorama of medieval Russia 
placed the role of Christianity squarely at the center of Russian history and 
Russian fate.93

 Even some of Zhivago’s children on the left began to discover Russian 
Orthodox culture. Starting in the mid- 1960s, Muscovite Jews combined 
their veneration of Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Novy Mir with a keen inter-
est in Holy Russia and its Orthodox tradition. Although many Moscow in-
tellectuals still clung to their communist idealism and continued to read 
Marx and Lenin, a few others began to feel a strange longing for spiritual 
values they could not find in the tomes of the materialistic, atheistic revolu-
tionaries. Some urban intellectuals, admirers of Solzhenitsyn, shared his 
nostalgia for the vanished Russia. One journalist later recalled the motives 
behind his nostalgic spirituality:

How did it happen that I, born in Moscow and loving this city, who became 
interested in Sartre and Anouilh, Kafka and Salvador Dalí, suddenly began to 
feel such a pull toward simple village people? I felt that literature, art, culture, 
all that I valued and accumulated, was not suf fi cient. I was looking for a spirit 
coming from the depths of history and from peasant life. It seemed that this 
spirit still lived there, in the peasants’ midst, in the primeval origins of their 
morals and ethics. Villages are older than cities; the nation is born there, on 
the ancestral lands.94

 A number of assimilated Jews, to their own amazement, discovered that 
they shared a fascination with Russian icons and churches with their anti- 
Semitic antagonists. One of them, Mikhail Agursky, even traveled to the 
Russian North to “search for his roots,” as he put it.95 This search led Agur-
sky to undergo baptism and embrace Orthodox Christianity. The man who 
helped him to come to Russian Orthodoxy was Father Alexander Men, a 
remarkable spiritual fig ure. He was ordained as a priest in the midst of 
Khrushchev’s antireligious campaign.96 By 1966 his parish in the vicinity of 
Moscow had become a place of pilgrimage for the newly baptized Moscow 
intelligentsia, Jews and non- Jews alike. They found Men’s blend of intellec-
tualism and spiritualism captivating. In contrast to many other Orthodox 
priests, Men deemphasized the narrow ethnic Russian nature of the church 
and removed all anti- Semitic overtones from the liturgy. In contrast to the 
xenophobic message of the Russian Orthodox hierarchy, formulated during 
Sta linism in adaptation to of fi cial cold war policies, Men’s preaching showed 
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an openness to Western Catholicism, as well as to the spiritual experience 
of other great religions. In other words, Men played the same ecumenical, 
humanistic role in the church as Tvardovsky did in the sphere of literature. 
Among Men’s spiritual children were Nadezhda Mandelstam, widow of the 
famous poet, and the popular bard Alexander Galich, along with members 
of the  Union of Soviet Writers, the Soviet Filmmakers’  Union, academic 
institutes, and agencies of pro pa gan da and education. Years later, the Rus-
sian medievalist Sergei Averintsev, another remarkable spiritual fig ure of 
this generation, remembered Father Men as “the man sent from God to be 
a missionary for the wild tribe of the Soviet intelligentsia.”97

 The phenomenon of the “Men church” was an important sign of growing 
cultural diversity and intellectual uncertainty. As in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, when Boris Pasternak and his generation grew 
up, in the 1960s the limitations of materialistic socialism and Western cul-
tural in flu ences caused some intellectuals and artists to seek new outlets 
and communities, in addition to “contemporary” theater, cinema, and art 
and their favorite literary journal. The conversion of Zhivago’s children to 
Christianity was not a mass phenomenon. Some of them would later change 
their views and religious orientation and emigrate to Israel, Western Eu-
rope, or the United States—among them Mikhail Agursky, who would go 
so far as to expunge his episode of Christianity from his memoirs published 
in Israel.98

 The search for the intelligentsia’s roots and meaning could not avoid 
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the issue of national- ethnic identities and languages. Tvardovsky’s unifying 
agenda could stave off fragmentation into nationalities, but only for a time: 
the solidarity among members of the intelligentsia on the cultural front 
against the excesses of Sta linism was by its nature impermanent and subject 
to erosion. Even some of the people around Tvardovsky and other followers 
of the journal began to criticize Novy Mir’s platform of uni fi ca tion. Alexan-
der Solzhenitsyn, privately at first, accused the journal staff, and Lakshin 
in particular, of associating with cosmopolitan and philo- Semitic groups 
in the intelligentsia. The author of One Day rejected both Soviet and 
democratic- humanist components of the journal’s agenda. His position was 
increasingly based on his Orthodox faith and conservative- religious think-
ing borrowed from prerevolutionary Russian sources. He also began to 
think about the Jewish Question, and not as a problem of anti- Semitism. 
Borrowing arguments from Shulgin and other anticommunist Russian na-
tionalists, Solzhenitsyn came to the conclusion that the radical, secular, so-
cialist groups among the assimilated Jewry had been guilty in siding with 
the Bolsheviks and destroying the old Russia. Solzhenitsyn despised the 
leftist intelligentsia around Novy Mir as a group that had lent legitimacy to 
collectivization and the horrors of the Bolshevik regime, even while de-
nouncing Sta linism. He also believed that the exclusive focus on anti- 
Semitism under Sta lin masked the unwillingness of the descendants of the 
Jewish Bolsheviks to own up to the responsibility of “their people” for com-
munist crimes.99

 In 1963 Novy Mir published Solzhenitsyn’s short story “Matriona’s House,” 
in which the author presented the lifestyle of a vanishing Russian peas-
antry as an ethos to be emulated by the entire country. He emphasized the 
deep religiosity of a peasant woman, the heroine of the story, and described 
her as “a righ teous person” (pravednik). As one later reviewer pointed out, 
Solzhenitsyn was groping “for his psychological and spiritual roots, for the 
manner of how best to live in conformity with his nature as a Russian. He 
believes that this pro cess requires leaping backwards over the disjuncture 
of Sta lin’s regime and of the whole Soviet experiment. It involves digging 
below the surface of Soviet culture to the base soil of the ancient Russian 
culture, and below that, to the ideal of that culture.” For Solzhenitsyn it was 
not the cosmopolitan urban intelligentsia but rather the “righ teous people” 
of the Russian peasantry who represented the only hope for salvation of 
the land.100
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 These views of Solzhenitsyn still could not be published, and therefore 
remained unknown to his readers. They still thought of him only as the 
author of One Day, fearlessly speaking out about Sta linist crimes. Solzhe-
nitsyn’s struggle from 1965 to 1967 against the of fi cial literary establish-
ment evoked growing admiration from disillusioned intellectual and cul-
tural fig ures, especially those of Jewish origin. It is a sad irony that, at a time 
when Russian- Jewish intellectuals lionized Solzhenitsyn as a hero of the 
new intelligentsia, the writer had privately  adopted views close to the anti- 
Semitism of the so- called Russian patriots.
 At the same time, a few left- wing admirers of Novy Mir, among them many 
assimilated Jews, began to move beyond the journal’s unifying agenda. Al-
though a few Russian- Jewish intellectuals converted to Orthodoxy, others 
felt they could not escape the emotional, psychological challenge of being 
Jews in a society where pogroms had taken place many times in the past 
and might still happen in the future. Zionism, although it was banned in 
the Soviet  Union, was a continual temptation and an alternative path to 
take.101 Pro- Zionist sympathies exploded among educated groups in Mos-
cow and other major Soviet cities in June 1967, after Israel’s triumph over 
the Arab armies in the Six- Day War.102 Assimilated Jews in Moscow and 
Leningrad experienced an unfamiliar and exhilarating feeling. Their Jew-
ishness was no  longer iden ti fied only with victimhood (and in the anti- 
Semitic interpretation, with cowardice or lack of military prowess). Numer-
ous writers and literary critics with Jewish ancestors felt with new intensity 
the dual loyalty to Russian culture and to the Jewish heritage now repre-
sented by the Israeli nation.103 In November 1967, according to a KGB re-
port, thousands of “people of Jewish nationality” gathered at the Moscow 
synagogue for a Simchat Torah celebration. Among them were students 
from Moscow State University, the Auto and Road Institute, the Institute of 
Transportation Engineers, and several other colleges. The KGB analysts at-
tri buted this event to the success of Zionist pro pa gan da “against assimila-
tion, for the purity of Jewry.” Some hotheads, according to the report, had 
praised the Israeli military leader Moshe Dayan and shouted, “We want to 
go to Israel with submachine guns! Long live Jewish students! Long live the 
Jews!” One scientist asked a small circle of Jewish youth, “What would the 
Soviet  Union have done without us, how great would have been the loss 
to Soviet science, technology, and culture?” The KGB reported on the 
“analogous facts of nationalist and chauvinist manifestations in Leningrad 
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during this celebration.” Many students who celebrated Simchat Torah were 
quickly expelled from their universities on the grounds of having par tic i-
pated in a Zionist rally.104

 The nascent Jewish pride among a considerable number of Moscow in-
tellectuals not only raised Jewish morale, but also generated fears. On July 
25, 1965, the poet David Samoilov confided them to his diary. He still wor-
shipped the Russian Revolution and believed in Novy Mir’s message and 
the Russian intelligentsia, but he also was increasingly alarmed by Russian 
nationalism. In his opinion, anti- Semitism and the appeal to the Black 
Hundreds were no aberration; they were only a foretaste of what was to 
come. Looking back to that time in his memoirs, Samoilov admitted that he 
was afraid of the masses of Russian migrants who were flocking to major 
cities from the Russian countryside.105 In 1967 the philosopher Grigory Po-
merants, a staunch proponent of Jewish assimilation, compared the Israeli 
victory on the Sinai Peninsula to “the Greek victory at Marathon.” At the 
same time, he viewed the activities of Glazunov and other Russian patriots 
to “save and restore the ancient Russian culture” as a thinly veiled threat: 
“The Russian people can be aroused easily to massacre the Jews.” The sur-
mise of the Soviet authorities, he wrote, ran like this: “The uproar about 
holy Russia won’t hurt, but will fit in rather nicely; at present it is the red- 
bilberry jam which garnishes the military- patriotic chicken, and perhaps 
later it will be something else: the unof fi cial reconnoitering for an ordi-
nary of fi cial pogrom.”106 Fear of “Russian fascism” would continue to spread 
among the philo- Semitic intelligentsia. A few years later this fear, among 
other motives and issues, would lead many assimilated Jews, passionate 
fans of Russian literature and members of the intelligentsia, to begin to 
think about emigrating from the Soviet  Union.
 A very realistic fear among educated Russian- Jewish strata arose from 
recognition of the growing competition for the best positions in Soviet Rus-
sian cultural, educational, and sci en tific institutions. The sociologist Viktor 
Zaslavsky wrote that this fear was the result of Soviet policies to distribute 
slots in the educated professions according to the national- ethnic represen-
tation. Because of these policies, Jews, no matter how talented they were, 
could no  longer hold a disproportionate number of jobs in the sci en tific 
and cultural elites. As the growing numbers of Russians and other ethnic 
groups began to join the professional classes, Soviet of fi cials afforded them 
preferential treatment over Jews. Not all those of fi cials were ideological 
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anti- Semites.107 Yet the rise in anti- Semitism at the grassroots level and in 
the bureaucracy—propelled by many factors, including the pro pa gan da of 
the Russian patriots—was palpable. As a result, many highly educated So-
viet Jews discovered that their children could not get into universities, post-
graduate studies, or the institutions in academia, art, and science.108

The revived Russian intelligentsia in the sixties, like its prerevolutionary 
European and Russian predecessors almost a century earlier, could not avoid 
a painful rift. World War II and postwar Sta linist anti- Semitism had pro-
vided a powerful boost to distinctly Jewish and Russian identities within 
the con fines of the Soviet communist proj ect. The zigzags of the Soviet 
 regime between the language of class and revolution on one hand and eth-
nonationalism and anti- Semitic campaigns on the other had produced 
cracks in Soviet society that particularly affected the expanding number of 
educated people. The Thaw, with its questioning of ideological certainties 
and traumatizing discoveries about the past, began to produce two con-
flicting narratives of history, tragedy, and martyrdom. On the left the intel-
lectuals and artists, many of them related to the Bolsheviks and communist 
idealists of the previous era, denounced the state- driven anti- Semitism, and 
some of them focused on the suppressed memory of the Holocaust. On the 
opposite end of the spectrum were those who focused on another tragedy, 
collectivization and the destruction of the Russian peasantry and its way 
of life. Primed by prerevolutionary and émigré literature, the second 
group blamed Jewish revolutionaries for the radical socialist experiments 
that had caused this tragedy. These feelings and perceptions began to affect 
the thinking and practices of literary and artistic fig ures from the post -
Stalin generation.
 In a historical and moral sense, there was no equivalency between the 
“right” and the “left.” The former defended the honor and ethos of the Rus-
sian intelligentsia against the semifascist anti- Semitic preachings of the 
“Russian patriots.” It was a great moral tragedy that Russian national feel-
ings that began to be articulated more freely after Sta lin’s death remained 
fatally contaminated by xenophobia and anti- Semitism. It was a shame that 
Russian patriots, in contrast to Pasternak in Doctor Zhivago, refused to see 
the post- 1917 history of Russia as the common tragedy of Russians and 
non- Russians. Instead, they scapegoated Jews. A few fig ures—above all, 
the assimilated Jew Ehrenburg and the Russian Tvardovsky—recognized 
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the corrosive effects of anti- Semitic Russian nationalism. These two de-
voted great efforts to forming a broader identity, in which cosmopolitan 
and socialist elements could co exist with national and patriotic ones. 
 Ehrenburg’s writings pointed to the cosmopolitan, antibourgeois, antina-
tionalist culture of the European left as a model for the future collective 
community. Tvardovsky’s Novy Mir harked back to the traditions of Russia’s 
left- leaning democratic intelligentsia of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, and above all to its rejection of anti- Semitism, its humanistic val-
ues, and its secularism. Both men associated anti- Semitism with the main 
symbolic enemy of their time, Sta linist bureaucracy.
 The efforts to unite the intelligentsia brought temporary success. Yet even 
under Novy Mir’s unifying umbrella, the stand- off continued between de-
fenders of the intelligentsia’s ethos and Russian nationalists. And after the 
last surge of communist illusions ended in 1968, the right and the left within 
the Soviet intelligentsia would begin to gravitate toward ethnic- national 
identities, the product of an imagined past as well as of present- day issues 
and con flicts. The rift produced by the rise of anti- Semitic nationalism and 
its scapegoating of Jews fractured and weakened the sixties intelligentsia as 
a whole. That schism also lessened the chances for the formation of a new 
democratic movement where the ideals of enlightened social responsibil-
ity, moral integrity, and political freedom could find an acceptable “na-
tional” form and acquire a mass following among Russian people. During 
the 1970s this failure would greatly contribute to the isolation, political im-
potence, and eventual demise of the elements of civic consciousness that 
had begun to emerge in Soviet Russia in the 1960s.109
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Between Reform and Dissent 
1965–1968

In September 1965 the KGB arrested the writers Andrei Siniavsky and 
Yuli Daniel and blamed them for publishing “anti- Soviet” works abroad 
under the pseudonyms Abram Tertz and Nikolai Arzhak. The KGB made 
other arrests of intellectuals and young artists as well, as part of the crack-
down by the secret police on the growing role of the private and under-
ground semipublic culture in Soviet society. Unexpectedly, this time the 
trial of Siniavsky and Daniel produced a reaction against the gap between 
the letter of Soviet law and the state’s punitive practices. A new movement 
emerged, largely among the generation of postwar students, now intellectu-
als and artists—the movement for human rights, which would openly and 
publicly challenge the Soviet authorities over the interpretation of constitu-
tional rights.1

 This momentous development occurred almost a year after the party 
 apparatus, together with the military and the KGB, removed Khrushchev 
from power. This action portended a review and a possible revision of the 
Kremlin’s attitude toward Khrushchev’s de- Sta linization. The cohort of 
leaders who came to power in Khrushchev’s wake believed that his spas-
modic attacks on Sta lin had destabilized the Soviet regime, jeopardized So-
viet control over Eastern Europe, and divided the world communist move-
ment. Prominent fig ures linked to the de- Sta linization under Khrushchev, 
including Izvestia’s Alexei Adzhubei, were fired. Tvardovsky and Novy Mir 

The role of intelligentsia, its method of 
thinking and acting, will grow immeasurably 
around the world.

—Andrei Sakharov, 1967
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lost political friends at the top. The new Soviet leader, Leonid Brezhnev, 
secretly admired Sta lin; he had never forgotten the victory parade in 1945, 
when he, along with thousands of other victorious of fi cers and soldiers, 
had marched across Red Square, past Lenin’s Tomb, where Sta lin had 
stood. Two years later Sta lin canceled the celebration of Victory Day. In 
May 1965 Brezhnev addressed the senior military and announced that from 
then on the victory parade would be an annual ceremony. He also men-
tioned the “great ser vices” rendered by Sta lin during the war. The audience 
responded with enthusiastic applause. This applause provided a rude jolt to 
Sta lin’s hundreds of thousands of victims, their children and family mem-
bers, and ev ery one else who had believed that de- Sta linization was irre-
versible. Instead of remembering and repenting for the terrible past, many 
Soviet citizens wanted to repress and forget it, while glorifying the war 
 victory.2

 The creeping “re- Sta linization” attempted by the new regime combined 
with other, quite contradictory trends. At first, the Kremlin leaders, Leonid 
Brezhnev among them, took steps to win popularity among educated 
classes, the most rapidly growing sector of Soviet society. The Politburo 
abolished certain punitive mea sures, at tri buted to Khrushchev, against the 
artistic milieu, such as the campaign against abstract art. Some films that 
had previously been banned appeared on the screen. After October 1964 
Pravda began to publish editorials and articles calling for the reform of So-
viet communism in the spirit of “eternal human values,” and even for “ex-
panding the ethos of the intelligentsia (intelligentnost) among the entire 
Soviet people.”3

 In September 1965, simultaneously with the arrests of intellectuals, the 
Kremlin launched the long- debated economic reforms announced with 
pomp and circumstance at the party plenum. These reforms pledged to give 
Soviet society the improvement in living standards that Khrushchev had 
promised but failed to deliver. The economists who took part in the prepa-
ration of the economic reforms were “part of the sophisticated and enlight-
ened sector of the intelligentsia whose moods and opinions” exerted in flu-
ence on at least some high- level administrators and political of fi cials.4 The 
sociologist Vladimir Shlapentokh remembered that as a result of these re-
forms and the great expectations they evoked, “the of fi cially recognized 
role of the intellectuals” was greater than it had ever been before in Soviet 
history.5 Once again, Moscow and Leningrad intellectuals hoped for greater 
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autonomy, freedom of self- expression, and greater tolerance on the part of 
the regime, and actively entered into public negotiations with the authori-
ties, thus acting as a reformist faction within the party and the state.
 Most Western media and observers at that time focused their attention 
on the resistance to “re- Sta linization,” and especially on a few public hu-
man rights defenders, who were quickly dubbed dissidents. Heroic acts and 
statements by “dissidents” made great news during the Cold War.6 The 
movement for human rights, however, concealed a growing rift between 
the left and right wings of Soviet intellectuals. In fact, Solzhenitsyn and 
Sakharov were antagonists on the Jewish Question and, like others glorified 
in the West as “freedom- fighters,” had no intention of challenging the po-
litical authority of the Communist Party. The majority of intellectuals, in-
cluding the so- called dissidents, still hoped for a reformist evolution of the 
Soviet proj ect and expected to play a major role in that evolution. Virtually 
nobody, on the left or on the right, expected or wanted a “return to cap-
italism” with a free market, private entrepreneurship, and property. Instead, 
they wanted dialogue, not confrontation, with the state bureaucracy and 
the communist regime.

The Birth of Public Dissent
Sporadic arrests for “anti- Soviet activities” had continued throughout 
Khrushchev’s de cade in power, despite the of fi cial de- Sta linization. And af-
ter Khrushchev’s ouster the arrests went on. In 1965 the KGB arrested doz-
ens of people, including a group of young scholars in Leningrad belonging 
to the Bell who were spreading leaflets demanding “true socialism” in the 
USSR, instead of a bureaucratic dictatorship.7 The arrest of Siniavsky and 
Daniel for publishing their books abroad under pseudonyms, however, 
made a difference. Hundreds, even thousands, from Moscow’s educated 
stratum knew these writers. Daniel’s apartment was one of the social hubs 
of the Moscow left- wing intelligentsia. Siniavsky was known for his books 
and essays in Novy Mir and had composed an introduction to the first post-
humous volume of Pasternak’s poetry (it appeared shortly before Siniavsky’s 
arrest). Semichastny, the head of the KGB, planned to use the trial of Sinia-
vsky and Daniel as a warning to those Soviet intellectuals who “had become 
internal émigrés, agents of our ideological enemies.” In fact, the warning 
was intended for Tvardovsky’s Novy Mir and his admirers as well. In Sep-
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tember 1965 the KGB seized the private archive Solzhenitsyn kept at the 
apartments of several of his trusted friends.8

 The arrest of the two writers shocked the intellectuals of Moscow and 
Leningrad. Those who had privately taken “pro gres sive” positions calling 
for reforms and cultural freedom were once again seized by fear, as they 
had been during the attacks on Pasternak and the assaults on abstract art-
ists.9 Yet this time not ev ery one was paralyzed by panic. The young actor 
Vladimir Vysotsky wrote to a friend, “Andrei Donatovich Siniavsky has 
been arrested. During the search in his apartment they [the KGB] seized all 
the tapes with my songs and more serious things—short stories. So far, I 
have not noticed any police shadowing me, and I do not abandon my opti-
mism. Times are different; we are not afraid of anything.”10 Maria Rozanova 
and Larisa Bogoraz, the wives of two arrested poets, were convinced, as 
were their friends, that a return to Sta linism was in the making. Yet for the 
first time fear pushed them toward collective public action, rather than pas-
sive collaborationism. They decided to fight. “We imagined that if we man-
aged to stick together as a group, the scientists and the intelligentsia, then 
perhaps our resistance would stop the inevitable slide back into Sta linism,” 
recalled Nina Voronel, a friend of Daniel.11

 What was to be done? In the early 1960s several friends of Alik Ginzburg 
and Yuli Daniel had come to the conclusion that violent struggle against 
the Soviet regime was not only futile, but morally degrading to those who 
practiced it. The philosopher Grigory Pomerants, coming from that milieu, 
remarked that his friends had developed an aversion to the “revolutionary 
underground.” The calls for vengeance, usually coming from the children 
whose parents had been killed or mutilated by Sta linists, began to bear an 
eerie resemblance to the pronouncements of Sta linists themselves. Thus, 
“there came a cry from the heart: enough blood- letting!”12 This new mood 
had inspired Yuli Daniel’s story “This Is Moscow Speaking!” about the an-
nouncement of a day of open murder.
 The intellectuals who rejected retaliation had been in flu enced by the 
parting of the Iron Curtain and a feeling of affinity with Western humanist 
culture. They were, as Ludmilla Alexeyeva later put it, a “brotherhood” of 
people who “met regularly for evenings of Gershwin at the Conservatory, 
Fellini retrospectives at the House of Film, French impressionist exhibits at 
the Pushkin Museum, and, of course, Bulat Okudzhava concerts.”13 They 
also read and discussed ev ery thing Novy Mir published. Instead of de-
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nouncing “Sta linist bureaucracy,” they designed novel forms of public pro-
test that fell within the bounds of Soviet legality. One was the defense of 
glasnost, or freedom of public speech, as a civil right. On December 3, 1965, 
Grigory Pomerants and the philosopher- historian Vitaly Rubin challenged 
the post- Khrushchev of fi cial silence on Sta lin’s crimes by publicly denounc-
ing Sta linism at the Institute of Philosophy in Moscow. In the face of at-
tempts to gag them, the men repeated Khrushchev’s line that true Leninists 
should not support the cult of personality.14

 An even bolder idea, proposed by the mathematician and logician Alex-
ander Yesenin- Volpin, was to use the constitutional right to rally to advo-
cate for a fair trial for the writers. Volpin was an intellectual and social odd-
ball. A libertarian and an anti- Marxist, he was indifferent to issues such 
as creative freedom and the historical role of the writer in Russian society. 
He was interested instead in the problems of a computerized language and 
logic and their application to the study of Soviet law. Many of Volpin’s 
friends, especially those who remembered the Sta lin era, feared that a rally 
would lead only to a new wave of arrests and terror. One of them told Volpin 
that an individual could not go against history. It was the position that 
many from the old intelligentsia had assumed after the victory of the Bol-
sheviks. Volpin brushed the idea off: “To hell with history! We are talking 
about a legal fact.”15 On December 5, 1965, the of fi cial birthday of the  Soviet 
Constitution, the “brotherhood” of the writers’ supporters and students 
who had learned about the rally from leaflets gathered at the Pushkin statue 
in Moscow. Volpin’s wife remembered that “the wind of liberty was whis-
tling in her ears” and “the feeling of danger and freedom made [her] head 
spin.” There was little fear among the young poets of Moscow’s under-
ground who also joined the rally. They were the veterans of Mayak and 
those belonging to a group called SMOG (the acronym for “daring, thought, 
image, and profundity”).16

 The demonstrators unfurled their banners: “Glasnost in the trial of Sini-
avsky and Daniel,” and “Honor the Soviet Constitution.” The KGB took 
about twenty people into custody but quickly released them.17 And foreign 
correspondents had enough time to take snapshots of the demonstrators. 
The New York Times front page reported “a glasnost meeting” on Pushkin 
Square. Western intellectuals, members of the international writers’ club 
PEN, petitioned for the release of the writers. More information and even-
tually the unof fi cial transcript of the trial reached Western media. The BBC, 
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VOA, Radio Liberty, and other “radio voices” broadcast it to the Soviet au-
dience.18 Acting on the ideas of glasnost and legalism, Alexander Ginzburg, 
the father of samizdat, put together The White Book, an unauthorized com-
pilation of documents about the Siniavsky- Daniel trial.19

 The authorities, taken aback by the unusual form of protest, which con-
formed to the Soviet law, had to make tactical concessions. The trial of Sin-
iavsky and Daniel was opened to the public, and the arrested writers were 
defended by lawyers (Sophia Kallistratova and Dina Kaminskaia, who later 
became important fig ures in the movement for human rights). Neverthe-
less, in February 1966 the writers received prison sentences: seven years for 
Siniavsky and “only” five years for Daniel (in recognition of his war record). 
The harshness of this verdict shocked the Moscow and Leningrad intelli-
gentsia. Tvardovsky wrote in his diary that the sentences evoked “the hor-
rible memory” of Sta linist purges. Quite a few readers of Novy Mir thought 
similarly. But Alexeyeva and her circle of human rights activists celebrated 
the fact that the authorities had to recognize their demands. And the ar-
rested writers did not admit any guilt.20

 Many more people, who had not par tic i pated in the legal protest, joined 
a spontaneous campaign to support the prisoners’ families. The idea of an 
informal “Red Cross” for political prisoners in the Soviet  Union had emerged 
for the first time to help the poet Joseph Brodsky when he was exiled in 
1964. Over the course of 1966, friends and strangers, usually  women, began 
to come to Daniel’s wife Larisa Bogoraz and offer her clothes, food, and 
other donations, as well as information about other people imprisoned for 
political motives. They used the word “society” (obshchestvo, obshchestven-
nost) to refer to themselves, a word from the lexicon of the prerevolution-
ary intelligentsia. “This society,” recalled Siniavsky’s wife Maria Rozanova, 
“was something unprecedented and beautiful. It was anonymous assistance 
from the heart.”21 Later the poet Okudzhava used the term “ union” in a song 
to describe the new social phenomenon. He sang, “Keep holding hands, my 
friends, keep holding hands / Do not allow any break in our ranks.” It was 
also the start of a charity fund to help political prisoners in Soviet camps. 
From that moment on, those who were blacklisted and unemployed, owing 
to their samizdat publications, human rights work, or other unsanctioned 
activities, could live without hunger or fear for their children. Educated and 
socially active  women, postwar university graduates who for the most part 
came from families with a revolutionary pedigree, played a leading role in 
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building the social charity fund along with the rest of the infrastructure for 
the dissident movement.22

 The birth of the human rights movement was a remarkable breakthrough 
in the resurgence of the idea and ethos of the intelligentsia in Russia. It was 
a milestone in the transformation of left- leaning cultural activities into a 
liberal opposition. This was a novel concept for people who had grown up 
in a Soviet society where people would have hesitated to call themselves 
liberals. Initially, they had rejected political violence and revolutionary pol-
itics as a matter of principle, and now they developed novel forms of pro-
test. Most of them were no  longer young. Two of them, Raisa Orlova (Liber-
son) and her husband, Lev Kopelev, linked this breakthrough to a shift in 
consciousness: from the idealization of the “golden age of Bolshevism” and 
praise of “Leninist norms” to the embrace of “universal moral principles.” 
The best people in the human rights movement, Orlova and Kopelev later 
recalled, were motivated by the “spiritual culture” of the nineteenth- century 
Russian intelligentsia, with its “notions of good and evil, of beauty and jus-

Andrei Siniavsky (center) at his birthday party in the late 1950s. In 1965 the KGB 
arrested Siniavsky and Daniel for having their works published in the West. Siniavsky’s 
wife Maria Rozanova (second on the right) and Daniel’s wife Larisa Bogoraz (left) 
or ga nized a campaign to help them. This campaign evolved into the human rights 
movement in Soviet Russia (Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).
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tice.” But they had also been believers in the socialist ideals. It was precisely 
because in their youth they “had believed deeply, sincerely, and purely” that 
in their later years they began to feel the gulf between the ideal and reality 
so painfully.23 Orlova and Kopelev had experienced this transition them-
selves. Orlova had been a passionate and even fanatical Sta linist in her 
youth. And Kopelev had taken part in collectivization and convinced him-
self that its brutality was jus ti fied by revolutionary necessity.
 To add to the complexity of this transition, many members of the human 
rights movement remained party members. The life of Yelena Bonner, who 
would play a great role in the history of the human rights movement, illus-
trates this complexity. Born into the family of a high- placed Bolshevik, she 
grew up believing that her country was “the best in the world, and the world 
needed a world revolution.” Then both her parents were arrested during 
Sta lin’s Great Terror. She later realized that of the twenty- three pupils in her 
school class, eleven had parents who had been arrested. Yelena, despite be-
ing “a child of enemies of the people,” attended a university and joined the 
Komsomol. The war with the Nazis, in which she volunteered as a nurse, 
roused her from dreams of world revolution and introduced her to anti- 
Semitism. She took part in the victory parade on Red Square in June 1945. 
She became a student of medicine and in 1953 was expelled from the Kom-
somol for defending a “cosmopolitan” professor of medicine. During the 
Thaw she combined medicine and journalism; her essays appeared in 
Yunost and Literaturnaia Gazeta. In 1959–60 she worked on a Soviet medi-
cal team for a year in Iraq fight ing smallpox. This first trip abroad allowed 

Yuli Daniel in Soviet labor camp after 1966. The 
“society” of Moscow intelligentsia helped him 
survive there and start a new life after his release 
(Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).
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her, like many of Zhivago’s other children, to compare Soviet society with 
others. Yet she did not lose her ideals completely. In 1961, when Khru-
shchev attacked Sta lin again, she decided to join the party, and did so in 
1964. Her motivation was “to correct the Soviet system.” Two years later, 
she joined the charity network of the human rights movement. At that time 
Bonner still did not see a con flict between her af fili a tions. She had joined 
the party to change it for the better. Other  women in the movement called 
her “ev ery body’s Liusia” for her big heart and unflagging readiness to help.24 
In the years 1965–1967 people like Bonner, Kopelev, and Orlova still ex-
pected that “common sense” would win out in the Soviet bureaucracy and 
the more enlightened and pragmatic party apparatchiks would be forced by 
the logic of historical prog ress to turn to professionally skilled and morally 
honest intellectuals and scientists for advice and assistance.25

 The fledgling movement mobilized the established cultural elites to sign 
collective appeals to the Kremlin leadership to pardon the writers. Eventu-
ally the number of signatories reached a thousand. Sixty- three members 
of the  Union of Soviet Writers, including Ehrenburg, Kopelev, Chukovsky, 
Akhmadulina, Okudzhava, Rassadin, and Samoilov, were among them. 
Neia Zorkaia, a student from VGIK during the stormy years 1956 and 1957 
and by now a film critic, also signed the petition. She felt happy and em-
powered—as if she had grown a pair of wings. Numerous scientists, includ-
ing those who worked on the nuclear proj ect, were in sympathy with the 
movement. Pyotr Kapitsa and Igor Tamm signed the petition to Brezhnev 
warning him that the arrests and a return to Sta linism would have major 
negative consequences for the Soviet  Union, including a split in the intelli-
gentsia.26

 Another petitioner was Andrei Sakharov, the leading designer of Soviet 
thermonuclear weapons. His biographers emphasize ethical motives in his 
transition from secret scientist and designer of the first Soviet thermonu-
clear bombs to human rights activist. Sakharov emblematized a crucial 
connection between the emerging public dissent and the idea of the Rus-
sian intelligentsia. Sakharov’s ancestors on both sides came from this imag-
ined community. On his mother’s side, his relatives had been involved in 
the revolutionary People’s Will. On his paternal side, his grandfather Niko-
lai Sakharov, from a priest’s family, had joined the movement among the 
intelligentsia against cap ital punishment that included the writer Vladimir 
Korolenko and the followers and friends of Lev Tolstoy. The musician 
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 Alexander Goldenweiser, a friend of the Tolstoy family, stood godfather to 
the future designer of the Soviet thermonuclear bomb. By birth Sakharov 
therefore came from the same milieu as Pasternak and his fictional Dr. 
Zhivago.27 Sakharov came to activism because of his profound concern that 
a confrontation between great powers and ideologies could bring the world 
to the brink of thermonuclear catastrophe. In 1966–67 he already believed 
that the intelligentsia on both sides of the Cold War divide, and above all 
scientists, could “help cause the escalation of peace.” In previous years the 
“international campaign of the intelligentsia” to end nuclear tests had been, 
for Sakharov, a demonstration of its real in flu ence. Like most scientists and 
fig ures in the leftist cultural vanguard, he imagined the intelligentsia in 
Marxist terms, as a new social class. He spoke about “the historic responsi-
bility of the American intelligentsia at a critical moment in world history” 
to oppose the preparations for nuclear war. He believed that “the role of the 
intelligentsia, its method of thinking and action, will keep growing all over 
the world. Following the working class, the intelligentsia must realize its 
strength as one of the major pillars of the idea of peaceful coexistence.”28

 At the same time, another powerful form of public dissent, called magne-
tizdat, was gaining currency. It became possible after tape recorders be-
came an essential item in the early 1960s. The songs of Bulat Okudzhava 
about love and solidarity of the Arbat intelligentsia reached thousands, and 
then millions, thanks to unauthorized tapes, freely distributed.29 Alexander 
Galich, a playwright and bard, became another hero of magnetizdat and a 
powerful voice of dissent. He had been born into a family of assimilated 
Jews and, like his parents, adapted to Soviet realities with remarkable 
 success. He became a member of the writers’  union and later the film-
makers’  union, earned considerable income from his film scripts, and even 
received an award from the KGB for the script of a patriotic film. From 
1962 to 1967 he produced a cycle of songs about the gulag, the fate of Soviet 
Jews, and the long shadow cast by the cult of Sta lin. Galich felt complicit in 
Sta linist crimes and urged his audience not to go along passively. Address-
ing Soviet conformists, he sang sarcastically: “Keep mum and you will end 
up being one of executioners!” His most famous song was “In Memory of 
Pasternak.” Revisiting the witch hunt against the great poet and the circum-
stances of his funeral, one tongue- in- cheek verse ran, “How proud we all 
are that he died in his own bed.” The poet warned that all those who voted 
to expel Pasternak from Russia would be “remembered by name.” In March 
1968 Galich was a guest at a “festival of bard songs” in Akademgorodok, 
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near Novosibirsk. The or ga nizers of the festival were young physicists from 
the Integral club. Hundreds of people crowded the hall as Galich began 
to perform. After he sang about Pasternak, the entire audience stood up 
in silence and then erupted into thunderous applause. The scientists 
awarded Galich a prize, not only for his talent but also “in admiration of 
[his] courage.”30

 The vast majority of the signatories to the petition in defense of Siniavsky 
and Daniel came from the left flank of the post- Sta lin intelligentsia.31 The 
authorities noticed a high percentage of “people of Jewish nationality” 
among the defenders of human rights. Bonner was Jewish. So were Bogo-
raz, Oriova, Kopelev, and many others. Alexander Voronel, a member of 
this network, recalled that the human rights movement in Russia “was 
made up so overwhelmingly of Jews” that it seemed to justify the claim of 
the radical role of Jews in Russian history, “which the anti- Semites have 
been ascribing to them since the Russian Revolution.”32 The Russian na-
tionalists and their sympathizers in the KGB and the Komsomol were quick 
to brand the human rights movement a Zionist conspiracy against the state. 
Viacheslav Molotov, in a later conversation with the “Russian patriot” Felix 
Chuev, disagreed. The Jews, he commented, “are undoubtedly more active 
on average” than the Russians. “There are hotheads among them that sit on 
both sides of the aisle. Under the conditions of the Khrushchev period, 
those who nourished a bitter hatred for Sta lin raised their heads.”33 Indeed, 
the “active Jews” in Molotov’s categorization were the heralds of a new 
phase in Soviet history: the leftist network of intellectuals was about to lose 
faith in the Soviet proj ect.

Historical Revisionists
Yelena Bonner regretted that the human rights movement attracted “dis-
proportionately large numbers of physicists, mathematicians, engineers 
and biologists, and almost no historians or philosophers.”34 This listing ne-
glects members active in the arts or many other liberal arts. From 1965 
to 1967 the most important phenomenon of the emerging movement was 
the public demand for revision of the Sta linist past and Marxist- Leninist 
dialectical materialism. The interpretation of Soviet history and Marxism- 
Leninism itself, once the monopoly of the regime, had suddenly become 
explosive material in the hands of writers, historians, and philosophers.35

 For many intellectuals, the revelations about Soviet history called for a 
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reconsideration of their deeply felt patriotism. In 1966 Yelena Bonner re-
ceived permission to work in the archives of Soviet Armenia, to produce an 
essay about her famous father- in- law, the Armenian Bolshevik Alikhanov, 
who had perished in Sta lin’s terror. Her archival discoveries destroyed her 
romantic vision of the Revolution and the Civil War. The documents told 
a tale of immeasurable cruelty, dirty intrigues, and suffering. Later, she 
would, like her husband Andrei Sakharov, reject revolutionary violence or 
any other sort in favor of the defense of human rights.36 Many other writ-
ers and intellectuals, while gathering materials about the past, found their 
beliefs shattered. Konstantin Simonov, who collected reminiscences about 
Sta lin’s statesmanship, came to the conclusion in 1965 that the near- 
destruction of the Soviet  Union in 1941–42 was the result of Sta lin’s Great 
Terror, when fear paralyzed the Soviet leadership and turned its mighty 
army into a sitting duck for the aggressors. “Without 1937 there would 
not have been the summer of 1941,” Simonov concluded.37 At about the 
same time the biologist Zhores Medvedev and his brother the historian Roy 
Medvedev were writing revelatory works about the Sta linist past. Typical 
members of the left- wing intelligentsia, socially as well as biographically, 
the Medvedev brothers were initially very optimistic about Khrushchev’s 
course and the Thaw.38 Zhores Medvedev, who had witnessed the destruc-
tion of Soviet biology by Lysenko and his hacks, wrote and distributed the 
first study of those tragic events via samizdat. Roy Medvedev embarked on 
a bigger proj ect: a history of Sta linism. In 1965–66 Medvedev began to 
share some of the completed chapters of this book with his friends. He also 
began to write a samizdat “political journal” monitoring the hidden dy-
namics within the Soviet leadership after Khrushchev’s ouster.39

 Even the established historians at the Institute of History of the Academy 
of Sciences, the main academic center for historical research in the Soviet 
 Union, joined the debate on Sta lin as a statesman.40 The institute scholars 
had prepared for publication two volumes on the history of collectiviza-
tion, criticizing this calamitous event in Russian history as a violation of 
Lenin’s tolerant policies toward the peasantry. The volumes cited numer-
ous of fi cial documents on the disastrous destruction of cattle and other re-
sources, and lethal famine in Ukraine, the Northern Caucasus, and the 
Volga ba sin. The party censors prevented publication of this work. Left- 
leaning historians, however, did not give up. In November 1965 a group of 
party members, war veterans and anti- Sta linists, won a majority in the in-
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stitute’s administration. The boldest and most energetic were the group of 
postwar graduates of Moscow State University. “The atmosphere at the in-
stitute,” one researcher asserted, “improved almost daily.” The reformed in-
stitute invited the leading authors from Novy Mir to its workshops for of fi-
cial  discussions of the recent past. Moscow party authorities were concerned 
about their loss of control and the prominence of historians “of Jewish de-
scent” in the institute’s leadership, yet could not stop the trend toward liber-
alization.41

 In April 1965, Alexander Nekrich, a historian from the Institute of His-
tory, published a book en ti tled June 22, 1941. It became a sensation because 
of its revelation of numerous facts that challenged the of fi cial lies about the 
Soviet entry into World War II. Not only historians, but many physicists, 
mathematicians, and scholars from the humanities learned about the book 
and read it.42 Nekrich was an assimilated Jew, a war veteran and party mem-
ber who had a personal moral stake in the Soviet communist proj ect. He 
was shattered by the revelations of Sta lin’s crimes and felt alienated from 
the party he had joined during the war.43 Still, Nekrich had no illusions 
about a possible backlash and remained very cautious. Nowhere did he step 
beyond the anti- Sta linist proclamations and resolutions of fi cially sanc-
tioned under Khrushchev’s rule. The military censors approved the book 
for publication. Even its reviewers, veterans of the KGB and the GRU (Main 
Intelligence Directorate) agreed with Neckrich’s conclusions.44

 The growing debate about Sta lin’s direct responsibility in the disastrous 
defeats of 1941 reached the Kremlin’s attention. Nekrich’s book challenged 
of fi cial attempts to appeal to Russian chauvinism and to rehabilitate Sta lin 
as a wartime leader. The of fi cials instructed the conservative military histo-
rians to attack Nekrich. In February 1966, just after the sentencing of Si-
niavsky and Daniel, June 22, 1941 came under scrutiny at the Institute of 
Marxism- Leninism. Unexpectedly, instead of a witch- hunting session, the 
meeting of historians and philosophers turned into a demonstration of 
 solidarity for Nekrich on the part of a number of left- leaning intellectuals. 
Leonid Petrovsky, the son of an Old Bolshevik who was executed by the 
NKVD in 1941, took the floor and exclaimed, “When will we stop raising 
our youth with the name of this criminal [Sta lin] on their lips?” His record 
of the discussion made it into samizdat. At the same time, the party com-
mittee at the Institute of History closed ranks and backed Nekrich and his 
work. The committee, after an institute- wide discussion, prepared an un-
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precedented report to the higher authorities demanding the opening of ar-
chives and free access to clas si fied documents. The party committee also 
or ga nized a discussion at which numerous historians supported the right 
to do research and publish historical studies on Sta linist crimes. The insti-
tute made an attempt to publish the report and the transcripts of the de-
bates around it, but the state censors banned it.45

 The vast majority of the revisionist historians did not stray beyond the 
bounds of Marxist- Leninist theory, positing the “pro gres sive change of for-
mations” from feudalism to cap italism to socialism and communism. 
The historians argued that their appeal for liberalization would not hurt, 
but rather bene fit, the Soviet communist proj ect, would help foreign com-
munists “succeed better and faster, with lesser waste,” and would increase 
“the educational impact” of Soviet historical studies. Nekrich and his back-
ers were careful to indicate that they saw the enemy not in the party bu-
reaucracy, but in Russian anti- Semitic “nationalists, who cam ou flage them-
selves with the Marxist banner.” The discussants at the Institute of History 
proclaimed with proud idealism, “Our duty as party- minded communists 
requires that we learn the whole truth and nothing but the truth” about 
the past.46

 The various trends of 1966–67, from the human rights movement to the 
growing rebellion of historians, were the vocal and visible response of the 
sixties intelligentsia to a threat of a “return to Sta linism” under the new 
Kremlin leadership. Dozens of “rebellious” party committees at academic 
and research institutes in Moscow, Dubna, and Novosibirsk favored further 
liberalization for intellectuals. According to Roy Medvedev, the two years 
following fall 1966 were “the peak of the dissident movement and its broad-
est in flu ence. It enjoyed support among large groups of the intelligentsia, 
Old Bolsheviks, and even some people in the central party apparatus.” Sol-
zhenitsyn wrote a few years later, “Samizdat gushed like a spring flood, new 
names joined the protests. It seemed that we would start breathing freely 
with one more push.”47

 Like Khrushchev before him, party leader Leonid Brezhnev had no idea 
what to do with this commotion among the intellectuals. Brezhnev had 
some artistic talents himself and did not seek a quarrel with the “creative 
intelligentsia.” Yet he was nervous about historical revisionism, and the tre-
mendous ability of literature and cinema to alter people’s perceptions of the 
past alarmed him. He longed for the days when ev ery one had learned and 
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discussed only one version of history, the infamous “Short Course” on party 
history edited by Sta lin. At a Politburo discussion on November 10, 1966, 
Brezhnev complained that some “scholars’ works and literary opuses, films, 
and even media” were “discrediting the history of our party and our peo-
ple.” The hard- liners took a cue from Brezhnev. “We deluded, depraved in-
telligentsia,” declared the party ideologist Suslov. Others proposed to shut 
down Novy Mir or fire Tvardovsky as its editor.48 From that time on, the 
state censors began slowly to strangle the journal, by excising some of its 
best manuscripts and delaying the publication of subsequent issues. It was 
a war of nerves—and a war for survival—that would consume the last years 
of Tvardovsky’s life. On January 27, 1967, Brezhnev and the Politburo dis-
cussed a report by the KGB and the attorney general on Nekrich and his 
vocal supporters. The report placed them among “thirty- five to forty peo-
ple who carry out their politically harmful activities by forging and dissem-
inating anti- Soviet literature and organizing all kinds of gatherings and 
manifestations.” In March 1967 when West Germany’s Der Spiegel wrote 
that Nekrich and other Soviet historians had resisted Brezhnev’s attempts 
to rehabilitate Sta lin, Brezhnev was infuriated. Repressive state mechanisms 
were set in motion against the revisionist historians, and eventually Nekrich 
and his defender Petrovsky were expelled from the party.49 Nevertheless, in 
1966–67 nobody could predict how long the war between the government 
and the dissidents would last and how many casualties it would claim.

Intellectuals and Economic Reforms
In late 1966–67, a great number of leftist intellectuals, albeit depressed by 
the arrests and censorship, were greatly encouraged by the announcement 
of economic reforms. Lev Kopelev  recalled that he and some of his friends 
in human rights circles or on the Moscow left wing “still hoped, in a Marx-
ist way, for the development of a material base and the sci en tific- technical 
revolution.” They  expected that computerization would rid the Soviet soci-
ety of the “grassroots Sta linism” of informers and intriguers in all spheres of 
social life.50 These views were not exceptional. In fact, they represented a 
combination of receding moral commitment to communism and contem-
porary technocratic illusions—the last bulwark of optimism for the sixties 
intelligentsia.
 A coalition of reform- minded professionals who were intimately linked 
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to the left- leaning cultural network and working within a socialist utopian 
frame work debated and developed the blueprints for the 1965–1968 eco-
nomic reforms. The academician Vasily Nemchinov, a veteran of Soviet 
statistics, who was thus privy to economic information, became a key se-
nior mentor of reform- minded intellectuals. His social origins were in the 
Russian rural intelligentsia formed in the early twentieth century on the 
basis of the socialist cooperative movement in the Russian countryside. Mi-
raculously, he preserved some values and aspirations from his vanished mi-
lieu (ruthlessly destroyed by Sta lin).51 During the Thaw, Nemchinov’s prac-
tical mind recognized the potential of cybernetics and sociological studies 
to transform the Soviet economy. He teamed up with Leonid Kantorovich, 
from circles in the educated Leningrad elite. A mathematical genius who 
worked on the optimization of economic resources in planned systems, 
Kantorovich later received the Nobel Prize for his theories.52

 The reformers had quietly rehabilitated ideals and concepts developed 
at the time that NEP was crushed by Sta linism.53 Most economic reform-
ers were mathematicians, specialists in cybernetics, and “honest” journal-
ists. They were at loggerheads with the coterie of Soviet economists but 
found support in Soviet planning agencies and industrial management. In 
1958 Nemchinov and Kantorovich or ga nized a laboratory for mathematical-
 economic studies at the Academy of Sciences in Moscow. With the support 
of the proreform majority at the Academy of Sciences, they conducted a 
number of roundtables discussing ways to “optimize” the Soviet planned 
economy. In 1963 they founded the Central Institute for Economics and 
Mathematics (CEMI). Nemchinov and the CEMI experts resumed the pio-
neering research of Russian economists of the 1920s on theoretical and 
practical issues of the planned economy, research that had been aborted 
during the Sta lin era. The CEMI scholars discovered the works of Gaetano 
Pareto, the Russian- born Vasily Leontiev, and John Maynard Keynes. A 
British economist who visited CEMI in 1964 saw a group of institute re-
searchers, young men and  women with an academic background in math, 
reading Paul Samuelson’s Foundations of Economic Analysis with the help of 
En glish- Russian dictionaries.54

 In the early 1960s Kantorovich moved to Akademgorodok. There he 
gave support and inspiration to a group of ambitious young economists and 
sociologists who were challenging Sta linist orthodoxy. Abel Aganbegyan 
became a leader of this group. Akademgorodok provided a fertile ground 
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for development and study of economic reforms. Abel Aganbegyan, Tati-
ana Zaslavskaia, Vladimir Shubkin, and Vladimir Shlapentokh, all from 
the cohort of postwar students, undertook a series of studies exploring the 
real economic structures in Soviet society and were among the first to grasp 
that Khrushchev’s attacks on the peasant way of life had triggered a second 
wave of peasant migration to the cities and created acute imbalances in all 
spheres of production and consumption.55

 By the end of the Khrushchev era, a sense of urgency, even despair, 
 prevailed in government and bureaucratic circles. The food riots of 1962 
were still fresh in ev ery one’s memory, and similar disturbances could occur 
any time, for the Soviet  Union suffered from acute shortages of food and 
consumer goods. One member of Novy Mir’s editorial staff wrote in his 
 diary in early November 1963, “The country is nearing a catastrophe. There 
is a lack of bread; peasants are slaughtering cattle; people stand in kilometer-
 long lines to buy anything.”56 The search for a way out of the fiasco created 
by Khrushchev produced a “technocratic moment” among Soviet elites; 
some political leaders and bureaucrats turned to scientists who advocated 
econometric methods and other changes in economic planning. It seemed 
that the long- awaited hour had fi nally arrived for advocates of cybernetics 
and economic reforms.
 The economic discussion revolved around a fundamental question: What 
was to be done with the centralized system of command and control handed 
down from the Sta lin period? Khrushchev dismantled the system’s most 
odious elements, such as the slave labor armies of the gulag and prison-
like labor discipline, and began to combine the enforced “total employ-
ment” with elements of a welfare state, by raising minimum wages and 
 pensions, guaranteeing social bene fits, and reducing work hours. At first, 
these mea sures increased labor productivity and ef fi ciency, yet in the early 
1960s the incentives no  longer worked. The essence of the economic sys-
tem remained the same, only more egalitarian; it still discouraged innova-
tion, flex i bil ity, ef fi ciency, and hard work.57 In the early 1960s nobody 
among Soviet economists, managers, and bureaucrats understood the deep 
structural sources of the problem, yet the decline in labor productivity and 
the enormous waste of resources were impossible to overlook. Against this 
backdrop, the cyber- enthusiasts suggested comprehensive computerization 
of the planned economy and in fact of the entire society. And the Kremlin 
leadership began to listen.
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 In 1962 the top Soviet economic manager, Alexei Kosygin, asked Viktor 
Glushkov, the thirty- nine- year- old director of the Ukrainian Institute of 
Cybernetics, to develop blueprints for a national automatic information 
system (OGAS). Glushkov wrote in September 1962 that computers could 
not yet plan the “entire material- technical supply” in Ukraine. Yet he con fi-
dently concluded that it would become possible within five to ten years to 
do so. “In the area of economic management cybernetics fits our social-
ist planned economy like a glove.”58 Glushkov studied thousands of Soviet 
plants, mines, railroads, and airports, as well as the major state planning 
agencies, and in 1964 presented his concept of a computerized brain for the 
Soviet economy. It was designed to connect to one hundred computer cen-
ters, some of which would be located in ev ery major industrial city. These 
centers, in turn, would reach out to twenty thousand enterprises via special 
broadband communication lines. Glushkov dreamed of using “electronic 
money” for payments between enterprises as well as individuals; in this 
way, he hoped, it would be possible to solve the issue of reliance on “un-
earned” income, corruption, and the black market. Had this proj ect been 
realized, the Soviet  Union would have become a computerized socialist 
utopia, the motherland of the Inter net and also possibly of the ATM.59

 Nemchinov and other reform- minded intellectuals were enthusiastic 
about the prospect of computerization. At the same time they understood 
the need to upgrade the role of money as a regulator of production and ex-
change. They even dared to talk about “market elements” in socialist plan-
ning, namely about  profits, fewer price controls, liberalization of wholesale 
trade, and competition. In 1960 Nemchinov had published a pamphlet, 
Value and Prices under Socialism. This pamphlet launched a public dis-
cussion in Pravda, Izvestia, and other leading Soviet newspapers. In the 
West the discussion became known as the Soviet economic renaissance. In 
1962 Professor Yevsei Liberman of Kharkov, one of Nemchinov’s protégés, 
claimed at a public seminar in Moscow that only a combination of  profit 
and autonomy for state enterprises would breathe new life into the Soviet 
planned economy. These ideas found in flu en tial supporters on the State 
Committee for Science and Technology and the Central Department of 
Statistics. The reformers published several articles in Kommunist, Pravda, 
and the Economicheskaia Gazeta propagating the idea of regulated trade 
among state enterprises.60

 Nemchinov died on November 5, 1964, shortly after Khrushchev’s ouster. 
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His brochure, published a year earlier, contained a prophetic prediction 
about the Soviet economy: “An economic system so fettered from top to 
bottom will put a brake on social and technological prog ress, and will break 
down, sooner or later, under the pressure of the real pro cesses of economic 
life.”61 In 1965 the economic preparation for reforms entered a final stage. 
Kosygin, the chairman of the Council of Ministers, was the most senior and 
earnest supporter of reforms. Even Brezhnev appeared to have had more 
economic common sense than Khrushchev. To ev ery one’s relief, the gov-
ernment abolished the absurd restrictions on private plots for peasants and 
on the construction of private dachas, thus giving back to millions of Rus-
sians, both peasants and city dwellers, the possibility of living off the land 
and bene fiting from additional food and income.62

 Public economic discussion reached unprecedented heights of boldness. 
Pravda, with Alexei Rumiantsev at the helm, was at the forefront of the dis-
cussion. Gennady Lisichkin argued on the pages of Pravda for the intro-
duction of “free prices.” The agrarian reporter Yuri Chernichenko, reacting 
to the growing de pen dence of the Soviet  Union on imported grain, sug-
gested extending market elements to collectivized agriculture. Others of-
fered to develop “socialist” competition, allow the bankruptcy of in ef fi cient 
state enterprises, and use bank credits to regulate the economic pro cess. 
Numerous intellectuals read these articles, collected the clippings, and dis-
cussed the economic proposals with great excitement.63

 In the following de cades reformist thinkers would claim that their eco-
nomic ideas had not been properly implemented and that the Brezhnev 
leadership had smothered economic innovations. While this is true, it is 
also obvious that none of the reformist intellectuals of 1965 had really 
grasped the meaning of a market economy. They also did not admit that 
the Soviet political system was as inconsistent with the market system as 
oil was with water. Even the boldest reformers remained under the spell 
of economic orthodoxy and, equally important, believed that the world 
of private entrepreneurship and private property belonged to the past. One 
of the reform- minded economists, Viktor Belkin, wrote in his dissertation 
that state prices should re flect the balance of payments between enterprises. 
After reading this innocuous statement, the deputy head of Gosplan, the 
State Planning Committee, claimed that Belkin “seeks to restore cap italism.” 
This statement was enough to make all Belkin’s supporters, among them 
Nemchinov and Kantorovich, retreat and cancel the dissertation defense.64



278 Z H I VAG O’ S  C H I L D R E N

 In the mid- 1960s all economic reformers—in fact, the entire intellectual 
class—believed that the Russian Revolution had liberated society, culture, 
and politics from the tyranny of money, once and for all. For them “genu-
ine” socialism meant emancipation from philistinism and from the bour-
geois materialism now embodied by the “new class” of communist nomen-
klatura.65 The contempt of the shestidesiatniki for cap italist wealth and the 
cap italist ethos as a source of development and innovation had much in 
common with the anticap italist attitudes of the majority of the old pre-
revolutionary intelligentsia. Postwar students had grown up feeling antipa-
thy toward the well- to- do Sta linist elite and for careerists who aimed to 
achieve material gains. “Petty bourgeois values” (meshchanstvo) to these in-
tellectuals represented the antithesis of the intelligentsia’s ethos.66 Even the 
members of the human rights movement did not suggest including the 
right to private property into their agenda. Many of them regarded prop-
erty owners as a natural constituency of reactionary regimes, including 
 fascism.67 This shortsightedness would have fatal consequences for the So-
viet  Union twenty years later, during Gorbachev’s perestroika. Igor Birman, 
one of the reform- minded economists in the 1960s, admitted in his mem-
oirs that the orthodox economists had a point in their resistance to the 
changes. They “sensed that real reforms would destabilize the system and 
ev ery thing would collapse.”68

 Paradoxically, while Russians in tune with the intelligentsia rejected 
property and money, and some of them even sought to live according to 
their beliefs, in the eyes of the people intellectuals were part of the upper 
class, together with the nomenklatura.69 Established scientists, the institut-
chiki in Akademgorodok and other sci en tific centers, did very well by So-
viet standards. They had something akin to American tenure, a high level 
of job security and comfort, access to information and often to travel abroad. 
In the smoke- filled lobbies they could exchange samizdat and discuss the 
latest Western intellectual and cultural trends. Institutchiki could even de-
viate from the of fi cial ideological tenets within their professional areas, 
provided their conclusions were published in specialized journals and 
couched in nonprovocative language. The academic elite had considerable 
material privileges. Akademgorodok and the town of physicists at Dubna, 
not to mention the “secret cities,” were islands of privileged comfort. The 
sociologist Vladimir Shubkin recalled that at Akademgorodok top acade-
micians lived in two- story villas with many rooms and special servants. 
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The families of other senior scientists (who held the rank of corresponding 
members of the academy) occupied nice townhouses. Less- distinguished 
scientists and their families lived in apartments, smaller yet still much more 
comfortable than standard Soviet housing. At the bottom of the hierarchy 
were junior scientists, lab assistants, and engineers, living, as they said, in 
“our Harlem,” in low- quality apartments. The same hierarchy of perks af-
fected the supply of food and medical ser vices.70

 The cultural elite also fared well by comparison with the masses. Orches-
tra, opera, and ballet performances were subsidized. State funds for film 
productions kept increasing, even though some films were subsequently 
banned or emasculated by censorship. State television and radio paid hefty 
sums of money for scripts, music, and production.71 In 1960 the writer 
Vladimir Voinovich received an honorarium for a popular song about the 
Soviet cosmonauts, together with an advance for his short story to be pub-
lished in Novy Mir. He had never seen so much money before. He bought 
all the luxuries he had only been able to dream about until then, including a 
television set, a motorcycle, and new coats for his wife and himself.72 Mem-
bership in the “creative”  unions, which conveyed life- long fellowship and 
subsidies, was a much- contested commodity. The top stratum in the  union 
could take out loans from the Litfond, the Literary Foundation started in 
1934 by Maxim Gorky. From this source, Soviet writers paid for their vaca-
tions, fi nanced their cooperative apartments and dachas, and solved other 
monetary problems.  Union members also could get huge royalties by print-
ing their books in hundreds of thousands of copies. Royalties in the Soviet 
 Union did not depend on sales; they were a fixed percentage.73 In the  Union 
of Soviet Artists the struggle over resources underlined the aesthetic battles 
between the defenders of socialist realism and their young formalist 
 critics.74

 At first, many idealists from the postwar generation continued to frown 
on privileges and high salaries. When somebody from their milieu openly 
chose the path of material comfort and career, instead of staying “honest 
and poor,” the “sellout” occasioned surprise and moral indignation.75 As 
former idealistic students turned into middle- age professionals, however, 
the exceptions became the norm. Toward the end of the 1960s it became 
clear that the anti- Sta linist attack on material privileges had utterly failed. 
Tvardovsky recorded in 1968, “Money has been rehabilitated in earnest and 
for a long time.”76 Around the same time, the poet Joseph Brodsky, penni-
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less and hungry in his apartment in Leningrad, lamented: “Money alone 
is on my mind / The economy today is central.”77 Already in the early seven-
ties, the young American journalist Hedrick Smith found that the Soviet 
 Union fostered a sprawling system of special stores, secret rations, and 
privileged hospitals intended not only for the party elite, but also for most 
professionals and intellectuals employed by the state. This system had 
emerged under Sta lin but continued to expand after his death. “Russian 
 intellectual friends” of Smith’s from the left- leaning and human rights–ori-
ented intelligentsia in Moscow expressed exasperation at the system, “be-
cause it so brazenly flouts the proclaimed ideals of socialist equality.” At 
the same time, as Smith learned, the Russians did not want to change this 
system. They just wanted the exceptions made for them personally.78 This 
was true of many who felt they belonged to the intelligentsia, and at the 
same time welcomed any opportunity to bene fit from the established sys-
tems of perks and bene fits. Mikhail German, an art historian from Lenin-
grad, recalled in his memoirs that during the second half of the 1960s he 
had begun to behave and feel like a person with a stron ger stake in his ma-
terial comfort and position, as opposed to his moral autonomy and ideals. 
He engaged in endless petty compromises and acts of conformism, in order 
not to lose his personal privilege of traveling abroad, to get “defi cit” goods, 
and to use connections (in Soviet newspeak—blat) to obtain the ser vices he 
needed for his comfortable life. Looking back from the post- Soviet era at 
his actions, he experienced sadness and shame. His desire to escape from 
the humiliating misery of Soviet existence into a private comfortable world 
was understandable, as was his wish to break through the Iron Curtain to 
see Paris and London. Still, according to his own description, the happiness 
he felt after achieving his goals was the “happiness of a slave,” humiliating 
and degrading for a genuine intelligent.79

 In paradoxically Marxist fashion, the material background of the sci en-
tific reformers in Russia conditioned and set the limits on their economic 
horizons. In Akademgorodok, one of the major laboratories for the eco-
nomic reforms, this outcome was appeared with startling clarity. The city 
of scientists near Novosibirsk experienced its golden age in 1965–1967. It 
was, as one veteran recalled, “the most liberal- minded spot in the coun-
try,” with forty- seven academicians, eighty- five doctors of science and 
over a thousand youn ger scientists. A witness relates, “Soviet power was 
relegated to the kennel. Scientists were convinced of their impunity.” 
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 Outside their private apartments, scientists could also debate economic and 
cultural news in their clubs, Sigma and Integral. They patronized poetry 
and art by inviting famous poets and songwriters and organizing exhibi-
tions of formalist artists, among them Robert Falk, Pavel Filonov, and Kuzma 
Petrov- Vodkin. Humor and erudition were the norm in this “brotherhood 
of liberal intellectual solidarity.” A journalist from Moscow who managed 
to visit one of the secret cities in 1963 was struck by the scientists’ ability to 
or ga nize a rudimentary civil society with “discussion clubs” where ev ery-
one could talk about political and cultural topics freely and without fear.80

 In this special milieu, scientists discussed the introduction of a techno-
cratic socialist democracy that would represent a third way between Sta-
linism and Western cap italism. Some of them believed that the Soviet sys-
tem could be improved “sci en tifically” by an alliance of scientists and 
enlightened party apparatchiks. Those who were involved in economic re-
forms were thriving. In 1966 Aganbegyan became director of the Institute 
for Economics and Industrial Organization. In 1968 Zaslavskaia was in-
ducted into the Academy of Sciences. A member of Aganbegyan’s team of 
economic reformists, Shlapentokh himself admitted that he was one of 
those who lacked the courage to join the human rights movement and pub-
licly challenge the party authorities. “Joining them would have meant a 
radical change of my life, above all the termination of my professional ac-
tivities. This would have been a major calamity for me.”81 Gersh Budker and 
other sci en tific leaders at Akademgorodok, though highly critical of the 
party authorities, believed it was possible to milk the Soviet system for 
funding to build the world’s largest labs and particle accelerators, and to 
make sci en tific discoveries that would promote “social prog ress.” Scientists’ 
needs were taken care of within the framework of a propertyless, central-
ized economy. Why wish for its destruction?82

 People’s common stake in the existing (and expanding) system of hierar-
chical privileges contributed to the demise of the 1965–1968 economic re-
forms. After a number of pilot proj ects in select industries were initiated 
in accordance with the new rules, including sharply reduced indicators 
and regulators and the right to retain some of the  profits and readjust sala-
ries to re flect merit, the reforms bogged down. The early converts to the 
revised methods enjoyed preferential access to state supplies, a mod i fi ca-
tion that guaranteed improved results with fewer employees. But if contin-
ued, the reforms would have brought about mass unemployment among 
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the managerial and working classes. The sociologist Viktor Zaslavsky ob-
served that this pro cess “threatened two important social groups—the 
lower and middle bureaucracy and semiskilled workers whose sta tus, privi-
leges, and lifestyle were endangered.” Soon this in ef fi cient majority swamped 
the hard working, educated, and motivated minority. Eventually, such a sys-
tem was bound to bring stagnation.83

The Spring That Never Came
In the history of the post- Sta lin Russian intelligentsia, 1968 was the mile-
stone year. The outside world was in a great turmoil. In the East, the “cul-
tural revolution” in China was entering its third year. In the West, “New 
Left” radicalism raged on and around university campuses from West Ber-
lin and Paris to Berkeley, California. The rapid growth of the anti- Vietnam 
protest movement, the assassination first of Martin Luther King in April, 
then of Robert Kennedy in June, plunged the United States into radical pol-
itics: urban ghettoes burned, and the anti- Vietnam protesters numbered in 
the millions. In May radical students built barricades in Paris, and workers 
went on a national strike. Women’s liberation was mobilizing support in the 
West.84

 Zhivago’s children observed these revolutionary developments with keen 
interest, although with a sense of detachment. All of them, from the en-
lightened apparatchiks to the dissidents, repudiated China’s Cultural Revo-
lution. Many who had been students immediately following World War II 
remembered their Chinese classmates as dogmatic Sta linists. The consen-
sus among the human rights advocates and in broader circles of intellectu-
als of leftist sympathies was that Mao Zedong had unleashed the fanatical 
mob against the Chinese intelligentsia. This time, they believed the reports 
in Soviet media, which (though sometimes exaggerated) described the hu-
miliation and torture of Chinese intellectuals and artists. Soviet intellectu-
als were horrified at the destruction of China’s historical legacy. They saw 
the Red Guards toting the Little Red Book of quotations from Chairman 
Mao as enemies and fervently hoped that nothing similar could ever hap-
pen in Russia.85 Among Moscow and Leningrad intellectuals, reactions to 
events in the West varied. Some people were excited by the students’ revolt 
and saw in it a con fir ma tion of the thesis that the intelligentsia, both in the 
West and in the Soviet  Union, was in the vanguard of change. Western 
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 intellectuals wanted to refresh the Marxist revolutionary perspective and 
encourage rebellion against bureaucracy, and the emphasis on individual 
rights also appealed to many Russian intellectuals. Western rock, the music 
of cultural protest, spread among Soviet youth with the same speed as the 
popular lyrics and songs of Russian poets. At the same time, in the dis-
abused view of Zhivago’s children, the Western protesters were too naive 
and extreme. They sympathized with Maoist destructive violence and over-
looked the cruel side of Third World guerrillas from Vietnam to Latin 
America. They demanded an end to authoritarian and “reactionary” prac-
tices within Western pluralist democracy. For their Soviet counterparts, 
this freedom to  express protest was in itself an impossible dream. As Zhiva-
go’s children watched the clashes between riot police and Western protest-
ers, they were struck not by the police brutality, but rather by the fact that 
such mass protests were a daily reality. In the Soviet  Union the mass riots of 
1962 had ended in execution or imprisonment.86 One Moscow intellectual, 
a correspondent for Literaturnaia Gazeta, who happened to be in Europe 
in 1968, discovered that he could no  longer identify with students at the 
Sorbonne who carried images of Mao and Che Guevara but also of Lenin, 
Trotsky, and even Sta lin. He was sick of the leaders’ portraits on Red Square 
at home. At the same time, Western protesters were completely ignorant of 
the tragic communist experience and realities.87 Some Russian Jews among 
the observers felt threatened by the mass radicalism, which reminded them 
of Sta linism and Nazism. Any radical movement, they came to believe, in-
evitably turned toward violence and scapegoating of Jews.
 The film critic Maia Turovskaia, when she traveled to West Germany in 
1968, was one who felt this way. Three years earlier, Turovskaia had assisted 
the filmmaker Mikhail Romm in producing a documentary film, Ordinary 
Fascism. When Romm and she had looked through captured Nazi archives, 
they had been struck by the similarities between the Nazi and Sta linist 
methods of orchestrating mass hatred. Like Vasily Grossman, they came to 
perceive any radical movement anywhere in the world as the prelude to 
anti- Semitic totalitarianism. All these conclusions colored Turovskaia’s per-
ceptions of the radical rallies of West German students. She came back 
home convinced that Western radicals and the intelligentsia in Moscow 
were “on different trains going in opposite directions.”88

 Russian society had been isolated for too long from the realities in the 
West to understand the sig nifi cance and motivation of the protests there. 
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Meanwhile, the dramatic events in Central Europe in 1968 had great reso-
nance for the leftist vanguard of Russian intellectuals. Extensive cultural 
connections existed between Central European and Russian intellectuals. 
During the 1960s not only did the left wing of the Moscow intelligentsia 
continue to be in flu enced by cultural and intellectual life in Poland, 
 Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and other European countries of the Soviet bloc, 
but increasingly cultural in flu ences from Moscow reached those countries. 
Many Polish intellectuals who returned from Sta lin’s camps studied at 
 Soviet universities, worked there, and brought home the tapes of the songs 
of Okudzhava, Galich, Vysotsky, and other sixties poets and singers. Intel-
lectuals throughout Eastern Europe came to know and love the poetry of 
Yevtushenko and Voznesensky, the novels of Aksyonov, the films of Chu-
khrai, Romm, and Tarkovsky. Transnational friendships and alliances were 
formed.89 For left- wing Moscow iconoclasts, the cultural space encompass-
ing Warsaw, Prague, and Sofia was “their Europe,” more relevant to them 
and their agenda than cap italist and democratic Western Europe.
 In March 1968 Polish students demanded socialist democracy and intel-
lectual freedom in Warsaw, Lublin, and other Polish cities. The communist 
government reacted with an anti- Semitic campaign, expelling students 
and forcing Polish Jewish intellectuals to emigrate.90 In contrast to the Pol-
ish regime, Czechoslovakia’s reform- minded communist leader Alexander 
Dubček, embracing the agenda of socialism with a human face, encouraged 
peaceful reforms along the same lines. In May 1968 intellectual activists in 
Moscow were focusing on the Prague Spring, rather than on the Western 
protest movements. The KGB repressions and arrests, which in ten si fied in 
the first half of 1968, rapidly narrowed the circle of human rights advocates. 
At the same time, those who remained were in an exalted mood. Ludmilla 
Alexeyeva believed that the Czech reforms would soon spill over into the 
Soviet  Union. She thought that “it was easier to transform Soviet reality 
into socialism with a human face than into bourgeois democracy.” She and 
her activist friends still believed in the linear pro gres sion of history: cap-
italism had preceded socialism, and therefore it represented the past, not 
the future. Some of the Russian activists knew Czech, and they informed 
others of ev ery revelation about the Czechoslovak glasnost. The background, 
the aspirations, the style, and the very language of the Prague reformers 
seemed a carbon copy of Zhivago’s left- wing children. It appeared that the 
Czech intelligentsia of 1968, a more Westernized version of the Russian six-
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ties intelligentsia, was demanding the same cultural and intellectual free-
doms that the historians, physicists, writers, and artists from Moscow and 
Leningrad to Novosibirsk dreamed of winning for themselves.91

 Alexander Tvardovsky also closely followed the news of the Prague Spring 
struggles. Meanwhile, Novy Mir was slowly being strangled by censorship. 
Tvardovsky attempted to meet with Brezhnev, only to discover that the gen-
eral secretary of the party was preoccupied by the Czechoslovak crisis. On 
July 18 Tvardovsky heard on Radio Liberty the declaration “Two Thousand 
Words,” signed by many Czech reform communists and intellectuals. The 
document concluded: “Again we have the chance to take into our own 
hands our common cause, which for working purposes we call socialism, 
and give it a form more appropriate to our once- good reputation and to 
the fairly good opinion we used to have of ourselves.”92 Tvardovsky admit-
ted that he would have signed this declaration himself. During the tense 
Soviet- Czechoslovak talks in early August Tvardovsky, for the first time in 
his life, spent days glued to his shortwave radio set listening to the foreign 
news broadcasts. He felt euphoric when he learned that the Czechoslovak 
reformers enjoyed national support and would not bend to Soviet pressure. 
“I could never have imagined I would feel such joy at the political and moral 
setback of my country in the eyes of the whole world.”93 A number of Soviet 
journalists in Prague, all from the “honest” media of the early 1960s (some 
of them had worked earlier at Izvestia under Adzhubei or on the journal 
Problems of Peace and Socialism), rooted for the Czech reformers.94

 High expectations at the height of the Prague Spring seemed to revive 
the spirit and hopes of the early 1960s in Moscow. Reform- minded com-
munists, incipient liberals, and technocratic scientists, Jews and non- Jews, 
regained a common hope for social and cultural renovation. Whenever one 
of them traveled to Prague and came back, “all Moscow” came to listen to 
him or her.95 Mikhail Agursky, who vacillated at the time between Russian 
Orthodoxy and Zionism, later remembered: “The Prague Spring of 1968 
briefly brought me back to the eschatological expectations of a good com-
munism. I still shared the hope that salvation would come from the outside: 
from Poland, Hungary, the Italian Communist Party—and now from 
Czechoslovakia.”96 In April through June of 1968 Andrei Sakharov became 
world- famous for his essay “Reflections on Progress, Peaceful Coexistence, 
and Intellectual Freedom.” During the 1960s Sakharov had concluded that 
the only way for humankind to avoid a thermonuclear catastrophe was 
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through rapprochement—cultural, social, and political—between the Soviet 
 Union and the West, which would require each side to make compromises. 
Like the majority of left- leaning intellectuals, he realized that the main 
 obstacle for the Soviet  Union was the new bureaucratic elite that put its 
own interests ahead of “prog ress.” Sakharov saw a link between the idea of 
domestic change and the danger of nuclear war. For this reason, as well as 
 because of his pacifist values, Sakharov rejected violence and revolution-
ary change. He feared that any political coup or revolution in Soviet society 
would cause a retreat into violent chaos. The only alternative was “sci en-
tific- democratic” reforms brought about by a gradual evolution in politics, 
economics, and culture. Sakharov believed that the intelligentsia, in this 
case scientists and artists, could play a crucial role in such a transforma-
tion, but they could do so only if they were allowed freedom of infor-
mation, travel, and speech. In the spring of 1968 those scientists and other 
intellectuals who shared the values of the leftist intelligentsia found 
Sakharov’s piece a revelation. Alexeyeva, who retyped the copies of 
Sakharov’s essay for samizdat distribution, was pleased to notice that the 
author, like her, combined his call for intellectual and cultural freedom with 
“socialist” views.97

 Despite growing cynicism and disillusionment, the dream of a Moscow 
Spring remained a powerful cultural catalyst. Many prominent artists still 
believed that the vision of freedom under Soviet socialism was a viable op-
tion. Yevtushenko was one of them. In 1963–64 the poet, smarting after 

Andrei Sakharov. He believed in the late 1960s that the 
intelligentsia, and above all scientists, on both sides of 
the Cold War divide could “help bring about the 
escalation of peace” (Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).

 

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



 Between Reform and Dissent 287

Khrushchev’s crackdown in 1963, went on a trek around Siberia. There, 
the thirty- year- old Yevtushenko wrote his best epic poem, Bratskaia GES 
(Bratsk Dam), which took its title from a major power plant on the Angara 
River. The poem began with a sermon: Yevtushenko appealed to his great 
poetic predecessors from Pushkin to Pasternak and Mayakovsky to grant 
him prophetic vision, for “a poet in Russia is never just a poet.” He also 
wrote of the striking continuities between the tsarist regime and Sta linism, 
of the misery of the Russian people and their patience, punctuated by disas-
trous rebellions against the autocratic state, such as the peasant revolts of 
Razin and Pugachev. Yevtushenko also wrote about his contemporaries, the 
builders of the enormous dam on the Angara River in Siberia. He described 
the Russian peasant girl Niushka, who fled her demolished village to hold 
trysts at the construction site with a stiliaga, who left her with a baby. Yev-
tushenko wrote about the Bolshevik Kartsev, who after going through hell-
ish torture, wound up in the gulag, after refusing to betray his comrade. 
Another protagonist in the poem was Izia Kramer, a Jewish electrician who 
survived the Nazi extermination camps only to see his beloved Riva hu-
miliated and tortured to death. The poem posed the question whether Rus-
sia, despite the Revolution, had returned to a despotic system, with its divi-
sion into rulers and slaves. No, answered Yevtushenko. He praised Lenin 
as a genius who had transformed Russia. The Bratsk Dam was not a varia-
tion on the Egyptian pyramids, those monuments to tyranny and slavery. 
Rather, it was a symbol of prog ress, built by free  women and men. Yevtu-
shenko wanted to give the vision of communism with a human face an-
other chance. The poem appeared after heavy censorship, cuts, and revi-
sions in the journal Yunost in April 1965.98

 The Sovremennik Theater also remained loyal to the dreams of socialist 
emancipation. In 1967 the theater’s director, Oleg Yefremov, responding to 
the regime’s pressing demands, decided to stage a trilogy about the Russian 
revolutionaries, from the aristocratic Decembrists to the Bolsheviks. The 
of fi cial preparations for the celebration of a half- century of communist rule 
omitted all inconvenient facts from the portrayal of the tragic past. Not 
wishing to attack the regime, the actors of the Sovremennik Theater aimed 
to defend the “genuine” origins of the Revolution, as they imagined them, 
and to protect it against the mendacious of fi cial pro pa gan da. The play-
wrights for the trilogy, Bulat Okudzhava, Alexander Svobodin, and Mikhail 
Shatrov, were all children of Bolsheviks who had been murdered during 
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Sta lin’s terror. They had tried and failed to carry out a world revolution. In 
the last play, about Lenin and the Bolsheviks, Shatrov “used ev ery means at 
his command to try to prove that the wellsprings of the Revolution were 
crystal clear and it was only Sta lin and his satraps who had muddied them 
and brought Lenin’s ideas into disrepute.” This was the main message of the 
Thaw.99

 The authors, the director, and the actors were united in their effort to 
 re- create and interpret the history of the Russian intelligentsia during the 
preceding century and a half, beginning with the Decembrists and continu-
ing with the revolutionary terrorists of the People’s Will. Yet the real inter-
est of Sovremennik’s director and artists was in post- 1917 Soviet history. 
They did not doubt that the Revolution itself was morally and historically 
jus ti fied. What they did question was why and at what point it had led to 
the terror that destroyed the Bolshevik party, including many of their fa-
thers. At what point had the Revolution turned into a catastrophe for the 
country? Yefremov focused on the problem of ends and means. In the last 
play of the trilogy on the Bolsheviks, the Sovremennik had the revolution-
aries debate the use of Red Terror on the day after an attempt on Lenin’s 
life in July 1918. In reality, the Bolsheviks had unleashed their terror many 
months earlier, in order to crush and subdue the “former” ruling classes, as 
well as the non- Bolshevik intelligentsia and peasantry. In Yefremov’s my-
thologized version, Lenin’s friends agonized for days before deciding to kill 
others in order to defend themselves and the Revolution. The message to 
the audience was that in voting for Red Terror, they inadvertently set in 
motion the forces that would later devour them. After the fatal vote, the 
Bolsheviks on the Sovremennik stage stood up like a doomed band of 
brothers and, staring into the audience, began to sing “The Internationale.” 
The members of the audience rose from their seats and joined in the an-
them. The Sovremennik seemed to point to the conclusion that violent 
politics lead to di sas ter and should be rejected by the intelligentsia. Yet the 
issue continued to torment them. How could intellectuals change the re-
pressive autocratic state without becoming part of it or being destroyed by 
it? The Sovremennik actors and audience found no way out of this di-
lemma.100

 The Taganka Theater, established in 1963, surpassed the Sovremennik in 
boldness and innovation. The theater’s founder, the actor Yuri Liubimov, 
was a latecomer to the left- wing cultural scene.101 Watching the staging of 
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Peter Brook’s version of Hamlet and the plays of Bertolt Brecht, performed 
in Moscow by a German cast in 1956–57, he had experienced them as a 
revelation. Liubimov’s passion for poetry, especially the poetry of Boris 
Pasternak (whom he met), made him rebel against socialist realism. At the 
age of forty- six, Liubimov, with a group of students from a Moscow theater 
school where he taught, staged Bertolt Brecht’s play The Good Woman 
of Szechuan. The biting satire about evil, conformism, and avarice, which 
Brecht aimed at cap italist society, became in Liubimov’s production a re-
flection on Soviet realities. The play hit Moscow like a bombshell. Boris 
Slutsky translated Brecht’s songs. Adzhubei and Simonov published glow-
ing reviews of the play in Nedelia and Pravda, respectively. The Soviet Film-
makers’  Union, the  Union of Soviet Writers, the Academy of Sciences, and 
the nuclear physicists in Dubna invited Liubimov’s group for informal per-
formances. As a result of this public support, Liubimov obtained a license 
and a home for his theater in the Taganka district of Moscow.102

 The Taganka Theater addressed an embarrassing issue for Soviet Russian 
intellectuals: How could they dream of living free and creative lives in a 
country full of slavishness? While Novy Mir spoke to its readers of common 
values, Liubimov’s theater created a public space for joint performances by 
the actors and the audience, a bit like the democratic agora of Athens. Liu-
bimov was not sat is fied with plays written by the leading playwrights of the 
Thaw. Instead, he patched together his performances from poetry, prose, 
historical documents, or film scripts. His performances were based on the 
verses of Andrei Voznesensky, Vladimir Mayakovsky, and Sergei Yesenin, 
and on John Reed’s description of the Russian Revolution. Liubimov in-
vited the poet David Samoilov to produce The Fallen and the Living, com-
memorating the idealistic young poets killed during World War II, and Bo-
ris Pasternak as a victim of “another war” against the Russian intelligentsia. 
The Taganka reveled in exposing an obvious fact: the Brezhnev regime and 
Soviet society were betraying the ideals in whose name the Revolution had 
been fought. Still, Liubimov and his actors hesitated to acknowledge that 
the Revolution itself had occasioned the obliteration of the Russian intelli-
gentsia.103

 The Ministry of Culture repeatedly banned the Taganka’s plays. The of fi-
cials vociferously objected to the commemoration of Mayakovsky and Pas-
ternak as victimized poets.104 Liubimov defended his plays by claiming that 
they restored “socialist values.” In April 1968, at the height of the Prague 
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Spring, ministry of fi cials attempted to fire Liubimov. Liubimov survived 
because of a few enlightened apparatchiks from the party’s Central Com-
mittee, speechwriters for Leonid Brezhnev.105

 The enlightened apparatchiks who saved the Taganka in the spring of 
1968 had also followed the events and prog ress of the Prague Spring. Many 
of them had worked earlier on the Prague- based Problems of Peace and 
 Socialism, a journal, according to Georgy Shakhnazarov, that “played the 
same kind of role in politics that Novy Mir did in literature and the Taganka 
Theater did in art.” Among this group was Alexei Rumiantsev, the editor of 
Pravda in 1965. These people did not share the sentiments of the human 
rights advocates or take part in the protests. Instead, the defenders of the 
Taganka believed that they could bring about change by working within the 
state system and the power structures of the party.106 The group owed its 
rise to de- Sta linization and the demand for highly educated “consultants” 
in the central party apparatus, primarily to deal with global foreign policy 
issues and the increasingly fractured international communist movement. 
Many of the enlightened bureaucrats were war veterans and postwar gradu-
ates of Moscow State University. They often combined their positions in the 
party apparatus with senior posts at academic institutes. Above all, these 
people believed that Marxism- Leninism was not a “dead letter” of of fi cial 
ideology, but a living sci en tific theory. In particular, they believed that the 
task of managing society and the economy had become more and more 
complex and that armed with the theoretical skills, they could help the 
party and the country adapt to this complexity.107

 The enlightened apparatchiks rooted for the cultural left. It was a matter 
of generational identity, politics, and taste. Extensive connections between 
these bureaucrats and leftist artists and writers often went back to the years 
when they had studied together during the late Sta linist period and the 
early post- Sta lin years. They were allies in the struggle against numerous 
xenophobic and anti- Semitic attacks by Russian patriots. After Khru-
shchev’s ouster, the enlightened of fi cials saw themselves as defenders of the 
policies of de- Sta linization, which had been proclaimed at the Twentieth 
Party Congress but were now being gradually eroded.108 In contrast to the 
anti- intellectual majority in the party apparatus the enlightened apparat-
chiks were true patrons of high culture. The sculptor Ernst Neizvestny 
would later admit that they often “acted selflessly and went out on a limb, 
contrary to their personal interests.”109 In 1968 these communist of fi cials 
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were the only group who received information from many channels and 
could in flu ence the course of events. They did warn the party leadership 
that military intervention in Czechoslovakia would cause a split with West-
ern communist parties and damage the Soviet position in the world.110 Peo-
ple in the highest quarters could not reach a verdict on the Prague Spring. 
The Czechs did not offer an easy pretext for Soviet military intervention: 
in contrast to the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, their changes were peace-
ful, and the Communist Party remained in power in Czechoslovakia. One 
writer who worked in the party Central Committee in 1968 said that never 
before had he seen such room for difference of opinion on any issue. “One 
could walk along the corridor inside the Central Committee and shout at 
the top of one’s lungs: ‘It is impossible to send tanks into Czechoslovakia!’ 
And somebody could walk from the other direction and shout back: ‘It 
is time to send tanks into Czechoslovakia and clean up this mess!’”111 An 
enlightened speechwriter for Brezhnev, Alexander Bovin, wrote in his diary 
on August 19: “In our department, in International, in the foreign minis-
try, the prevailing mood is sharply critical. [Intervention] is considered an 
unjus ti fied step, [or] at least a premature one.”112

 Finally, Brezhnev and rest of the Politburo concluded that the “creeping 
counterrevolution” was as dangerous as an armed uprising, and on August 
21, the armed forces of the Soviet  Union, the GDR, Poland, Hungary, and 
Bulgaria invaded and occupied Czechoslovakia. In the invading force were 
170,000 Soviet troops. The news of the invasion took ev ery one in Russia by 
surprise. Yet the KGB and party reports invariably reported “absolute calm” 
in all Soviet regions and cities. The vast majority of Russian people accepted 
the invasion as a necessity for Soviet security interests in the split world of 
the Cold War. Many ordinary Russians had lost relatives in World War II. 
For them, the fact that Czechoslovakia bordered on West Germany was 
enough to justify the invasion. “What occupation?” said many people. 
“Czechoslovakia? But we liberated them in 1945. Two hundred thousand 
Russian soldiers died there. And now they stage this counterrevolution? We 
could not give up Czechoslovakia and leave it to the Americans.”113

 The hopes and illusions of Zhivago’s children had come face to face with 
a brutal reality check. Even in comparison with the protest in the Soviet 
 Union over the invasion of Hungary in 1956, the protest over the invasion 
of Czechoslovakia was remarkably insig nifi cant. In Prague several Russian 
journalists, sympathizers with the Prague Spring, refused to write lies about 
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the invasion. They were quickly fired by their superiors in Moscow. The 
only spectacular public protest took place on Red Square on August 25. 
There were seven protesters, all of them from the human rights movement: 
Konstantin Babitsky, Larisa Bogoraz, Vadim Delone, Vladimir Dremliuga, 
Pavel Litvinov, Natalia Gorbanevskaia, and Vladimir Fainberg. Gorba-
nevskaia, a young poet from Alexeyeva’s circle of friends, was an editor of 
the first samizdat chronicle of human rights violations in the Soviet  Union. 
She brought a baby carriage with her little son inside to the square. In the 
carriage, she had small Czech flags and posters. One poster read: “Long live 
a free and in de pen dent Czechoslovakia!” On another poster was the fa-
mous slogan of Polish national revolutionaries of the nineteenth century: 
“For your freedom and ours!” The protesters tried to unfurl the flags and 
posters, but KGB agents charged at them. “Beat the anti- Soviet agents! 
They’re all Jews.” It was a secret police trick to identify members of the in-
telligentsia as “Jewish- looking” and incite the anti- Semitism of the bystand-
ers. The trick did not work this time; however, neither were the bystanders 
capable of grasping the ideas and slogans of the protesting intellectuals. The 
KGB quickly arrested the protesters. They continued to behave heroically 
during the investigation and trial. Larisa Bogoraz stated to the court: “I do 
not consider myself to be a public person. Public affairs, much less politics, 
are not the most important aspect of my life. But I faced a dilemma: to pro-
test or keep silent. For me silence would have meant a lie. If I had not 
 protested, I would have held myself responsible for all the activities of the 
government. In the same way, all the people should be held responsible for 
Sta lin- Beria camps and death sentences.” The Soviet court, on the instruc-
tions of the party authorities, sentenced the dissidents for “spreading slan-
derous information about the Soviet state and social system” and for “dis-
rupting social order and transportation.” Six protesters were sent to the 
camps, and one, Fainberg, was committed to a mental asylum.114

 Few other attempts at protest were made among the left- leaning intelli-
gentsia. Yevtushenko and Aksyonov, on vacation in the Crimea, railed in 
private against the criminal act of the Soviet regime. Yevtushenko shed 
“the tears of a deceived idealist,” then rushed to the local post of fice and 
fired off two cables: one to Brezhnev protesting the invasion, another to the 
Czech embassy in Moscow, expressing moral solidarity. Aksyonov drowned 
his rage in alcohol. Alexander Galich, a guitar- toting sixties poet and singer, 
wrote a song with the refrain: “And you, would you dare to walk out onto 
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the square at the designated hour?” Galich was alluding not only to the pro-
testers on Red Square, but also to the Decembrists who had sac ri ficed 
themselves to demonstrate their love of freedom to the people of Russia.115

 Boris Pasternak had made such a sac ri fice, although in a different way, 
in the late fifties. The majority of the children of Zhivago, however, were 
not ready for it. Among freethinking scientists and scholars only a few, 
very timid voices were raised in protest. Nowhere did the “rebellious” party 
committees resign in protest. At the Institute of History and other think 
tanks, no strikes or sit- ins took place. In fairness, by that time many promi-
nent activists had already been expelled from the Party and fired from their 
jobs. Still, the submissiveness of the educated elite was depressing. Even 
at Akademgorodok, most of scientists promptly “changed the tape” and fell 
in step to the hard- line patriotic music. In contrast with 1956, no student 
movement arose in support of the Prague Spring. The lack of response in 
Moscow to the self- immolation of the Czech student Jan Palach in January 
1969 underlined this shocking fact. Some students met the news by raising 
glasses of vodka—the old Russian tradition for mourning the dead. That 
was, however, the extent of their courage. One of the writers for Novy Mir, 
Igor Dedkov, who had been a student activist in 1956, wrote in dismay in 
his journal: “A Czech student died yesterday. Our radio stations and news-
papers are silent. They report on anything but Czechoslovakia. All we have 
been writing makes no sense: cheap, cowardly acts, boot- licking, and pros-
titution.”116

 The myth of a socially engaged and morally potent intelligentsia collapsed 
in August 1968, smashed by the brutal force of the authoritarian state. 
Above all, intellectuals were again afraid of the increasing KGB repression. 
In January 1967 the KGB had arrested Alexander Ginzburg, the poet Yuri 
Galanskov, and two other people for the distribution of samizdat, including 
the White Book on the Siniavsky- Daniel trial. The same year, Yuri An-
dropov was appointed to replace Semichastny as head of the secret police. 
Andropov created a special KGB directorate to deal with the intelligentsia. 
Its head, Philip Bobkov, came from the Leningrad school of SMERSH, had 
worked in Sta lin’s military counterintelligence, and shared with Andropov 
some knowledge of intellectual and cultural life. During 1968 the KGB 
called thousands of intellectuals and students, one by one, for a “prophylac-
tic” interrogation, warning them that continued par tic i pa tion in the human 
rights movement or samizdat activities would jeopardize their future ca-
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reers and might lead to arrest. The KGB also subjected dissidents to forced 
psychiatric treatment on the grounds that they were “mentally unstable.”117

 The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia destroyed the last hope linking 
the pursuit of intellectual and artistic freedom with the Soviet commu-
nist proj ect. Yelena Bonner was in Paris visiting Jewish relatives when she 
watched and read the Western coverage of the Soviet invasion, with pain 
and dismay. It had fi nally become clear to her that the Soviet system could 
not be “corrected” or changed by intellectuals inside the party. The Kremlin 
leaders would never relinquish their power and their empire. She returned 
to Moscow with a feeling that her party membership had been a great mis-
take. The shock of the invasion devalued her previous commitments, and 
she needed some time to reappraise her life.118 What cause was now worth 
fight ing and protesting for? Aksyonov had also lost his last remaining illu-
sions. Back in the 1950s he and his friends, stiliagi and jazz fans, had been 
“drunk with the damp breeze from Europe that suddenly started blowing 
in our direction.” Now Aksyonov had had enough of the obedient major-
ity that cared neither for democracy nor for artistic freedom. It dawned 
on him that the Soviet tank drivers who had invaded Czechoslovakia were 
“our boys, who applauded us, who read our books.”119 In 1969 the Taganka 
Theater performed a remarkable new play based on a Maxim Gorky story. 
At the end the chorus of actors sang a famous prerevolutionary song, “Du-
binushka,” that used to be sung by the workers who hauled the river barges 
and towed heavy weights. “The day will come, and the people will arise,” 
sang the actors. Before the Revolution, the artists of the Wanderers school 
and great opera singer Fyodor Chaliapin had used “Dubinushka” to call the 
Russian people to revolution. In the Taganka performance, a recording of 
Chaliapin’s mighty bass blended with the chorus from the amplifiers, as the 
actors moved toward the audience, as if pulling a barge. The actors were 
not calling for another Revolution, but rather mounting a protest against 
Russia’s eternal lack of freedom.120

 A tiny enlightened minority in the party apparatus were also angry, yet 
they did not resign in protest. Before August 1968, a coalition had seemed 
feasible between them, the economic reformers, reformist scientists, and 
the left wing of artistic groups. Could it have led eventually to a Moscow 
Spring? Who might have been the Soviet Alexander Dubček? These ques-
tions remained unanswered.121 The invasion was a painful reminder of how 
powerless and vulnerable were the friends of reform in Soviet Russia. Gor-
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bachev, at that time the regional party boss of the Stavropol region, later 
wrote: “From August 21 on, the ideological ‘toughening’ began, repression 
of any free thinking.” The party Central Committee ordered the regional 
committees to “take decisive actions in the ideological sphere. The struggle 
against the dissident movement took on a pervasive character.”122 Numer-
ous reform- minded communists, people involved in the human rights 
movement, and advocates of more far- reaching de- Sta linization were 
 expelled from the party. The very word “reform” became taboo for almost 
two de cades.

In 1968 Zhivago’s children witnessed a new wave of revolutionary events 
around the world. With their past and experience, they had much to con-
tribute to the global change around them. Their moral fervor, commit-
ment to human rights, and determination to come to terms with the Soviet 
past, as well as their enduring anticap italist convictions, placed them in 
the company of the reformers of the Prague Spring, as well as intellectual 
dreamers from Berkeley to West Berlin. And from the Sta linist past they 
had already learned lessons that most left- liberal intellectuals in the West 
were still reluctant to grasp. All the Moscow intellectuals on the left rejected 
the mythology of the Cultural Revolution in China. They understood that 
behind the radical youth in China and the peasant guerrillas in Vietnam 
stood ruthless manipulators, who would bring only more tyranny, not in-
creased freedom.

Was there a chance in 1968 for a transnational movement of intelligentsia, 
as Sakharov and other human rights activists in Moscow seemed to expect? 
The Cold War divide and the Iron Curtain proved too insuperable. The 
transnational links between Western and Russian intellectuals were almost 
nonexistent. The agenda of the Western New Left was too different from 
the immediate agenda of the Prague reformers and Moscow intelligentsia. 
Western protesters wanted to improve their pluralist democracy, to eradi-
cate racism, discrimination against minorities, and hierarchical authority 
in society and in academic life. The left- wing intelligentsia in Soviet Russia 
could hope only to make the omnipotent party and the state observe their 
own Soviet laws.
 The Prague Spring produced the illusion of a reformist solidarity that 
could unite disparate groups in the intelligentsia with technocrats and 
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 enlightened party apparatchiks and initiate a Moscow Spring. The end of 
the Prague Spring not only left the prospect of a Moscow Spring in ruins 
but underscored the political and moral sterility of the dream of socialism 
with a human face—of the attempt to marry the Soviet proj ect to freedom 
without a return to private property and cap italism. In the absence of that 
dream, the very idea of an intelligentsia in Russia began to seem like the 
figment of a naive imagination. And so began the long decline of Zhivago’s 
children and the death throes of their dreams.



nine

The Long Decline 
1968–1985

On January 22, 1969, a lieutenant in the Soviet army, Viktor Ilyin, 
made an attempt to assassinate Leonid Brezhnev. Ilyin had been born in 
Leningrad and had joined the military after graduating in March 1968 from 
the Leningrad topographical technical school. The Prague Spring and the 
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia radicalized his thinking. Ilyin boarded 
a plane from Leningrad to Moscow, taking with him two Makarov pistols. 
On the next day Brezhnev was scheduled to meet with the cosmonauts after 
their successful space flight. Ilyin waited for the government cortege near 
the Borovitsky Gates of the Kremlin and, aiming at the second car, opened 
fire from both guns. He killed the driver. Two cosmonauts were wounded 
by broken glass.1

 A writer for Novy Mir, Igor Dedkov, learned about the incident from the 
Western radio and compared the event to Karakozov’s attempt to assassi-
nate Tsar Alexander II in 1866. Other antiregime intellectuals compared 
Ilyin to the nineteenth- century group of radical intellectuals of the People’s 
Will, who saw regicide as a means to liberate Russia from despotism.2 Both 
historical analogies involved terrorist actions undertaken by intellectuals in 
response to the failure of revolution to emancipate the Russian people.3 Did 
it mean that the sixties intellectuals, heartbroken by the failure of the Prague 
Spring, were ready to resort to violence? Just the opposite. Ilyin was not the 
precursor of the revolutionary intelligentsia. Human rights advocates and 

The crisis emerged, above all, in the realm of 
spirit. The people of the sixties began to lose their 
position as the spiritual leaders of the nation.

—Viktor Slavkin, aging stiliaga, 1996
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the left- wing intellectuals felt revulsion at an idea of revolutionary terror. 
They wanted changes to occur, but without bloody coups, revolutions, or 
turmoil.4

 Ilyin was committed to a mental asylum. Instead of a return to Sta linism, 
much feared by many in the left- leaning intelligentsia, Brezhnev continued 
Khrushchev’s New Deal with the Soviet people, including the educated 
elites. Now, the thrust of Soviet policies was not to achieve a return to Le-
ninism or to support national liberation movements around the world, but 
rather to usher in détente with the West and ensure domestic conservatism. 
A joke captures the mood of the time: Sta lin, Khrushchev, and Brezhnev 
are sitting in a train compartment. Suddenly, the train  comes to a halt. Sta-
lin gives the order to shoot the engineer. The train continues to stand still. 
Khrushchev rehabilitates the engineer—still no movement. Brezhnev draws 
the curtains over the windows and says: “At last, we’re moving again.” Un-
der Brezhnev, it was no  longer necessary to prove that one believed in the 
Soviet communist proj ect. There was no debate about what this proj ect 
meant or how to bring it to fruition. It was enough just to accept its exis-
tence and to mind one’s own business. The KGB watched carefully to make 
sure ev ery one observed the ritualized rules of public behavior, and it often 
conducted “prophylactic mea sures” to warn and intimidate possible trans-
gressors.
 Before August 1968 the Brezhnev leadership still paid grudging respect 
to intellectuals—the sci en tific and cultural elites. Even the decision to send 
troops into Czechoslovakia was dictated by the Kremlin’s recognition of the 
power of intellectuals, whether as instigators of a popular uprising or as 
promoters of a “quiet revolution.” During the next de cade, however, the 
 Brezhnev leadership became more certain of its control over educated soci-
ety. Consequently, the sta tus of intellectuals declined in the eyes of the po-
litical leaders. And in a context where no reforms were discussed, there 
was no place for intellectuals and their advice; nor was there any need for 
sci en tific miracles, social science research, investigative media, or interac-
tive television journalism. The continuing expansion of higher education 
and cultural institutions, along with greater investments in sci en tific and 
academic endeavor, did not necessarily lead to the growth of civic society, 
ideals of democracy and freedom, or simple moral integrity. Those who 
had in previous de cades believed in the power of the “honest” word, the 
resurgence of Russian literature, or the in flu ence of sci en tific and scholarly 
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expertise suddenly lost traction. Even the belief in the Marxist version of 
historically  determined prog ress, almost an article of faith in the 1960s, 
seemed to have been shattered. Intellectuals and writers became demoral-
ized by the loss of positive common guidelines and goals in the new politi-
cal and social reality.
 Those who had remained convinced of the purpose and sig nifi cance of 
the intelligentsia discovered several options that had not existed before. It 
was possible to express public dissent and turn for support to world public 
opinion. It was also possible to emigrate from the Soviet  Union. And last 
but not least, it was possible simply to live on without revolutionary ideals 
or big dreams, making small compromises, and carving out a niche for 
daily creative and spiritual activities, in the increasingly pragmatic and 
cynical environment of Brezhnev’s Soviet  Union.

Dissidents: Living the Intelligentsia’s Ideals
The invasion of Czechoslovakia set in motion the group defection of many 
intellectuals and cultural fig ures from the Soviet communist proj ect. The 
earlier optimism and idealism, the hope for a purified, humane socialism 
that would rescue the revolution, evaporated rapidly in Moscow vanguard 
circles. There was a widespread sense among leftist intellectuals that his-
tory had betrayed them. Those who had assiduously studied the writings of 
Marx and Lenin before, seeking in them some theoretical magic formula 
for reforming the Soviet society, ceased searching after the Prague Spring.5 
Dmitry Furman, a Moscow intellectual who graduated from MGU in 1965, 
recalled that among his friends and colleagues the fad of Marxism- Leninism 
“died a quiet death sometime during the reign of Brezhnev.” Among Fur-
man’s friends were Westernizers, Zen Buddhists, Russian Orthodox believ-
ers, Russian neo- Nazis, and Zionists. Although many of those people 
were party members, genuine Marxists were a vanishing breed.6 In the Rus-
sian provinces, far from the cultural urban centers, one could still find peo-
ple who were true believers in Lenin and Marxism; however, the provinces 
in Russia were intellectually behind the urban cultural centers by at least a 
de cade.
 The heroic form of exodus from the Soviet communist proj ect was to 
join the dissident movement. A few intellectuals, among them Alik Ginz-
burg, Valery Chalidze, and Ludmilla Alexeyeva, grasped the potential of 
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forming a constitutional movement, or simply behaving as if Soviet laws 
and constitutional rights were not a fiction but a reality. It had been Alex-
ander Volpin’s idea that had inspired the first public demonstration in De-
cember 1965, after the arrest of Siniavsky and Daniel. The dissidents be-
lieved they could bene fit from the fact that in 1966 the Soviet  Union rati-
fied the United Nations Covenant on Human Rights. The Soviet state re-
acted by issuing amendments to the criminal code, under which people 
could be arrested and imprisoned for spreading “anti- Soviet slander,” but it 
could not prevent new forms of public dissent. During the Prague Spring a 
number of dissidents, including Alik Ginzburg, Roy Medvedev, and Lud-
milla Alexeyeva, began to put together a samizdat periodical digest, the 
Chronicle of Current Events. In 1969–70 a group of Moscow intellectuals, 
many of them former party members, established the Committee for Hu-
man Rights. At first, the human rights movement remained deliberately 
nonideological and welcomed people of starkly different views, from re-
form Marxists to liberals, “Russian patriots” and non- Russian nationalists.7

 It is dif fi cult to capture the full and remarkable va ri ety of the forms of 
public dissent and the samizdat publications that appeared during the 
1970s. The debate, however, continues on the place and role of the human 
rights movement in the story of the Russian intelligentsia. For the majority 
of dissidents, par tic i pa tion in the movement was intimately linked to the 
ethos of the intelligentsia, the moral as well as intellectual need to be in de-
pen dent from the autocratic state. Some authors presented “dissidents” as 
the only real intelligenti of that time, the people who came closest to em-
bodying the Russian intelligentsia’s moral standards and ideals. And the so-
 called dissidents themselves, all types and descriptions of them, consistently 
imagined themselves to be the “true” intelligentsia, in contrast to Soviet es-
tablishment scientists, physicians, academic scholars, artists, and so on, 
who refused to par tic i pate in their activities. It was notable that most of the 
dissidents no  longer sought their spiritual forebears in post- 1917 intellec-
tual and cultural history, even the first post- Revolutionary de cade. In a 
break with their previous beliefs from the time when they belonged to the 
leftist avant- garde in the early 1960s, they now sought their roots in pre-
revolutionary Russia, above all among the radicals who opposed the state 
and addressed society as moral and social prophets.8
 The dissidents originated in the same social circles that had spawned the 
Moscow kompany during the previous de cade. The majority of them be-
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longed to the postwar student generation. They continued to gather at one 
another’s apartments, often in the kitchens, where tea and modest snacks 
were served, and engaged in endless conversations about literature, art, 
politics, and the accursed questions of Russian life. Consumption of high 
culture—fine arts, classical music, along with samizdat—continued to be 
the highlight of their existence. Women played a particularly prominent 
role in the movement: they helped the families of the arrested activists, and 
educated children in the spirit of honesty and intellectual freedom. The 
joke at the time ran: “Why are you retyping War and Peace on your 
typewriter?—I just want my son to read Tolstoy, and he reads only samiz-
dat.”9 The mutual trust and affection, the habit of intense intellectual and 
spiritual interaction, characteristic of the earlier bands of companions, re-
mained a vital part of the ethos of the dissident movement. In 1970 Yelena 
Bonner, an activist in the human rights movement, met Andrei Sakharov 
when he joined her friends in a Moscow courthouse to attend the trial of a 
person arrested for “anti- Soviet activities.” The two hit it off and quickly 
discovered they had much in common, above all their love for classical 
Russian literature, especially the poetry of Alexander Pushkin, an aversion 
to conformism, and a sense of moral commitment expressed in Goethe’s 
Faust: “He only earns his freedom and existence / Who daily conquers them 
anew!” Sakharov and Bonner were both captivated by the youthful and ro-
mantic spirit of this verse. It helped establish a spiritual bond between the 
two of them that led to their marriage in January 1972.10

 This romantic and moral ethos of the dissidents was enhanced by a sense 
of the risk involved in public dissent. They reached out to and assisted vic-
tims of state oppression and legal injustice. Anatoly Cherniaev, an enlight-
ened party apparatchik who had friends and schoolmates in the circles fre-
quented by dissidents, in 1974 recorded his envy and admiration for the 
solidarity within the community (obshchestvo) of human rights activists. 
He learned that poet Yuli Daniel, sentenced with Siniavsky in the infamous 
trial of 1965–66, had returned from camps and was receiving assistance 
from the “community.” Its networks and connections in Moscow enabled 
Daniel to make a living by supplying translations under a pseudonym. He 
even built a house in Moscow and found a new wife among the young 
 women of the community. Cherniaev commented that this assistance re-
vealed “a high level of solidarity, unusual for the present- day state of human 
relations” in Moscow. “This community is outside the system.”11 In other 
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words, the dissidents built a civic milieu for themselves, separate from So-
viet society.
 At first, the dissidents studiously avoided taking political and ideological 
stands against the Soviet regime. Sakharov, a leading authority among the 
human rights activists, never believed in a violent overthrow of the Soviet 
regime. And he continued to hope for free cooperation, even if in some 
distant future, between the intelligentsia and an enlightened Soviet leader-
ship. In 1970–71 the KGB reported, citing the tapped conversations among 
the dissidents, that Sakharov wanted to meet with Brezhnev or someone in 
the Soviet leadership, to explain the goals and purposes of the human rights 
movement and to reach some kind of understanding. Sources among the 
dissidents do not corroborate this assertion. The KGB’s Yuri Andropov at 
that time might have viewed such a meeting as a way to separate Sakharov 
from the dissident movement. In any case, Brezhnev and his colleagues 
were not prepared to enter into any negotiations with Sakharov. They sus-
pected that the content of such negotiations would be publicized in the 

Andrei Sakharov and Yelena Bonner. They both admired the same quotation from 
Goethe’s Faust: “He only earns his freedom and existence / Who daily conquers them 
anew!” Their activities in the human rights movement brought them together, and they 
were married in 1972. Standing behind them (left to right) are the writers Viktor 
Nekrasov and Vladimir Voinovich (Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).
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West, and did not want to be embarrassed. Such a meeting would also have 
meant recognizing Sakharov’s sta tus as the leader of an in de pen dent intel-
ligentsia.12

 Inevitably, the initial success of the dissident movement in withstanding 
state pressures through courage and solidarity, pushed them to perceive 
themselves as an elite within the intelligentsia or even the only true intelli-
gentsia, in contrast to the conformist majority, including many of their for-
mer friends and contacts inside and outside the party. This view, in turn, 
set them apart from most people in the sci en tific and cultural elites, who 
were not ready to join the movement. Active public dissent almost always 
entailed the revocation of party membership, the loss of professional posi-
tion and all concomitant privileges, and the loss of “access”—that is, the 
ability to lobby the authorities through the usual Soviet channels. A new 
psychology had emerged, observed Sakharov, “when people began to value 
very highly nonessential needs, such as travel abroad, which thirty years 
ago had been considered an un imag in able luxury.”13

 Those who had permission to travel abroad considered it not a luxury, 
but a necessity. Numerous prominent intellectuals and artists still believed 
they could do more by living out their intellectual dreams inside the sys-
tem. Bonner and Sakharov discovered this phenomenon in 1970, when 
they began to collect signatures for a public petition to abolish cap ital pun-
ishment in Soviet law. Yevtushenko and Okudzhava refused to sign the pe-
tition, because by doing so they would forfeit the chance to publish, obtain 
funds for a new journal, and promote young poets. Dmitry Likhachev, a 
famous historian of ancient Russian art and literature, refused to sign, be-
cause he needed to convince the authorities in Leningrad to preserve the 
old city and suburban parks. Gersh Budker, a physicist from the Aka-
demgorodok, said that his signature would make things more com pli cated 
for numerous scientists at his institute.14 A few courageous artists, among 
them the cellist Mstislav Rostropovich and his wife, the opera diva Galina 
Vishnevskaia, supported dissidents with money and signatures, and (in the 
Rostropoviches’ case) even provided a living space in their country house 
for Alexander Solzhenitsyn. Yet many other artists refused to do so. In the 
jargon of the seventies, they remained “semidissidents”—that is, they were 
against the regime but did not dare to take part in public dissent for fear of 
losing their ability to pursue their professional careers in science, the hu-
manities, or art. Yuri Temirkanov, a world- famous conductor, later con-
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fessed: “I have never been a fighter against the communists. I was afraid of 
them.”15

 The more the community of human rights activists met with rejection 
from the larger circles of educated society, the greater became the divide 
between them and the majority in intellectual- artistic circles and broader 
groups of educated professionals.16 Estranged from their natural social- 
cultural base and facing unceasing arrests and harassment from the KGB, 
the public activists turned to the democratic West as the last straw. Specifi-
cally, many of them viewed Western journalists and Western media as the 
main audience for their activities. They passed materials to them about So-
viet repression and violation of legal norms not in order to expand public 
dissent and to arouse Russian public opinion; rather, they wanted to use the 
pressure of Western public opinion on the Soviet government to help the 
friends who were in prisons and psychiatric hospitals and to protect the 
dissident movement from even harsher reprisals. “The West will help us,” 
became a favorite toast among “defectors- in- place.” For dissidents, friend-
ship with Western journalists became essential. Foreigners who resided in 
Moscow with their families, the hordes of Western of fi cials who came to 
Moscow and Leningrad during the years of détente, exchange scholars, and 
par tic i pants at sci en tific conferences carried information in and out of the 
Soviet  Union, helping spread the news about the arrests and persecu-
tions.17

 During the 1970s the circle of Moscow human rights activists focused 
attention primarily on the defense of individuals and groups who suffered 
from the injustices of the Soviet regime. There were many such individuals 
and groups among the non- Russian ethnic and religious groups—for in-
stance, the Crimean Tatars and Volga Germans who had been evicted from 
their homelands, various Catholic and Prot es tant religious groups, western 
Ukrainian and Baltic nationalists, and increasingly Jews who wanted to 
emigrate from the Soviet  Union. This focus was a logical continuation of 
the growth in liberal beliefs among former leftist dissidents. It was also a 
follow- up to the slogan “For your freedom and ours” raised by the protest-
ers on Red Square in August 1968. Among the minorities more manifesta-
tions of ethnic solidarity took place than among Russians themselves. 
Moreover, some followers of the dissident movement (and even more peo-
ple within bohemian circles and groups of semidissidents in Moscow and 
Leningrad) began to take a negative view of the Russian people, because 
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they had served as the backbone of the Soviet regime. Of course, Andrei 
Sakharov and the leading human rights defenders never agreed with this 
anti- Russian “nationalism in reverse,” and they rejected elitist views. Nev-
ertheless, such dicta as “There are only despots and slaves in Russia” and 
“Slavery is in the Russian genes” could be heard in the dissident milieu.18

 Historically, nonrevolutionary groups who promoted the idea of the 
Russian intelligentsia had had to negotiate with the state or in flu ence the 
bureaucracy to promote change. It was the only alternative to revolutionary 
violence and underground political activities. The dissidents, however, 
sought a third way of advancing their moral agenda, and it led them into 
self- isolation. Their reliance on Western of fi cials, diplomats, and media to 
spread their message, as well as their apparent emphasis on defending the 
rights of non- Russians, made the dissidents more vulnerable to attacks by 
Soviet pro pa gan da and KGB disinformation specialists. At universities, ac-
ademic institutes, and other cultural institutions, the KGB disseminated 
materials and sponsored lectures in which the human rights defenders were 
presented as “non- Russians” and traitors who worked for the West. This 
campaign did not fall on deaf ears. Many potential sympathizers of the dis-
sidents considered it inappropriate to help the West in its pro pa gan da war-
fare against the Soviet  Union during the Cold War. They felt that the major-
ity of dissidents had a biased agenda that gave them no right to claim to be 
the moral vanguard of the Russian people. Many of Sakharov’s colleagues 
believed that he went too far and ascribed his outspokenness to the in flu-
ence of his Jewish wife. Numerous scientists, artists, and other intellectual 
fig ures signed the collective letters denouncing the most prominent dissi-
dents, above all Solzhenitsyn and Sakharov. The party authorities generated 
these letters as a test of loyalty for intellectuals, but also as a weapon to 
drive a wedge between them and the dissidents. And again this policy 
worked. More and more of the dissidents became, as Elena Bonner put it, 
“foreigners at home.”19

 The dissident intellectuals, including Sakharov, appealed to the U.S. 
Congress in 1973 to link détente and economic relations with the Soviet 
 Union with Soviet domestic reforms, above all the right of emigration. 
These appeals translated into the Jackson- Vanik amendment to the U.S.- 
Soviet trade bill, linking trade relations between the superpowers with the 
right of emigration for Soviet Jews. The human rights activists also took 
heart in the signing of the Helsinki Final Act in August 1975 by Leonid 
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 Brezhnev. This international document, approved by the United States, 
Canada, and all European countries, obligated the Soviet  Union to respect 
freedom of speech, conscience, and free travel. By that time the struggle for 
the right to emigrate from the Soviet  Union had become the primary goal 
of the human rights activists. Dissidents in Moscow and some other Soviet 
cities launched Helsinki Watch groups to monitor Soviet violations of the 
Helsinki Act. In January 1977 Jimmy Carter became the U.S. president and 
sent a personal letter to Andrei Sakharov, as a member of the Helsinki 
Watch group in Moscow. Ludmilla Alexeyeva, another member of this 
group, recalled that “our most optimistic predictions now seemed within 
reach. . . . The alliance of Western politicians and Soviet dissidents was 
starting to emerge.” The euphoria was short- lived. The movement, isolated 
from the broader intellectual circles in Moscow, and Russia as a whole, 
dwindled rapidly. The KGB retaliated by arresting activists in the Helsinki 
Watch groups.20

 During the 1970s the human rights movement had faced mounting at-
tacks not only from the Soviet state, but also from Russian nationalists 

Living the intelligentsia’s ethos in the 1970s: a circle of dissident friends. Among them 
were Ludmilla Alexeyeva (second from left), Larisa Bogoraz, and her second husband, 
Anatoly Marchenko (on right) (Courtesy of Memorial, Moscow).
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among the dissidents themselves and in the right wing of Soviet literary 
circles. The Russian patriots, a growing network of intellectuals and artists 
from the post- Sta lin generation who had embraced Russian nationalism 
and chauvinism during the 1960s, saw the Prague Spring as a danger, not 
an opportunity. After 1968 their ideological hatred focused on cosmopoli-
tan party intellectuals, believers in Marxism- Leninism and socialism with a 
human face. Those, in their opponents’ opinion, were the children of the 
people who had ruined Russia during the Revolution.21 The patriots cele-
brated the disappearance of Tvardovsky’s Novy Mir as their big victory. In 
1969 they also published programmatic articles in the Moscow literary 
journal Molodaia Gvardia (Young Guard). These articles  adopted the the-
ses of the conservative Slavophile intellectuals of the second half of the 
nineteenth century, who had opposed the Westernization of Russia and 
criticized the “Westernized intelligentsia.”22 Now, they wrote, we have the 
Moscow intelligentsia that sold out to the West opposed to the “national 
spirit” and “stringently active” in undermining the “foundations of national 
culture.” The Russian patriots urged party authorities to take urgent mea-
sures to support and preserve the vanishing Russian peasantry. They also 
exhorted the government to purge cosmopolitan (that is, Jewish) intellec-
tuals, in the way the Polish regime had done after March 1968.23

 While applauding the Brezhnev leadership for its newfound toughness 
after the intervention in Czechoslovakia, Russian patriots criticized the 
Kremlin’s détente policies. In their eyes, these policies opened the gates to 
Western in flu ence on Russian society, and the eventual triumph of their 
cosmopolitan and liberal enemies. Driven by these fears, even Russian na-
tionalists who admired Novy Mir and initially believed they had to form a 
united front with liberal human rights activists and reform- minded com-
munists began to distance themselves from them. Gennady Shimanov 
wrote in his diary in the early 1970s: “Should we as Russian patriots join 
ranks with the so- called democrats against Soviet power? If tomorrow this 
power collapses, who will become the masters of Russia? Given the over-
whelming supremacy of the anti- Russian forces even in Russia itself, not to 
mention the power of the West that will come to assist its appointees and 
allies, those who would come to power would be much worse than the cur-
rent regime. Therefore, we should firmly take the side of this regime, as bad 
as it is, by supporting it against the Westernizers.”24

 Numerous scholars, journalists, and Komsomol functionaries shared the 
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nationalist angst and met to discuss a nationalist agenda. Some writers and 
intellectuals met informally in what they called the Russian Club, in Mos-
cow, Novgorod, and other historic cities. They were particularly carried 
away by the views of Lev Gumilyov, a brilliant historian and the only son of 
the poets Anna Akhmatova and Nikolai Gumilyov. During the Sta lin era 
Gumilyov was arrested twice and spent years in the camps. There he be-
came interested in the study of the great nomadic migrations from Asia to 
Europe. He also developed the concept of a “passionary ethnos” capable of 
spectacular expansion and conquest. Gumilyov was in flu enced by thinkers 
of the Eurasian movement whom he met in the camps, Russians who had 
returned to the Soviet  Union during the 1930s from emigration, believing 
that Sta linism could transcend the Red- White divide and build a great Eur-
asian empire. In the spirit of Oswald Spengler, Gumilyov believed that Eu-
rope was in a state of permanent decline and that rejuvenation could come 
only from the East. Gumilyov’s view of the Jews in medieval Europe as a 
parasitic, mercantile class, not a nation, made some authors accuse him of 
anti- Semitism.25 His writings, derivatives of the ethnoracial nationalist phi-
losophies of the 1920s, would play the central role in the resurgent Russian 
nationalist movement. Gumilyov gained many followers among better- 
educated Russian nationalists, who no  longer limited their reference frame 
to Sta linism. They claimed that Russia, having inherited the baton of a great 
Eurasian “superethnos,” was destined to oppose the declining West. Their 
discussions invariably zeroed in on the Revolution and the role Jews had 
played in it. The myth of a Judeo- Masonic conspiracy spread from Musco-
vite intellectual circles to the provinces through the networks of Russian 
patriots, especially the Russian branch of the writers’  union. The anti- 
Semitic theorists credited Sta lin with trying to liberate Russia from the Jew-
ish yoke and claimed that the Brezhnev leadership was under the control of 
the hidden Judeo- Masonic cabal.26 Fortunately, the Soviet leadership never 
intended to implement the anti- Semitic dreams of the extreme Russian na-
tionalists.
 Alexander Solzhenitsyn com pli cated the venomous intellectual politics 
in dissident and semidissident circles even more during the 1970s. From 
1969 to 1973 the author of One Day still remained a moral exemplar to 
hundreds of thousands of disaffected Russian and non- Russian intellectu-
als and artists. In 1974 he attracted world attention again when his monu-
mental work The Gulag Archipelago was published in the West, unsurpassed 
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collective testimony to the crimes of the communist regime. He was 
awarded the Nobel Prize. Yet Solzhenitsyn used this fame to promote an 
agenda that was at sharp variance with the views and values of most of his 
intellectual admirers. He was an Orthodox believer and a conservative Rus-
sian nationalist who idealized premodern Russian history and the Russian 
peasantry and preached isolationism from the West and Western in flu-
ences. Solzhenitsyn believed that the intelligentsia in any shape and form 
was a vehicle for those in flu ences, and hence the intrinsic enemy of the 
Russian people.
 In 1973 Solzhenitsyn began to express his views more clearly than he had 
before. At first, he rejected the idea that the large educated class that had 
emerged after Sta lin’s death could be in any way compared with the Russian 
intelligentsia. Instead, he wrote, the rapid expansion of higher education in 
the postwar times had produced a class of “dabblers” without real knowl-
edge or principles. How, he wondered, could Moscow intellectuals be so 
duplicitous? They “see clearly the flabby weakness of the Party Lie,” he 
wrote, “they ridicule it, and yet they cynically, vocally, and craftily repeat 
this Lie, contributing to it with their eloquence and stylish embellish-
ments!”27 Solzhenitsyn seemed to be defending the religious and conserva-
tive Russia of his imagination from usurpers who had absorbed the West-
ern cosmopolitan value of intellectual freedom. No wonder that 
Solzhenitsyn began to criticize the “society” of dissidents. He blamed 
Sakharov and his colleagues for their unwillingness to defend the Russian 
people, and eagerness to fight for the rights of Jews and other minorities 
who wanted to emigrate and “abandon Russia” to its fate. Sakharov, who 
admired Solzhenitsyn’s literary and political contribution to public dissent, 
realized by the mid- 1970s that the writer of The Gulag Archipelago adhered 
to very different philosophies and ethical principles than he did. For Sol-
zhenitsyn, the moral salvation of the Russian people was a quasi- religious 
concept that he passionately believed in. The fate of spe cific individuals, 
Russians and especially non- Russians, was of no interest to him; anyone 
could be sac ri ficed for a great cause. Solzhenitsyn, like the KGB, believed 
that only Sakharov’s marriage to the Jewish Yelena Bonner made him act in 
an anti- Russian and anti- patriotic manner. In February 1974 the Politburo, 
in an effort to decap itate the dissident movement, expelled Solzhenitsyn 
from the Soviet  Union. In the West, however, Solzhenitsyn fully revealed 
his true ideological colors. Jewish intellectual admirers of Solzhenitsyn 
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who had lauded his courage in the fight against the Soviet regime turned 
away from him. The anti- Semitic tone of his interviews and writings, and 
their implications for Soviet Jews, became an embarrassment to many of 
his Russian friends. He chose a remote place in Vermont to live, where he 
worked in isolation from the Russian émigré community. From this haven 
in the United States he continued to criticize the “Westernized” intelligent-
sia of Moscow for lack of true national sentiments. At the same time, call-
ing for repentance and moral renewal, he appealed to the Kremlin leader-
ship and bureaucracy and the Russian population at large.28

 Solzhenitsyn’s writings of the 1970s and the polemics surrounding them 
contributed to further blurring of the intellectual contours of the Russian 
intelligentsia. Instead of looking to the future, many antiregime intellectu-
als squabbled and split over historical and ideological narratives from the 
prerevolutionary past.

Exodus from the Utopia: Emigration
Solzhenitsyn’s forced emigration was part of a larger phenomenon that also 
helped account for the rapid dwindling and fragmentation of the idea of 
the Russian intelligentsia. Individual intellectuals and artists, dancers, and 
musicians had defected to the West before the Prague Spring. The exodus 
from the Soviet  Union became a mass phenomenon with the so- called Jew-
ish emigration, the result of a complex set of causes and policies, among 
them the escalating anti- Semitic rhetoric and the ideology of Russian na-
tionalists, as well as the resurgent Jewish spirit. Among the most important 
international factors were the U.S.- Israeli campaign to “liberate Jews” in the 
Soviet  Union. The catalyst for this campaign was an affair involving air-
plane hijackers in June 1970, a group of Soviet Jews led by an adventurous- 
minded Zionist who wanted to leave the Soviet  Union at any cost; they were 
captured by the KGB before they could escape, and two of them were sen-
tenced to death.29 Human rights activists in the USSR launched an interna-
tional campaign in support of the condemned hijackers. Jewish activists 
abroad harassed Soviet of fices in Western cap itals. Under pressure, the Po-
litburo decided to commute the death sentences to long prison terms. Still, 
the Jewish protests and demonstrations continued in Moscow, Tbilisi, and 
other cities.30

 In fact, the Kremlin leaders had decided even earlier to authorize a quiet 
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Jewish emigration from the Soviet  Union. The idea allegedly came from the 
KGB’s Andropov, who believed it would be an ideal safety valve, helping to 
reduce the growing domestic tension around the Jewish Question and at 
the same time getting rid of many Russian- Jewish intellectuals, who were 
activists in the human rights movement.31 The new policy allowed Soviet 
citizens to emigrate for the first time, but only on an Israeli visa and with-
out the right of return to the Soviet  Union. In 1971, 13,711 Soviet Jews emi-
grated to Israel. In 1972, almost 30,000 were allowed to leave the Soviet 
 Union—five times more than the total number of Jewish émigrés in the 
years from 1945 to 1968. In 1973–74, the number of people who emigrated 
topped 50,000. In all, during the 1970s over two hundred thousand Jewish 
émigrés left the Soviet  Union.32 The first wave of them came from the Baltic 
States and Georgia, but educated Jews from Moscow, Leningrad, and Kiev 
found it easy to obtain exit visas as well.33

 The emigration of Jews was limited in scope, and most Jews stayed in the 
Soviet  Union. Nevertheless, this emigration was bound to be a huge brain 
drain on recruits to the intelligentsia. Jews constituted just 1 percent of the 
Soviet population (2.1 million) but had held 7 percent of the posts in sci-
ence, 20 percent of the positions in established literary circles and journal-
ism, 8 percent in art, and 6 percent in medicine. In 1971–72 there were 
105,000 Jewish students in Soviet universities, two times more than the 
number of university students in Israel. Among sixty thousand Soviet Jews 
were employed in the sciences, and twenty- two thousand of them had 
Ph.D.’s. There were nine times more college graduates among the Jews than 
among those who claimed Russian nationality.34 And that fig ure does not 
take into account the numerous “half- Jews” who had assumed Russian 
identity and registered themselves as Russian on their domestic passports. 
Many educated Jewish émigrés who were assimilated into Russian culture 
had been true believers in the Soviet communist proj ect, and party and 
Komsomol activists in their youth. During the Thaw and the 1960s they 
enthusiastically supported left- wing literature, theater, and art, along with 
its idea of a renascent intelligentsia.35 During the 1970s, however, a dispro-
portionately high number of them decided to emigrate.
 Why did they decide to leave? Most émigrés, when interviewed, pointed 
to the rising anti- Semitism in Soviet society and their fear for a future for 
their children in the USSR. This fear related to a long history of sporadic 
anti- Semitic outbursts, purges, and executions that denied Jews a sense of 
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security or stability in Soviet society. The older émigrés’ memories of the 
Holocaust and Sta lin’s campaigns made their fears almost palpable. Still, 
fear of lethal anti- Semitic pogroms in Soviet Russia was not the primary 
reason behind the decision to emigrate. Many Soviet Jews emigrated for 
reasons other than those they stated. Ample evidence supports this conclu-
sion. The majority of Soviet Jews decided, while they were residing in the 
émigré camps in Vienna or near Rome, to go to the United States, instead 
of Israel, for purely pragmatic reasons.36 Some of them had noticed, in the 
growing competition for positions in intellectual and sci en tific strata of So-
viet society, the preference being given to non- Jews over Jews in the fields 
of culture, science, and education. Many publicly active dissidents had chil-
dren who either had been expelled from universities or had been failed on 
entrance exams. As Sakharov put it in his reminiscences, it gradually 
dawned on them that their children “were becoming hostage to [their par-
ents’] public activity.” Emigration began to appear the best available op-
tion.37 Another, largely unstated, reason was that after 1968 the widespread 
belief in the peaceful transformation of the Soviet communist proj ect that 
had reconciled so many intellectuals to other disadvantages of living in the 
USSR evaporated. It was particularly true for the Russian- Jewish intellectu-
als who emigrated from Moscow, Leningrad, and Kiev. Soviet Russia had 
seemed like the “Promised Land” to their grandparents and parents during 
the 1920s. It had become a ruined utopia for them and their children. Why 
tolerate an uncertain future in which they and their children might be 
scapegoated for Soviet misrule by the growing number of Russian anti- 
Semitic nationalists?38

 The emigration had a snowball effect: when one person or family would 
decide to leave the Soviet  Union, others from the same circle or professional 
group would follow suit. Yelena Bonner recalled that at the end of the 1960s 
and in the early 1970s a rather negative attitude toward emigration pre-
vailed in Moscow intellectual circles, especially among the idealists of the 
postwar student generation, as they discussed it during their endless 
“kitchen debates.” The people involved in dissident activities believed that 
young, educated, and assimilated Jews had to stay and join the movement 
of democratic intelligentsia. Yet by the middle of the 1970s many in these 
circles began to regard emigration as the best option for themselves and for 
others.39 Rumors circulated from group to group in Moscow and Lenin-
grad, “Everybody’s leaving! The best and brightest are leaving!” The deci-
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sion to emigrate meant burning all bridges, rejecting the identity of a loyal 
Soviet citizen, and this decision in turn helped to crystallize Jewish identity 
among the urban educated classes. It began to alienate non- Jews from as-
similated Jews in intellectual circles. Those Jews began to imagine their fu-
ture outside the Soviet and communist framework—a revolutionary devel-
opment. Voice of America and Israeli radio played up sometimes idealized 
expectations about American and Israeli society to those who were disillu-
sioned with the Soviet experiment. The media promoted intellectuals’ 
growing desire to belong to a democratic Western culture, to be part of 
Western civilization. For the émigrés the free world, replacing the discred-
ited Soviet utopia of their parents and grandparents, became the next ideal-
ized frontier.40

 The attitudes of Soviet authorities on Jewish emigration were the prod-
uct of contradictory impulses. The KGB created the new category of Jewish 
“refuseniks”—that is, Soviet Jews who were denied the right to emigrate to 
Israel. To protect the party and the state, the KGB, according to its records, 
intimidated and harassed tens of thousands of people.41 At the same time, 
allowing and encouraging the emigration of Russian- Jewish intellectuals 
(or expelling them if necessary, as in Solzhenitsyn’s case), helped the KGB 
check domestic Zionism and weaken the base of the dissident movement. It 
also let Brezhnev off the hook: he could pursue détente with Western pow-
ers without jeopardizing domestic stability. The KGB forced many non- 
Jews from the human rights movement to choose emigration as Jews, at the 
invitation from the fictional “relatives” in Israel. An increasing number of 
prominent non- Jewish semidissident intellectuals and artists decided to 
emigrate after prolonged harassment, KGB provocations, and loss of jobs 
and income.42 Ultimately, the “Jewish emigration” was a highly successful 
strategy for the KGB against the human rights movement and the “society” 
that supported it. For each dissident arrested by the KGB several hundreds 
of supporters left the country. During the 1970s Andropov could report a 
rapid amelioration in the “operational situation” from the point of view of 
the secret police. Dissidents who refused to emigrate were arrested and in-
carcerated. Only Sakharov, his wife, and a handful of the founding activists 
of the human rights movement stayed in the Soviet  Union. Ludmilla Alex-
eyeva supported the right of Jews to emigrate but felt that “the West focused 
on one theme, Jewish emigration,” and failed to provide assistance to the 
democratic movement inside Soviet Russia.43
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 For many assimilated Jews and “half- Jews” emigration was a very painful 
act, separating them from their circles of friends and their familiar milieu. 
A number of Russian- Jewish activists disapproved of emigration. Yefim Et-
kind, a linguist from Leningrad, wrote in samizdat, “Our culture gets dis-
persed,” and urged young Jews to stay in Russia and continue the struggle 
for liberalization and democratization. Etkind was harassed by the KGB to 
such an extent, however, that he chose emigration in 1974.44 Other Russian-
 Jewish intellectuals left the Soviet  Union with tears and a sense of tremen-
dous loss. They tried to take with them the books and the sounds of the 
sixties—their tapes with the songs of Okudzhava, Galich, and Vysotsky.45 
Among those who left was Natasha, the daughter of Yuri Timofeev, who in 
the early 1950s had been the host for a circle of Moscow poets and artists. 
She emigrated to the United States not so much out of fear of anti- Semitism, 
but rather because the hope for political and social change after 1968 was 
dead. She never forgot the brilliant circle of her father’s friends, whom she 
imagined to be the true and only intelligentsia.46

 For many other educated émigrés from Moscow and Leningrad who 
ended up in Israel or in the West, and even for their children, the Russian 
intelligentsia remained a key cultural model. Yet some of them began to 
claim that emigration might be the only way to preserve the values of this 
community. In June 1968 Arkady Belinkov, a writer, escaped to the West 
with his wife during a tourist trip. His dreams for an emancipation of intel-
lectual and cultural life in Soviet Russia had been shattered, and he hoped 
to emulate Alexander Herzen, the nineteenth- century Russian socialist, 
and found a “free Russian press” in exile. Belinkov settled in the United 
States and began to work for Radio Liberty. In December 1969 he wrote, “I 
never departed from Russian literature. I simply moved elsewhere to work. 
In the new place one can do much more for the cause of freedom. . . . From 
the first line of my first book I was always with those who hate black, brown, 
yellow and red fascism and who fight against it.” Belinkov, like Solzhenit-
syn, claimed that a community of Russian intellectuals was unrealizable in 
the Soviet  Union. The real choice was between struggle and surrender. 
Belinkov hoped that his activities abroad would shame the Russian intel-
lectuals who stayed in the Soviet  Union into active opposition to the re-
gime.47

 Some other émigrés sought to act as an intelligentsia- in- exile and hesi-
tated to blend into the intellectual and cultural life in their new countries.48 
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A few émigré intellectuals followed Belinkov’s example and began to work 
for Western pro pa gan da channels, including VOA and Radio Liberty. Back 
in the Soviet  Union they had claimed to be an apolitical and moral opposi-
tion to the regime, yet in the West they plunged into Cold War politics, 
 allied themselves with Western cold warriors, and became paid employees 
of the Western pro pa gan da or ga ni za tions.49 Some extended their claims of 
expertise into international affairs. They believed that Western liberal de-
mocracies grossly underestimated and misunderstood the nature of the So-
viet threat in the Cold War. These people were united in their hatred and 
resentment of the country they had left behind. One émigré of prerevolu-
tionary vintage who was close to the dissidents was struck by “the lack of 
affection for Russia” among them. “In Russia they love only the ‘intelligent-
sia’ and ev ery thing related to this notion.”50

 Attempts at transplanting the idea of the intelligentsia abroad were illu-
sory. Gradually, émigré intellectuals, writers, poets, musicians, educators, 
and scholars changed the focus of their lives. Instead of living amid culture 
and the fine arts, they had to find a job, secure a mortgage, and pay the bills. 
The factional and ideological divisions smoothed over at home by a com-
mon opposition to the regime came to the surface in the free air of the West. 
Aksyonov, one of the writers who was forced by the Soviet authorities to 
emigrate in 1980, admitted that the West “unwittingly did more to undo 
the dissident movement than the KGB.”51 A Western observer wrote about 
the atmosphere of intolerance and bickering in the émigré literary journals: 
“At the present time the Russian periodical press, for all its va ri ety and 
vigor, is still a long way from providing an ideal cultural environment for 
the free development of uncensored Russian literature.”52

The New Generation without Rebels or Cause
Even before the exodus, while the leftist intellectuals were still debating the 
meaning of the Revolution, the religious and national reawakening, the 
economic reforms, and the Prague Spring, a new generation of Soviet Baby 
Boomers was arriving on the scene. The cohorts of Moscow students of 
1968, potentially the future of the Russian intelligentsia, were the primary 
beneficiaries of left- wing culture. The Soviet authorities were nervous that 
this latest group of educated youth would prove fertile ground for anti- 
Soviet activities. A number of them were investigated and arrested by the 
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KGB.53 The father of the leftist avant- garde, Ehrenburg, already sick with 
terminal cancer, placed his hopes in the next generation of educated youth. 
“I believe that the legacy of our frightening years can end only when people 
who were brought up during those years physically disappear from our 
 society. I have high hopes for the youth that did not receive such an up-
bringing.”54

 The students of the late 1960s were indeed markedly different from their 
predecessors, Zhivago’s children. Soviet Baby Boomers, born between the 
late 1940s and the early 1950s, were the first Soviet generation to grow up in 
peacetime, without war, terror, famine, or violent dislocations. And they 
did not remember Sta lin.55 This generation was better educated than previ-
ous cohorts. The number of university students climbed from 2.4 million 
in 1960–61 to 3.9 million five years later and reached 4.5 million at the end 
of the 1960s. Theirs was also a generation of relative gender equality.56 But 
what did they think and feel? Were some of them ready to pursue the same 
moral, cultural, and social mission that the old Russian intelligentsia, from 
Herzen to Pasternak, had cherished and fostered?
 A group of sociologists conducting opinion polls among young readers 
of Komsomolskaia Pravda registered a continuing decline in romanticism 
and idealism among this cohort, and the spread of cynical conformism. By 
comparison with the data of the early 1960s, the newspaper found that 
many more young men and  women seemed to have become more material-
istic and indifferent to ideas, principles, and big social issues. The sociolo-
gists drew a depressing conclusion: “The young intelligentsia has been con-
taminated by cynicism.”57 Boris Grushin, the newspaper’s main pollster, 
detected two prevailing trends among the youth. First, there was a new 
 emphasis on freedom, substance, and ef fi ciency as important values. An 
overwhelming majority of respondents expressed “stormy criticism” of all 
aspects of Komsomol activities. (This intense criticism so disturbed the 
Komsomol leaders that they refused to repeat the poll in succeeding years.) 
Second, the youth expressed total loyalty to the Soviet system, the party, the 
state, and the Komsomol itself. Nobody suggested any fundamental 
changes. Nobody advocated dissent. The young critics, as Grushin summa-
rized it, “displayed a remarkable sense of limits and did not overstep the es-
tablished boundaries even when they resorted to very sharp expressions and 
when they criticized the top leadership” of the Komsomol. The new young 
cohort, to put it simply, accepted the sta tus quo as the norm. They just 
wanted to improve their own lot.58
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 In January 1966 the head of the Komsomol, Sergei Pavlov, acknowledged 
as much in his report to his or ga ni za tion. He said that the about seventy 
million people in the Soviet  Union who were born after 1945 had had their 
worldview shaped by “excessive emphasis on the issues of peaceful develop-
ment and peaceful coexistence” between Soviet socialism and Western cap-
italism. Khrushchev’s criticism of Sta lin, concluded Pavlov, had “created 
doubts in the eyes of some young men and  women about the eternal values 
of the socialist order.”59 Pavlov and his Komsomol apparatchiks worked 
hard to invent a “Soviet youth culture” that would serve as a firewall pro-
tecting educated Soviet youth from Westernization and liberalism. The 
logic of their search led them to turn to the “patriotic values” of Russian 
history and nationalism.60

 A year before the Prague Spring, an American observer of Russia, John 
Scott, found that social activism among the young had decreased sharply. 
Education, a valued ticket to upward mobility during Sta linism, now 
“stimulate[d] one’s desire for more privacy and mobility—one’s own room 
or apartment; the right to turn off the cliché- ridden political program on 
television; the desire for one’s own car; the chance to visit Paris.”61 Never 
before, Scott concluded, had Soviet youth been “more ideologically alien-
ated, cynical, bitter,” and vulnerable to Western in flu ences. Nevertheless, he 
continued, they would not protest against the regime. They naturally 
adapted to the existing system.62 William Taubman, who was an American 
exchange student at Moscow State University in 1965–66, came to similar 
conclusions. He found great interest among students in Western movies, 
books, plays, and radio broadcasts. Similarly, he observed the popularity of 
such cultural icons of the 1960s as Yevtushenko and Okudzhava. Yet nei-
ther of these in flu ences decisively shaped the mood of the students. It was 
hard to spot idealistic rebels or truth seekers among them. The Komsomol 
activists Taubman met were loyal to the state and the socialist proj ect and 
prepared to “work in their own way to improve their society and the quality 
of their lives.”63

 “Almost ev ery student I met at MGU,” wrote Taubman, “praised Soviet 
prog ress, which they spelled out as the new industrial might, the achieve-
ments in space, free education and medical care, low- cost housing and 
transportation. They at tri buted this prog ress to the country’s socialist sys-
tem.” Whereas in 1956 some students had been ready to fight for freedom 
and glasnost, Taubman’s dorm mates enjoyed the limited liberties they had 
and hoped that gradual prog ress would yield more. There was little vocal 
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support for Siniavsky and Daniel among students. Taubman’s student 
friends told him, “A lot of kids are tired of politics if it means empty speeches 
and crusades,” and they rejected sac ri fices from a practical standpoint.64 
Recent Russian sociological research con firms these observations. The stu-
dent milieu of the 1940s–50s was a natural breeding ground for rebels and 
dissenters. By contrast, among the later cohort of dissidents born after 1950 
only 10 percent were students and former students.65 The army of students 
had too much to lose from participating in dissent of any kind. Half a mil-
lion relatively well- paid jobs were created during the 1960s in the intellec-
tual and sci en tific spheres for men and  women of high academic quali fi ca-
tions. Everybody expected this trend to continue.
 Western in flu ences, much feared by party authorities and the KGB, did 
not automatically generate liberal and democratic values among students 
in the late 1960s. Exposure to Western radio, films, and other cultural pro-
ductions did tend to erode commitment to the Soviet communist proj ect. 
Increasing numbers of students regarded Das Kapital as a turgid “Talmu-
dic” text, irrelevant to their needs. These groups of students believed there 
were “no true communists.” At the same time many students regarded the 
West not as the realm of democracy and freedom, but rather as a consumer 
wonderland. Students associated the Western way of life with fashionable 
clothes on the black market, rock and roll, and Hollywood adventure films 
featuring the cult of the strong hero.66 As they realized that the West en-
joyed a higher living standard, they determined to achieve at least some 
minimal level of material comfort in the Soviet  Union. For numerous stu-
dents the disillusionment with Soviet myths enhanced the sense of nation-
alist identity. In Odessa, a KGB source wrote in 1968, a mixture of dislike 
and envy of the West was evident.67

 The shattering revelations about the past under Khrushchev had a lesser 
impact on youn ger cohorts than did the greater freedoms and opportuni-
ties of the post- Sta lin era. Instead of rebelling against their parents for their 
collaboration in the “evil” perpetrated in the past, as had West German stu-
dents in 1968, Russian students took advantage of the end of the collectivist 
frenzy by turning to their individual needs. They had grown up at a time 
when the “forging and reforging” of socialist identities was over, but the of-
fi cial structures of the bureaucratic system remained intact. This situation 
produced a decline in idealistic nostalgia and a growth in pragmatism and 
individualism. The Russian students of 1968 were accustomed to the fact 
that private and public lives could not and should not be mixed.
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 None of this portended an intellectual renaissance or any radicalism. In-
stead, increasing numbers of students and young professionals preferred to 
accept the immutable nature of the Soviet order and the permanent divi-
sion between “real life” and the public language and promises of the social-
ist state. Noticing the glaring contradictions between the realities and the 
slogans was no  longer taboo, and expecting the two to converge in the fu-
ture became a sign of hopeless naïveté. The Baby Boomers could no  longer 
be true believers, but they did not want to live like bitter cynics, either. This 
cognitive dissonance generated an insatiable appetite for irony and tongue-
 in- cheek humor. Whereas for Zhivago’s children humor and satire had been 
a way to soften the impact of the Sta linist past and prepare for social and 
cultural emancipation and reform, for the Baby Boom generation humor 
and satire became an organic part of the Soviet conformist existence. The 
transition from tragedy to farce for most of them was not a means to social 
engagement, but quite the opposite. Television studios, with the help of 
Komsomol of fi cials, exploited this trend and launched a national competi-
tion of erudite young comics that came to be known as the club of the joy-
ful and resourceful (KVN). As a scholar of KVN has written, “the interest 
of the authors and the competing teams gradually moved toward satire.” 
Puns, wit, wordplay, and the artful confusion of cultural and linguistic con-
text were based on constant hints and allusions to Soviet cultural realities.68 
The best and the brightest mastered the map of existing ideological and 
political minefields and managed to skirt them and entertain themselves in 
public at the same time.
 Short satirical stories and jokes that were passed around by word of 
mouth (anekdoty) became a kind of oral supplement to samizdat. After the 
late 1960s anekdoty proliferated, becoming the most striking expression of 
Soviet cultural life. It was customary for the Komsomol and even party 
bosses to share these jokes in the presence of their subordinates and rank- 
and- file members as a form of bonding and common entertainment.69 For-
eigners who stayed in the Soviet  Union returned with an endless supply of 
these jokes. Satire and sarcasm functioned as a form of escapism from the 
immutable, stagnant present, a substitute for the vanished social optimism 
and idealism. For an increasing number of intellectuals anekdoti marked 
the middle ground between Sta linist ideological fanaticism and the intelli-
gentsia’s so- called accursed questions about Russia’s past, present, and 
 future. Joking replaced the need to re flect and take responsibility for eco-
nomic, political, moral, and cultural problems. As the poet Robert Rozh-
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destvensky, a cultural icon of the early 1960s who was recognized as the fa-
vorite of fi cial poet of the Komsomol, remarked years later, “We re flected 
less than we laughed.”70

 It became fashionable among the intellectuals of the seventies to treat the 
sixties’ leftist intelligentsia and dissidents as naive and irrelevant Don Qui-
xotes. In the Brezhnev years, acting passionately and heroically became 
gauche and unfashionable. The notion of a vanguard was replaced by a 
sense of the irrelevance of any public action. The youn ger cohort of intel-
lectuals lacked an “inaugural event,” such as Sta lin’s death or Khrushchev’s 
secret speech, to animate their spirit and mobilize their energies for social 
and political activities. Instead, their common identity was one of intense 
alienation from the absurd and tedious routine of the Brezhnev years.71

 Members of the youn ger generation made their careers within Komso-
mol and party ranks—participating and voting at public gatherings while 
behaving as pragmatic individualists in private. Most of them were not cyn-
ical and even took pride in their Soviet identity. There were also some who 
did not want to take part in the conventional and obligatory public rituals. 
Those people escaped from the white- collar milieu into the lower class: 
they worked as boilermakers or museum guards, or in other menial jobs. In 
contrast to their contemporaries in the West who invented new forms and 
spaces for politics, young Russian intellectuals and artists of the 1970s were 
not at all interested in issues of power. They rejected traditional politics yet 
did not create new strategies for civic reform. The “escapists” fostered new 
expressions of underground culture that appeared absurdist to an uniniti-
ated audience. The most prolific creative forces of this new generation were 
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young artists and writers from Leningrad. Marginalized during the Thaw, 
this erstwhile cultural cap ital of Russia now produced social and cultural 
forms different from those of the Moscow- centered sixties intelligentsia 
and its leftist circles. Conformist Leningrad Komsomol members and the 
bohemian underground had had nothing to do with dreams of changing 
the Soviet communist proj ect from within. They did not par tic i pate in the 
dissident movement. Instead of living and acting like intelligentsia, in op-
position to the Soviet bureaucracy, they lived out their private dreams in-
side boiler rooms, where they worked for minimal wages, and in private 
apartments, where they invented their absurdist jokes and private rituals.72

 The appearance of the new cohorts of intellectuals and artists with a 
pragmatic and escapist outlook revealed that the emergence of the Russian 
intelligentsia during the Thaw and in the early 1960s had been a passing 
generational phenomenon. The tragedies and shocks of war, terror, and 
revelations of Sta linist crimes, the burning moral and psychological neces-
sity of breaching the wall between the private search for truth and the pub-
lic lie—all these factors had shaped the activities of many intellectuals born 
in the 1920s and 1930s. For youn ger Russians, it was all history. The people 
who had once believed themselves to be the sixties intelligentsia now began 
to feel like relics in the presence of their own children. In 1975 Viktor 
Slavkin wrote a play that was staged in a Moscow theater four years later. 
The hero of Slavkin’s play was autobiographical: he had been a stiliaga in 
the 1950s, a fan of American style and jazz, Hemingway, and Vasily Aksyo-
nov’s novels. At the end of the seventies, as an already middle- aged man, he 
meets a former classmate who had been expelled from a university for sing-
ing “Chattanooga Choo- Choo.” The two enthusiastically reminisce about 
the old days, while the hero’s teenage girl quizzically and slightly ironically 
observes them “acting young.” As Slavkin realizes, the daughter of his hero 
is as alien to him and his friend as they had once been in relation to the 
majority of their countrymen in the 1950s.73

“Intelligentsia-in-Captivity”
The majority of Zhivago’s children survived the Brezhnev period in cultural 
and intellectual niches or oases that they created for themselves. Unwilling 
to protest Soviet policies and realities directly, this group par tic i pated in 
them while pursuing their intellectual and artistic lives.74 Of course, the 
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KGB never left them alone. The KGB’s Fifth Directorate in charge of ideol-
ogy and culture, headed by General Philip Bobkov, could call on many in-
formants and collaborators among Moscow artists and academics. In con-
trast to Stasi archives in East Germany, the KGB archives remained closed 
after the collapse of communism. Therefore, the extent of the KGB’s infil-
tration and recruitment of intellectuals, as well as the tally of their collabo-
ration and denunciations of one another, cannot be yet told.75 Thus, “terror 
in the soul” could return to these people and even threaten them with loss 
of work and sta tus.76 At the same time, similar to their Central European 
colleagues, Russian intellectuals and artists in the seventies practiced what 
Czeslaw Milosz called Ketman, the art of dissimulation. They practiced es-
capism into fine arts and history, and passed responsibility for the lamen-
table state of affairs on to the communist state and some vague “them.”77 
Those from the former left blamed the situation on the Russian people and 
Russian history. The Russian patriots blamed it on the remaining Jews, 
those who had not emigrated, on Western cosmopolitan in flu ences, and 
increasingly on the Bolsheviks and their Revolution.
 The repudiation of the Revolution after the Prague Spring went hand in 
glove with the jus tifi ca tion of apathy and conformism. David Samoilov had 
observed the initial phase of this pro cess as early as 1967, when he wrote, 
“The wholesale repudiation of the Revolution leads to the worst kind of 
amoral conformism.”78 Many former idealists from the post- Sta lin genera-
tion changed their spots and turned coat, as their community fragmented 
and dissipated in the wake of 1968, new repressive mea sures by the state, 
and massive emigration.79 Neizvestny, the sculptor, observed such changes 
in his generation before he emigrated from the Soviet  Union in 1976: “In 
the atmosphere of lies and cam ou flage,” he wrote, “a certain cynical broth-
erhood emerged.” Its members had only contempt for unreconstructed Sta-
linists and naive provincials stuck in the past. “The people in this brother-
hood are ev erywhere, from politicians to performers, ‘scientists,’ ‘journalists,’ 
‘physicians,’ ‘cinema people,’ ‘artists,’ the usual suspects at numerous inter-
national congresses, guests at embassy receptions, usually present at all 
events attended by foreigners. They recognize one another instinctively.”80

 Nevertheless, “oases” in the state and social structures allowed some of 
Zhivago’s children to live without completely betraying the ideals of their 
youth. Above all, such oases existed in Moscow during the détente of the 
1970s, when the Soviet cap ital became even more than before a showcase 
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city presenting the more benevolent face of Soviet communism to the 
world. Such oases could be found in various branches of the state pro pa-
gan da and information ser vices, including state television and radio, news-
papers, and literary journals. The educational and cultural institutions, in-
cluding big universities, the Sovremennik and Taganka theaters, literary 
journals and major newspapers, sci en tific institutes and labs, some muse-
ums and big libraries, also afforded Zhivago’s children a haven. Even within 
the Academy of Sciences, and the  unions of Soviet writers, composers, and 
cinematographers, refugees from the sixties intelligentsia could find secure 
jobs in some professional niches without losing their self- respect. Outside 
Moscow the most important oasis was Akademgorodok, with its conglom-
eration of privileged institutions of theoretical science and research labs.81

 At the academic and sci en tific institutes, public dissent died out after the 
Prague Spring, as a result of the repression and emigration of the intellec-
tual elite. Still, some nonconformists and “truth seekers,” mostly war veter-
ans, survived there. In 1978 the philosopher Yevgeny Plimak, a research 
fellow at the Institute of the International Workers Movement in Moscow, 
spoke up at the discussion of the new party program or ga nized by the insti-
tute’s party or ga ni za tion. Plimak said that the program’s conclusion about 
the universal crisis of cap italism could not be sustained by facts. He pro-
posed revisions to the program to the party congress. The director of the 
institute, dismayed by this act of nonconformism, moved that his sugges-
tions be ignored. All Plimak’s colleagues supported this motion, out of fear 
that otherwise their oasis would be endangered and exposed to investiga-
tion by the KGB or the party. At the same time, Plimak continued to work 
at the institute and to pursue his intellectual interests.82 Another example is 
the activities of the academician Dmitry Likhachev at the Institute of Rus-
sian Literature in Leningrad. During the 1970s Likhachev refused to sup-
port petitions by dissidents, but he also refused to sign the collective letters 
denouncing Sakharov and Solzhenitsyn. This caused him problems: he was 
beaten by an uniden ti fied attacker, and there was an attempt to set his apart-
ment on fire. For years he could not get the authorities’ permission to travel 
abroad. Nevertheless, Likhachev managed to preserve a niche for relatively 
in de pen dent research and academic freedom in his division at the institute. 
One protégé of Likhachev recalled that his seminars “gave [one] an impres-
sion of being present in a separate, non- Soviet world.”83

 The separation of intellectuals and artists, on both the former left and 
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right wings, from the rest of the Soviet population by a network of privi-
leges and special access to material bene fits was, paradoxically, a contribut-
ing factor in the continuation and preservation of their oases. They shopped 
and dined together, and even had apartments and country dachas in a so-
cially homogenous elite environment, similar to Western gated communi-
ties. The old elites clustered in dacha settlements to the West of Moscow: 
Nikolina Gora, Peredelkino, and Zhukovka remained the analogues of such 
communities in the West. American journalist Hedrick Smith wrote in the 
1970s that “Zhukovka is . . . the heart of the dacha country of the high and 
mighty of Soviet politics, science, and culture. It epitomizes the surprising 
narrowness of Soviet society at the apex.” Smith was guided around Zhu-
kovka’s privileged microcosm by Lev Kopelev and Raisa Orlova, who had 
many friends and enemies in that neighborhood.84 Intellectuals and artists 
sought, whenever they could, to buy the property in those communities or 
at least to rent their dachas nearby. When they could not join the older set-
tlements, they formed one of their own.
 The détente policies that the Kremlin leadership, and above all Brezhnev 
personally, pursued actively during the first half of the 1970s also created a 
favorable atmosphere for the preservation and even multiplication of oases 
of relatively unhindered intellectual and cultural life. Between 1967 and 
1972, when détente was in ascendancy, new academic institutions emerged 
in Moscow, among them the Institute for the United States (later Institute 
for the United States and Canada) and the Institute of Africa. These institu-
tions, along with the Institute of World Economy and International Rela-
tions and the Institute of the Economy of World Socialist System (estab-
lished during the Thaw), gathered knowledge about the outside world. 
They modeled themselves after Western think tanks, as the source of alleg-
edly nonideological “objective and sci en tific” information about Western 
policies, economic life, and social and cultural developments. Quite a few 
reform- minded intellectuals in the party, unable to continue their careers 
after the Prague Spring, found academic jobs there.85 As long as détente 
flour ished, the role of these institutions grew. The party journalist Georgy 
Arbatov was especially successful in selling the think tank oasis model to 
party and state institutions. Arbatov, who had been a war veteran and then 
a postwar student, chose party journalism and consulting work during 
the Thaw. Despite his Jewish background, he had a spectacular career. In 
the early 1970s he was a member of the party’s Central Committee, a full 
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member of the Academy of Sciences, a veteran of the advisory circle of the 
KGB’s chairman Andropov, and a member of the speechwriting team for 
Leonid Brezhnev. Arbatov, using his clout and connections, brought to his 
institute numerous old friends and acquaintances from the intellectual cir-
cles of the Thaw who had been connected with left- leaning intellectuals 
and even the dissidents. Thus, his institute, cosponsored by the KGB and 
the party leadership, became an oasis where researchers and analysts could 
discuss many international and domestic issues without fear of repression 
and denunciation.86

 Inside the party apparatus there were oases, too. Some enlightened ap-
paratchiks, above all in the divisions dealing with international affairs, were 
not complete cynics and careerists. Their cynicism was checked by a sense 
of shame for their country and what had happened to it under Brezhnev’s 
conservative and corrupt rule.87 A most remarkable case is that of Anatoly 
Cherniaev, a senior of fi cial in the party’s international department. He left 
a record of his intellectual agony and cultural double life in his diaries. 
Cherniaev’s private views and values during the 1960s were remarkably 
close to those of artists and intellectuals in left- wing circles. He was viscer-
ally opposed to anti- Semitism, supported the Taganka Theater, and never 
missed a good novel. At the same time, he was proud to see the Soviet 
 Union as a great power. He found new social meaning in détente. Solzhe-
nitsyn and the dissidents repelled him with their blatant alliance “with the 
other side,” the United States and the West in general. He deplored emigra-
tion of intellectuals during the 1970s. Some of them he knew and re-
spected.88 Even after 1968, Cherniaev preserved his illusions about the Rev-
olution. In 1974 he wrote in his diary, “What an era it was! What a powerful 
spirit lived in our Revolution and the Soviet republic! In no other place 
could there be anything similar. What a great nation!” Cherniaev deplored 
the loss of ideological messianism, something that he had believed in in his 
youth. He did not want the Soviet  Union to become an average country, 
just like all others.89 And it was his firm conviction that not the dissidents 
like Sakharov and Solzhenitsyn, but people like him, the enlightened appa-
ratchiks, preserved the best traditions of the Russian intelligentsia in acting 
as a force for reform.90 He did not see a con flict between this conviction and 
his double life, including his party privileges, access to special stores, re-
sorts, and exclusive information denied to other Soviet citizens.
 During the 1970s, members of the  Union of Soviet Artists learned to co-
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exist with the ideological regime and to practice increasingly diverse styles 
of art without attracting the authorities’ ire. Graphic design and book illus-
tration were a  profit able business for artists, and carried no risk of ideologi-
cal opprobrium. One graphic designer recalled that he and his colleagues 
“could afford to feed their families, rent several studios, a dacha near Mos-
cow, a village house, and a summer cabin on the shores of the Black and 
Baltic seas, or in the Carpathian Mountains.” The availability of extra 
money and the bohemian style made successful artists appear like gentry 
among plebeians. The memoirist recalls nostalgically: “What a marvelous 
sexual revolution reigned in studios and the vacation houses of the creative 
 unions! Young  women loved those free- style men, the artists.”91 Artistic life 
during the Brezhnev years remained dominated by male attitudes and pref-
erences, although among the artists were some talented  women.
 Even formalist, abstract artists driven underground after 1962 were able 
to create cultural oases for themselves. One dramatic event helped them. 
On September 17, 1974, overzealous Moscow bureaucrats sent three bull-
dozers and hundreds of plainclothes policemen to destroy an open- air ex-
hibition of the underground artists’ work in one of the city’s parks. Its or ga-
nizers were the underground artists Yevgeny Rukhin and Oscar Rabin, 
along with Alexander Glazer, a collector of abstract art. Many par tic i pants 
were from the Lianozovo group or the veterans of Khrushchev’s crackdown 
at Manege.92 The bulldozers and their water jets damaged and destroyed 
many paintings. The police had some foreign journalists who had been in-
vited by the or ga nizers beaten. The international scandal made the Russian 
underground artists’ reputation. As a result, Alexander Glazer recalled, “the 
whole world learned about the existence of free art in Russia.” The scandal 
also made “Russian free art” marketable. At the same time, it embarrassed 
the Kremlin, which was keenly interested in détente. A number of “enlight-
ened” speechwriters and advisers complained to Brezhnev about the crass-
ness of the Moscow authorities, and very soon another exhibition of ab-
stract art opened in the same place, but this time without any harassment.93 
The same atmosphere of détente jus ti fied a growing artistic and cultural 
exchange. Soviet and French art museums put together an international ex-
hibition called Moscow- Paris, in which the avant- garde art of the 1920s was 
prominently displayed. Other similar exhibitions followed. The old aes-
thetic taboos of the Sta lin years, reaf firmed by Khrushchev in December 
1962, were no more.
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 The concept of a free literature ceased to exist with Tvardovsky’s Novy 
Mir. In February 1970 Tvardovsky was forced to resign as the editor of the 
journal. His deputy Lakshin wrote in his diary: “For many the end of the 
journal is like the death of someone very close.”94 On December 18, 1971, 
Tvardovsky died. No  longer was there any common measuring stick for a 
“good” and “bad” literature. Any attempt to or ga nize in de pen dent literary 
almanacs outside the bounds of censored literature could lead to reprisals, 
loss of membership and privileges in the  Union of Soviet Writers, and emi-
gration. Nevertheless, numerous niches of relative intellectual autonomy 
existed and even multiplied during the 1970s for the literary fig ures of Mos-
cow, members of the  Union of Soviet Writers. Outwardly, the prestige of 
high culture and education remained supreme, and subscriptions to liter-
ary magazines continued to grow. Some talented writers quietly pushed 
aside the boundaries of socialist realism.95

 The poets Okudzhava and Samoilov discovered what Boris Pasternak 
had written two de cades earlier in Doctor Zhivago: that of all things Russian 
he love most “the childlike Russian quality of Pushkin and Chekhov, their 
modest reticence in such high- sounding matters as the ultimate purpose of 
mankind or their own salvation.” In contrast to other Russian writers and 
thinkers, including Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, who “looked restlessly for the 
meaning of life, and prepared for death and drew conclusions,” Pushkin 
and Chekhov remained to the end of their lives “absorbed in the current, 
spe cific tasks imposed on them by their vocation as writers” and as a result 
“lived their lives quietly, treating both their lives and their work as private, 
individual matters, of no concern to anyone else.”96 Immersion in the his-
tory of the age of Pushkin, the Russian cultural milieu of the early nine-
teenth century with its “momentary particularities,” now became an oasis 
for the most lyrical poets of the left- wing avant- garde of the early 1960s. 
Both Okudzhava and Samoilov wrote beautiful pieces about Pushkin and 
freethinking young aristocrats- turned- radicals. Both these men preferred 
the muse to the risk of political radicalism.97

 Another writer who turned the past into an escape for himself and many 
others was Nathan Eidelman.98 During the 1970s he became the darling of 
Moscow intellectual and artistic circles, especially among Russian Jews, be-
cause of his inspiring books about the Decembrists and their circles, where 
Russian high culture had flour ished in the early nineteenth century. For 
Eidelman the cultural icons from the distant past were objects of admira-
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tion and contemplation and offered a quiet escape from the contemporary 
spiritual vacuum.99

 A very important kind of noninstitutional oasis for former sixties people 
was trips abroad. The worlds outside the Soviet  Union, despite the gradual 
opening of the Soviet borders to select travelers, remained unattainable 
frontiers for the great majority of intellectuals and artists. Therefore, these 
worlds “over there” retained their quasi- mythical quality and powerful ef-
fect on the imagination. Among those fortunate intellectuals and artists 
who passed all the loyalty tests and obtained permission to travel abroad, 
the favorite destination was Western Europe, especially France, Britain, and 
Italy. For these people, travel abroad became more than a bright spot in 
their lives: it became an addiction. The trips gave the temporary effect of 
euphoria, liberation, and excitement at the discovery of the wealth of world 
culture, while offering an escape from the squalor, humiliation, and fear of 
ev eryday Soviet life. At the same time, the trips made the return home a 
slow agony and brought a growing realization of how oppressed and miser-
able Russian society had become, how degraded the fabric of spiritual exis-
tence there. Many of Zhivago’s children spent months and years reminisc-
ing nostalgically about their last trip to the West and waiting for the next 
one. These trips became the essential substitutes for the vanished social op-
timism and spiritual communities of their youn ger years. Losing the privi-
lege to travel, jeopardizing it by nonconformist behavior, was an irredeem-
able loss and a personal tragedy for many.100

 In the increasingly fragmented strata of intellectuals and artists one of 
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the few common refuges was theaters and balladeer’s songs. Bulat Oku-
dzhava continued to fill the souls of an entire generation with his poetry, 
music, and haunting voice. In the 1970s Okudzhava offered a salve for ethi-
cal wounds by praising simple human virtues. In a song dedicated to the 
writer Yuri Trifonov, he sang,

Let’s allow ourselves to bathe in mutual admiration.
The words of kindness serve as natural compensation.
Life’s happy moments are in short supply,
As days go fast and years fly by.

In another song Okudzhava sang that Hope, the muse of the sixties intelli-
gentsia, had “promised wonders and golden castles.” Although these prom-
ises remained unfulfilled, Hope did not fade away entirely but remained a 
“sister” tending the spiritual wounds of the postwar generation.101

 If Okudzhava provided balm to the soul of the aging intellectuals of the 
sixties, another balladeer, Vladimir Vysotsky, gave voice to their anguish. 
One of the leading Taganka actors, Vysotsky was in flu enced by Okudzha-
va’s art.102 He wrote about love, death, betrayal, and sincerity with unprece-
dented forcefulness. He articulated memories of the Great Patriotic War 
with extraordinary poignancy. People who were unfamiliar with his biogra-
phy were convinced that he was a war veteran, but Vysotsky had been a 
child during the war, and he never served in the army. His war was one of 
soldiers, not generals, a genuine people’s tragedy. “Battalions keep march-
ing and marching westwards. And  women back home keep wailing in fune-
real grief.”103 His son later recalled, “He made cynics understand the war, 
and they had tears in their eyes. He explained the life of sportsmen to pi-
lots, and the life of seamen to sportsmen. He told intellectuals about crooks, 
and told the crooks about intellectuals. He brought an understanding of 
our life that nothing else—not documentary cinema, not popular lectures—
could achieve.”104 During the seventies, Vysotsky’s songs not only expressed 
the anger of the cheated generation of intellectuals, but also the fatigue of 
Russian society, lashed for de cades by the forces of history.
 Those who listened to these songs belonged to the army of intellectuals 
and artists who did not want to be dissidents, yet suffered from the maca-
bre stasis of Soviet life. They had already realized that their past ideals were 
a fraud and a cover for horrible crimes. At the same time, Vysotsky’s appeal 
reached far beyond the social and cultural con fines of the intelligentsia. Re-
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markably, none of Vysotsky’s records were published and sold in stores un-
til the late 1970s. People listened to his unof fi cial recordings on their tape 
recorders. His audience was practically the entire adult population of Rus-
sia. It included the KGB head Yuri Andropov, academics, scientists, writers, 
peasants, industrial workers, miners, clerks, taxi drivers, and criminals. 
People in Eastern Europe from Poland to Bulgaria who disliked Russians as 
occupiers listened to his songs. Everyone in the Soviet  Union knew his 
songs by heart and sang them on ev ery occasion, within their circles of 
friends, at weddings and funerals.
 The decline of the spirit of the intelligentsia and the fraying of its social 
and cultural boundaries during the years after 1968 exacerbated the fears of 
former leftist intellectuals, especially Russian Jews who did not emigrate, 
that the old communist utopia would be replaced by the virulent and ag-
gressive form of Russian nationalism. Indeed, the extremist anti- Semitic 
groups of Russian patriots on the right flank of the literary establishment 
continued to develop their own networks and oases in various structures 
and institutions, including those sponsored by the state. The literary cul-
tural space was increasingly occupied by Russian village writers who be-
came famous during the 1960s after their work was published in Tvardov-
sky’s Novy Mir. In the 1970s, however, they broke with Tvardovsky’s line 
and  adopted a conservative nationalist identity.105 They too addressed the 
past, although their time frame and cultural referents were different. The 
village writers described the anxiety of the first generation of intellectuals 
to have come from the peasantry and looked back at the devastated coun-
tryside with horror and nostalgia. They also denigrated urban life, viewed 
sophisticated urbanite intellectuals with suspicion, and rejected their 
“Western” values. These novels, written with varying degrees of honesty 
and talent, began to gain popularity with millions of Russian readers.106

 A constant struggle went on between the allies of the Russian national-
ists in the party apparatus and in the KGB, who favored selective inclusion 
of nationalist myths in the of fi cial ideology, and the enlightened apparat-
chiks who considered anti- Semitic Russian nationalism shameful and dan-
gerous. Any offensive from one side triggered a counteroffensive from the 
other. In November 1972 Alexander Yakovlev, acting head of the Propa-
ganda Department of the party, attacked the leading group of Russian pa-
triot journalists and philosophers in an article in Literaturnaia Gazeta. Ya-
kovlev belonged to the party intellectuals who, despite their careerism, had 
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studied in the United States during the Thaw and been in flu enced by left- 
leaning literature, theater, and journalism. Brezhnev, however, did not want 
to be drawn into such an argument, on top of other problems with intellec-
tuals. The Politburo demoted Yakovlev and sent him to Canada as an am-
bassador.107 During the 1970s, according to Nikolai Mitrokhin, “the major-
ity of the party apparatus, including the members of the Politburo, shared 
to some extent the ethnonationalist mythology.” At the same time, Brezh-
nev and his Politburo also looked at the extreme Russian nationalists as 
troublemakers who were challenging the party monopoly on cultural poli-
tics. In 1979 the journal Nash Sovremennik, run by a group of Russian pa-
triots, published a historical novel about the years leading up to the Russian 
Revolution. It featured Grigory Rasputin and set down the White Russian 
émigrés’ worst anti- Semitic stereotypes, depicting the Revolution as a Jew-
ish conspiracy. This time, the KGB chief Andropov made the case to the 
Politburo that “under the slogans of defending Russian nationalist tradi-
tions” a new anti- Soviet movement had been born, potentially more mas-
sive and dangerous than the “so- called human rights activists who suffered 
defeat and discredited themselves in the eyes of public opinion.” Andropov 
pointed to the connection between Russian nationalists and Russian émi-
grés and “Western secret ser vices.” According to KGB informants, Sergei 
Semanov, a nationalist writer and editor of journal Chelovek i Zakon (Peo-
ple and Law), had allegedly said to his friends: “The peaceful period of win-
ning souls is over. We must adopt revolutionary methods of struggle. Oth-
erwise, we are lost.”108 Semanov was fired, as a warning to other established 
Russian patriots who remained untouched in their institutional oases—in 
this instance, numerous journals and publishing houses.109

 In December 1979 the Soviet  Union invaded Afghanistan. Again, the in-
tellectuals and artists failed the test of history. Out of hundreds of thou-
sands, only a handful of dissidents, above all Andrei Sakharov, protested 
the invasion. In February 1980 the Soviet leadership stripped Sakharov of 
all his awards and exiled him to the city of Gorky, which was closed to for-
eigners. Hundreds of people, among them many established intellectuals 
loyal to the regime, cabled the party authorities in support of this mea sure. 
The Academy of Sciences buckled under the political pressure and de-
nounced the dissident physicist (although it did not of fi cially expel him). 
Most of Sakharov’s colleagues, as well as scientists and intellectuals who 
had privately respected and admired him, believed that he had gone too far 
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this time. Seeing the invasion of Afghanistan as a jus tifi ca tion of their es-
cape from political and social engagement, they stayed within their oases.
 Surprisingly, the only exceptions were a few enlightened party apparat-
chiks and institutchiks. They felt frustrated and enraged that the fatal deci-
sion to send troops into the mountainous Asian country had been made 
without any consultation with them. Cherniaev expressed their common 
feeling in his diary: “I do not believe that ever before in Russian history, 
even under Sta lin, was there a period when such important actions were 
taken without a hint of discussion, advice, or deliberation. We are entering 
a very dangerous period, when the ruling circle cannot fully appreciate 
what it is doing or why.”110 Yet another cause for anger and despair was that 
the invasion killed the dreams of détente, a cornerstone of the agenda the 
enlightened apparatchiks advocated, their main Ketman.111 Some institut-
chiks belatedly signaled their reservations to the leadership in con fi den tial 
letters. Georgy Arbatov went even further. In June 1980 he met with An-
dropov, his former boss, and attempted to convince him that the Soviet 
 Union should withdraw its troops from Afghanistan. In the atmosphere of 
pervasive careerism, cynicism, and conformism, it was a courageous act. 
Andropov informed the Politburo seniors about it, adding pointedly, “Such 
is the mood in the intelligentsia.”112 It was strange that the KGB chief used 
this word in a context suggesting the existence of autonomous public opin-
ion within the state structures.
 The mood did not improve during the Olympic Games that took place in 
Moscow in July 1980. The United States and a number of American allies 
and Arab countries boycotted them. The KGB tightly controlled contacts 
with foreigners during the games, and nothing like the spontaneous mass 
enthusiasm and catharsis that had marked the World Youth Festival in 1957 
manifested itself. People bitterly joked that the Olympics were “the substi-
tute for the communism” that Khrushchev had promised to construct by 
1980. A moment of sorrow and further loss of spirit came during the Olym-
pics when Vladimir Vysotsky, the most popular singer of the sixties, died 
on July 25, 1980. For Russian intellectuals and artists, it was another loss 
that depleted their ranks and separated them from the days of optimism. 
By the end of Brezhnev’s era the list of losses was long. All the mentors of 
Zhivago’s children and some of their leaders had passed away, including 
Anna Akhmatova, Ilya Ehrenburg, Konstantin Paustovsky, Kornei Chu-
kovsky, and Alexander Tvardovsky. The former Novy Mir literary critic 



 The Long Decline 333

Vladimir Lakshin lamented in his diary, “The generation of people that 
embodied a living link with the old culture and the tradition of the nine-
teenth century have been departing from the scene. Only tasteless clowns 
remain. Frightening thought.”113 In a metaphorical sense, another of the ca-
sualties was Boris Slutsky. His stern poems no  longer inspired the youn ger 
generation of readers. The death of his beloved wife from cancer in 1977 
was the last straw. Slutsky developed manic depression and could not 
write anymore.114 His breakdown was caused also by the disappearance of 
the leftist avant- garde in which he had played the role of the idealistic com-
missar.
 Vysotsky’s funeral united Moscow intellectuals with the rest of Russian 
society in an outpouring of grief. It was truly a national mourning. The line 
of people waiting to pay their last respects to Vysotsky stretched for three 
miles to the little Taganka Theater where his coffin was displayed. His fu-
neral overshadowed the Moscow Olympic Games taking place at the same 
time. From Taganka his coffin proceeded along the Garden Ring, escorted 
by thousands of policemen (present in the cap ital for the occasion of the 
Olympics) to the Vagankovo cemetery.115 This was the biggest spontaneous 
public gathering in the Brezhnev years, yet it took place remarkably peace-
fully and with dignity.
 Twenty years earlier, when Boris Pasternak had died, there had been five 
hundred mourners at his grave. Hundreds of thousands watched the 
Vysotsky pro ces sion. In 1960, though, the future had seemed to belong to 
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the young intelligentsia, whereas in 1980 that dream had faded away, along 
with the Soviet communist proj ect. Very few could predict that just five 
years later the conservative reign would come to an end, or that in three 
years more the streets of Moscow would be filled with huge demonstrations 
and rallies, led and inspired by writers, journalists, and artists.



epilogue

The End of the Intelligentsia 

In March 1985 the septuagenarian Kremlin rulers loosened their grip 
on power. The fifty- four- year-old Mikhail Gorbachev became the general 
secretary of the Communist Party. Igor Dedkov wrote in his diary, “A man 
of our generation has come to power. A new cycle of Russian illusions is 
about to begin.”1 Soon the new leader began to speak of achieving “more 
socialism,” branded the Brezhnev years a period of stagnation, and fi nally 
began to talk about the need for perestroika (restructuring). Gorbachev 
and his wife Raisa, as we have seen, belonged to the postwar Moscow stu-
dent generation. They had left Moscow for the provincial southern town of 
Stavropol in 1955, at the time when the Thaw was becoming noticeable. 
Like most of their classmates, the Gorbachevs had an insatiable appetite for 
high culture, and a veneration for writers and intellectuals. In the 1950s, 
when they had lived in Moscow in the Stromynka dorm, they had spent 
all their free time at museums, theaters, and poetry readings. These habits 
continued when the couple left Moscow. Gorbachev was the only one 
among the rising party leaders who read books on philosophy, sociology, 
and history, as well as Lenin’s early works. In the summer of 1967 he had 
long off- the- record discussions with his former university roommate, 
Zdeněk Mlynář, by then a senior of fi cial in the Czechoslovak Communist 
Party, who had come to Stavropol to see his old friend. Like Mlynář, Gor-
bachev became convinced of the need to search for a more human and 

The Pharisee claims all, and I’m alone. 
This life is not a stroll across the meadow.

—Boris Pasternak, “Hamlet,” 1946
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 liberal model of socialism. A few months later Mlynář came out in support 
of the Prague Spring, and he later emigrated to the West.
 Gorbachev never revealed that his sympathies lay with the party reform-
ers at that time; he continued his successful career. Yet Mikhail and Raisa 
managed to escape the cynicism of many in their age cohort who became 
 unprincipled careerists. Moreover, the Gorbachevs remained untouched 
by the disillusionments and bitter divisions that profoundly affected their 
Moscow- based classmates, the former idealistic students. In 1985 the Gor-
bachevs continued to believe in the ideas most of Zhivago’s children had 
cherished thirty years before. The two neither abandoned their Marxist- 
Leninist views nor resorted to cultural escapism. Above all, they continued 
their self- education. They read and discussed the ideas of Jean- Paul Sartre, 
Martin Heidegger, and Herbert Marcuse. They read History of the USSR, 
written by the Italian communist Giuseppe Boffa, the works of Palmiro To-
gliatti, the books of Antonio Gramsci, and the articles of socialists Willi 
Brandt and François Mitterrand. Also, while remaining Soviet Russian pa-
triots, Mikhail and Raisa rejected the anti- Semitism of the Russian nation-
alists as a shameful betrayal of the socialist ideals of their youth. They were 
curious to see the world outside the borders of the USSR. They traveled 
 together across Western Europe as tourists, and these trips, together with 
their reading, made them question Soviet realities without losing hope in 
a “better socialism.” When the Gorbachevs went to live in Moscow in 1978 
(the year Gorbachev joined the secretariat and the Politburo), they tried 
to make up for two de cades of life in the provinces. The couple spent ev-
ery Sunday in museums, methodically explored the city’s historical monu-
ments, attended exhibitions and theaters. Raisa reconnected with her class-
mates from the 1950s, by that time renowned philosophers or sociologists.2

 Gorbachev was the first Soviet leader since Lenin who was friendly to 
intellectuals. Determined to return the Soviet  Union to the path of reform, 
he was driven, like other enlightened apparatchiks, by a sense of shame at 
the inferiority of Soviet social and economic conditions by comparison 
with the West. In 1983, during his of fi cial visit to Canada,  Gorbachev con-
versed with the Soviet ambassador Alexander Yakovlev, who was living 
out an honorable exile there after his clash with Russian  nationalists. Ya-
kovlev showed Gorbachev around prosperous Canadian farms, knowing 
well that they would greatly impress a former country boy from “black- 
soil” Russia. Gorbachev gazed at them and muttered to himself, “Even after 
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fifty years we will not be able to reach this level of ef fi ciency.” Yakovlev said 
later to his friend, a veteran of Thaw- era “honest” journalism, “You won’t 
believe it, but he was attacking the system more vigorously than I would or 
even you.”3 Gorbachev had no sympathy for the dissidents or the circles 
that supported them; however, he made an exception for Andrei Sakharov 
(whom he brought back in November 1986 to Moscow from exile in Gorky) 
and ended up sharing Sakharov’s views on the danger of nuclear war and 
the need for thinking globally about international security. Gorbachev also 
believed that the best elements of the intelligentsia could be an important 
force for reform and could supply him with advice. Publicly claiming that 
the Brezhnev years had been a time of stagnation, Gorbachev turned 
to “the best forces of his generation,” including Moscow intellectual and ar-
tistic circles, in hopes of re- creating the cultural and intellectual vanguard 
of the sixties.4 He met regularly with the most distinguished writers. His 
brain trust consisted of international sci en tific and economic experts 
and enlightened party apparatchiks like Alexander Yakovlev and Anatoly 
Cherniaev.5

 In 1986–87 Gorbachev began to lift the Iron Curtain and, like Khru-
shchev, invited writers and artists to promote the new “human face” of the 
Soviet  Union abroad. To assist in Gorbachev’s exercise of public diplomacy, 
they accompanied him on his foreign trips. In March 1987 an of fi cial dele-
gation of Soviet writers, journalists, and historians for the first time met 
with ex- Soviet émigré writers, at a conference in Denmark. Almost all of 
them had belonged to the same generation and lived through the hopes 
and illusions of the post- Sta lin de cade. Among the émigrés were Aksyonov, 
Siniavsky, and Etkind. The first day ended in scandal. When Etkind, by that 
time a professor at the Sorbonne, made a presentation en ti tled “Soviet Lit-
erature—An Apologia for Violence,” a member of the Soviet delegation, 
Grigory Baklanov, began to shout that he, as a war veteran, would not toler-
ate such a disgrace. Suddenly the historian Yuri Afanasiev, an MGU stu-
dent from the class of 1956, took the floor on the Soviet side and said: “We 
are all from Russia [rossiyane]. Why should we stay divided?” This appeal 
to Russian cultural identity, instead of the Soviet  Union, brought tears to 
 ev ery one’s eyes, including the Russian Jews’.6 It was a milestone. The post-
war generation of intellectuals and artists, the émigrés and those who re-
mained, dissidents and nondissidents, Jews and non- Jews, began to rees-
tablish broken relationships. Afanasiev’s appeal to the intellectuals to rally 
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around a reform- oriented Russian identity was a harbinger of great politi-
cal changes. At the same time, the urge to rally together as the Russian 
 intelligentsia in support of reform was deceptive, considering the internal 
divisions that had existed over history, identity, cultural preferences, and 
political agenda.
 It became commonplace to explain Gorbachev’s reformism as an off-
shoot of his early affinity with the cultural and intellectual left.7 The evi-
dence however shows that initially Gorbachev sought to invite all the 
groups in the divided Moscow intelligentsia and cultural elite to become 
partners in and backers of his perestroika.8 In November 1986 at the sug-
gestion of the scholar Dmitry Likhachev, Gorbachev established the Soviet 
Cultural Foundation, which from 1986 to 1991 raised one hundred million 
rubles for its proj ects.9 The mission of the foundation was to unify and mo-
bilize the best and the brightest to carry out reforms. Gorbachev and his 
wife had read and liked the books of Likhachev, a scholar of art and litera-
ture. In their eyes, Likhachev, who had been educated in St. Petersburg 
 before the Revolution, embodied the qualities of a true Russian intelligent. 
He did not share the negativism of dissident and semidissident “society.” He 
loved the Russian Orthodox tradition and the legacy of the religious think-
ers. At the same time, he rejected anti- Semitism and the xenophobia of 
Russian nationalists and considered Russia to be part of European civiliza-
tion. As a result, according to James Billington, Likhachev became “a part- 
time tutor on Russian cultural history to Gorbachev and particularly to his 
wife Raisa.”10 Likhachev also became the head of the Soviet Cultural Foun-
dation and in this capacity was supposed to serve as mentor to all Zhivago’s 
children, whether on the left or on the right.
 At first, experienced Moscow intellectuals, the remnants of the sixties 
cultural ferment, were skeptical that substantial changes could come from 
above. Yuri Levada, a sociologist, remembered people’s fear that, as had 
happened many times before, the leader’s mood would change or the leader 
himself would be ousted. “They all placed their hopes in Gorbachev, and 
tried not to do anything that would drive away the beautiful dream that he 
brought with him.”11 Alexander Yakovlev, now a member of Gorbachev’s 
political team, pushed his old acquaintances in the cultural elite and the 
journalists of the sixties into action. “Publish ev ery thing, but do not lie,” he 
said to the editors. “The responsibility should be yours.”12 This was the free-
dom that Tvardovsky had sought so desperately to win. The first ones who 
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appropriated this freedom were journalists, theater directors, and play-
wrights. Yegor Yakovlev, Otto Latsis, and Len Karpinsky turned an obscure 
newspaper, Moscow News, into the glasnost publication that resuscitated 
the traditions of “honest” journalism of the early sixties. Oleg Yefremov and 
the playwright Mikhail Shatrov restaged the sixties plays about revolution-
aries, Lenin and the Bolsheviks, which seemed to underscore Gorbachev’s 
slogan “More socialism!”
 In 1986 Gorbachev and his reformist lieutenants urged the incorpo-
rated writers, artists, and filmmakers to democratize their  unions and rid 
them of the “ballast” of the Brezhnev era. The Filmmakers’  Union was the 
first to take this invitation seriously. Its congress in May 1986 resembled the 
agitated meetings of spring 1956 and fall 1962. The new leadership of 
the union consisted of leading cinematic lights of the sixties. The recently 
appointed head of the Filmmakers’  Union, the filmmaker Elem Klimov, 
promised in his interview for Pravda to bar “the path to the screen to hacks, 
timeservers, and wheeler- dealers” and to clear “a broad path for people of 
talent and artists” who could “meet the criteria of genuine art.” He deplored 
the spread of entertainment cinema and asserted: “We have to enlighten 
[people] and make them want to think.” The new  union leaders released all 
the films banned by censors during the Brezhnevite “stagnation.”13

 The greatest sensation of glasnost cinema was the film Repentance by the 
Georgian director Tengiz Abuladze. It was an exquisite work of art and 
a poignant, trenchant denunciation of the Great Terror, secretly produced 
with the personal authorization of Georgian Party Secretary Eduard She-
vardnadze. In October 1986 Gorbachev’s colleague Alexander Yakovlev 
watched the film at home with his family. He recalled: “When it was over, 
we fell silent for ten minutes. The film took my breath away. It was more 
than a fresh breeze, it was a hurricane.” At that time Gorbachev and the 
KGB decided to begin releasing political prisoners, as part of the campaign 
to improve the Soviet image abroad. The unveiling of Repentance accorded 
well with those steps. The Politburo decided at first to send five hundred 
copies of the film to the provinces, where the KGB monitored the reaction 
of the audience. In Moscow Repentance opened in the midsize screening 
hall of the Filmmakers’  Union in November 1986. For many intellectuals 
from the postwar generation the event seemed like a replay of fall 1956, 
when Dudintsev’s novel was discussed. The hall was packed; mounted po-
lice surrounded the building. After the film many people were weeping. 
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They knelt before Abuladze and kissed his hands, as if in a trance. Other 
viewers, however, left the theater, perhaps in protest.14 Foreign correspon-
dents and television stations waited outside for the crowd to emerge and 
asked for opinions. And people spoke into the microphones, thus crossing 
the long- standing divide between private dissent and public conformism.
 In 1987 writers and editors from literary journals joined the filmmakers. 
A season of frank speeches, bold publications, and sensational perfor-
mances began. The editor of the literary journal Znamia, Grigory Baklanov, 
a war veteran who had belonged to the leftists of the 1960s, published a 
novel by Anatoly Pristavkin about the murderous deportation of the 
Chechen people during the Great Patriotic War.15 In the avalanche of new 
publications were Anatoly Rybakov’s Children of Arbat, Vladimir Dudin-
tsev’s novel White Clothes, and Nikolai Shmelev’s fiction and articles. Read-
ers were also hungry for historical, economic, and sociological facts. The 
circulation of literary journals, no  longer limited, grew astronomically, far 
surpassing the circulation of Novy Mir and other journals during the six-
ties. Finally, the state television channels also began to catch up, showing 
documentaries on the consequences of the Chernobyl nuclear accident and 
inviting artists and intellectuals to speak live on issues ranging from Sta-
linism to the environment. The message in televised discussions was that 
the entire system, immutable during the years of stagnation, had to change, 
so that socialism could live up to its potential. The long list of taboo sub-
jects that could not be discussed in the Soviet media shrank rapidly.
 Many fig ures from the leftist avant- garde in the early 1960s did not make 
it to the front rank during perestroika. Many stayed in emigration and 
 remained highly suspicious and critical of Gorbachev’s intentions. Some 
émigrés pointed to Gorbachev’s phrase “more socialism” as proof of his op-
position to genuine freedom and democratic reforms.16 Yevtushenko, Voz-
nesensky, and other poets from the early 1960s published extensively dur-
ing the perestroika and glasnost years, but their “sincere” lyrical voices were 
lost in the new environment of public revelations. Slutsky died in 1986, 
alone and hiding from friends. Samoilov lived in Estonia, far from the poli-
tics of perestroika, and died during a poetry reading in 1989. Some scien-
tists, riding the wave of Gorbachev’s campaign for nuclear disarmament, 
gained public visibility. At the same time, by comparison with the early 
1960s, in this era scientists were no  longer public heroes. In the aftermath 
of the Chernobyl tragedy, there was a public backlash against nuclear scien-
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tists. Many, especially village writers, acted on their resentment over the 
scientists’ earlier preeminence by successfully presenting sci en tific commu-
nities as groups of selfish and arrogant technocrats who sac ri ficed human-
ity to their utopian schemes, ignored historical and moral issues, and de-
stroyed the environment. In a word, scientists were now blamed for what 
they had been admired for just three de cades earlier.17

 At the same time, numerous other fig ures, among them artists, histori-
ans, journalists, and actors, began to claim they belonged to the ranks in 
perestroika’s “pro gres sive intelligentsia.” The majority were from the post-
war student generation. The Thaw dream of a partnership between a 
reform- minded political leadership and the pro gres sive intellectual and 
 artistic elites seemed again to be coming to fruition. Yet as in the 1960s, 
this development revealed a sharp polarization between the “cosmopoli-
tans” and the Russian nationalists, as symbolized by Gorbachev’s two lieu-
tenants. Yegor Ligachev favored the Russian nationalists, lacked any rap-
port with Moscow- based liberal society, and had distinctly conservative 
and provincial predilections. Alexander Yakovlev, on the contrary, was the 
archenemy of the Russian patriots and had numerous friends in sixties cul-
tural circles in Moscow. After his demotion as the result of an article against 
the Russian nationalists, Yakovlev underwent a radical conversion: he be-
gan to speak about the ideas and tragic fate of the dissidents, he began to 
appeal to the émigrés, and he became convinced that the country needed, 
above all, democratization, glasnost, and cultural liberalization.18

 Before long the Russian nationalists, who had procured many promi-
nent positions in the rejuvenated and reformed  Union of Soviet Writers, 
took a very negative attitude toward Gorbachev’s glasnost. They argued, at 
first privately and then publicly, that it was a disastrous mistake to let the 
left- leaning Moscow intellectuals and dissidents de fine the agenda of re-
form. Those people, the argument went, did not care about the Russian 
people and the Russian state, but rather tended only to destabilize and con-
fuse society. The established nationalist writers, journalists, and artists were 
particularly opposed to the growing assault on Sta linism, which in their 
eyes represented a period of great achievements when the empire had been 
built. In late 1986 anti- Semitic Russian patriots began to build up their net-
work of local nongovernment associations, among them antialcohol so ci e-
ties and the “historical- patriotic society” Pamiat (Memory). These associa-
tions were especially active in Moscow and Akademgorodok. In Novosibirsk 
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a group of scientists of the Siberian branch of the Academy of Sciences, 
along with local party of fi cials, or ga nized lectures for students and general 
public at which the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion” and other supposed 
evidence of a Judeo- Masonic conspiracy in the Soviet  Union were distrib-
uted. The patriots targeted the reformist economist Aganbegyan and even 
the late party leader Yuri Andropov as members of the conspiracy.19 On 
March 13, 1988, the newspaper Sovetskaia Rossia, one of the havens of Rus-
sian nationalists, published a letter by Nina Andreeva, an obscure professor 
at the Polytechnic Institute in Leningrad. She defended socialist principles 
but also attacked the notion that one group of intellectuals and artists could 
be the “leading and mobilizing force” of perestroika. The article claimed 
that intellectuals who were allegedly promoting “left- wing liberal social-
ism,” were in reality trying to “slaughter socialist values” and undermine 
the Soviet state. The article speci fied what was destructive in the activities 
of the former vanguard of the sixties intelligentsia: “the value placed on in-
dividuality, the modernist search in culture, God- seeking tendencies, theo-
cratic idols, sermons on the ‘democratic’ plea sures of modern cap italism, 
and genuflection before cap italist achievements, real or false.”20 The article 
also defended Sta lin as a great statesman and linked the adherents of “left- 
wing liberalism” with the Jewish emigration and “cosmopolitan” trends as-
sociated with Jews. The original, unedited letter from Andreeva, which was 
even more explicitly anti- Semitic, drew ominous parallels between Gor-
bachev’s glasnost and the Prague Spring.21

 The Andreeva letter gave Russian patriots in the bureaucracy and society 
as a whole the signal for the counterattack. Ligachev and some members of 
Gorbachev’s Politburo embraced Andreeva’s theses. The publication began 
to look to rank- and- file communists like a new ideological doctrine. Not a 
single journal dared to publish a rejoinder to Andreeva. The intellectuals of 
Moscow and Leningrad froze in fearful silence. After painful weeks of wait-
ing, it became clear that Gorbachev interpreted the article as an attack on 
his policy. In contrast to Khrushchev and Brezhnev, the Soviet leader had 
taken the Prague Spring as a model for his reformist strategies. He did not 
fear that a group of freethinking writers and intellectuals would incite a 
political revolution. He worshipped Lenin as a model politician and was 
supremely con fi dent that like the Bolshevik founding father, his successor 
would remain in control of events. Pravda published the of fi cial rejection of 
Andreeva’s views, condemning her arguments point by point. The rejoin-
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der proclaimed the freedom of cultural and intellectual pursuits. The party 
issued instructions eliminating the Sta linist policies of party control over 
the cultural sphere, collectively known as Zhdanovshchina. The laws abol-
ishing both censorship and the state monopoly on mass media followed 
much later, in June 1990, yet de facto the policy of ideological censorship 
collapsed in spring 1988. The meaning of the past, present, and future, as 
well as the content of the “new thinking” itself, was open to interpretation 
not only within the party ranks, but in society at large.22

 The next year and a half became the golden age of glasnost. The dream 
of the cultural vanguard of the postwar generation came true. Gorbachev 
embraced the concept of the intelligentsia as the generator of a reformist 
climate. He allowed artists and intellectuals to make use of enormous state 
resources, including state- owned media, to articulate their ideas and ideals 
to tens of millions of people inside the Soviet  Union and abroad. The re-
sponse from the aging veterans of the sixties was understandably euphoric. 
It seemed as if the history of their generation had resumed at the point 
where it had been forcibly arrested in 1968. Soon, however, it became clear 
to Gorbachev and his reform- minded entourage what the Czechoslovak 
party reformers had experienced twenty years earlier. Once they had abol-
ished censorship and decided to use the liberalization of the ideological and 
cultural sphere as a tool to mobilize against the entrenched antireformist 
forces, it became increasingly dif fi cult to stop that liberalization halfway. 
And from the revelations of Sta linist crimes, Soviet glasnost inevitably and 
predictably led to the questioning of the entire foundation of Soviet social-
ism, including its revolutionary and patriotic myths. In 1988–89 explosive 
questions about the Revolution and Soviet history emerged in the pages of 
literary journals and in glasnost- era newspapers, and fi nally in television 
programs.23 The carefully calibrated half- truths of the Khrushchev era were 
no  longer possible. From the special sections of the libraries (spetskhrany) 
opened in 1988–89 thousands of books became available to the general 
public, books containing a wealth of noncommunist philosophy, political 
science, history, and economics, and the trea sure trove of Russian émigré 
memoirs and literature. Samizdat ceased to be subversive and became a le-
gitimate part of public media and discussions. In July and August 1988 the 
first nongovernment newspapers appeared in Moscow. At the same time, 
former political prisoners or ga nized the group Memorial to document the 
history of Soviet terror and the persecution of dissidents. In November 
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1988 the authorities stopped jamming Western radio broadcasts, and the 
enormous and costly system that had been used for jamming stations was 
allocated to serve the needs of domestic broadcasting.
 From that moment on, glasnost took on a momentum of its own. Writ-
ers, economists, sociologists, and even historians issued broadsides against 
the myths of the Soviet past and present. The new wave of hope and even 
euphoria among Moscow intellectuals and artists was darkened only by the 
memory of past setbacks. In a volume summarizing glasnost for Western 
readers, an elite institutchik from the Baby Boom generation expressed the 
prevailing mood in educated circles in Moscow: “For the first time in my 
life I feel optimistic and hopeful. For me now my country is the most inter-
esting place in the world. I can barely remember 1956 and the Twentieth 
Party Congress (I was just six years old at that time), but the atmosphere of 
enthusiasm in the early 1960s and the ensuing bitterness at the end of that 
de cade are preserved in my memory.” For those of Zhivago’s children who 
were entering the fifth or sixth de cade of their lives, perestroika was the last 
chance. This time the reforms could not fail! Eventually, even Gorbachev 
himself seemed to have been caught up in this “win or perish” attitude. Af-
ter 1987 he kept repeating that there was no way back and that the failure of 
perestroika would mean the end of socialism in the Soviet  Union.24

 The founding myths of the regime—the Bolshevik Revolution and the 
role of Vladimir Lenin—soon came under fierce attack from cosmopolitans 
and Russian patriots alike. The journalist Vasily Seliunin unmasked Lenin 
as a violent, doctrinaire fanatic who brought a national catastrophe down 
on Russia. The historian Yuri Afanasiev denounced the very foundations of 
the Soviet state and society and wrote about “sixty years of spiritual void 
and decay.”25 A bit later, the theater director Mark Zakharov publicly pro-
posed that Lenin’s body be removed from the mausoleum on Red Square. 
Vladimir Soloukhin published his anti- Lenin tract in the émigré journal 
Posev; Radio Liberty then broadcast it to all of Russia. The publication of 
Solzhenitsyn’s works in the Soviet  Union, along with Grossman’s novels, 
dealt crushing blows to the popular faith in Lenin, the last myth of late So-
viet society.26 The Russian- born American pundit Leon Aron commented, 
about the cultural and ideological revolution of that time, “Its most original 
and most dangerous feature is the precision with which the heavy artillery 
is targeted, and the depth of shell penetration. In Gorbachev’s Soviet  Union, 
almost ev ery major legitimizing myth is being shattered.” He concluded 
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that Gorbachev, who had set out to create a reformed version of one- party 
state socialism with a human face, had “unleashed forces that [were] me-
thodically destroying the legitimacy of any such future arrangement. No 
economic reform, no amount of Western good will, and no brilliant foreign 
policy stratagems,” he added, “can hope to fill this spiritual vacuum.”27 A 
Moscow intellectual, Lev Osterman, wrote in his diary, “We, the omniscient 
intelligentsia, should contain our egocentric revelatory passion—in order 
not to alienate people who might otherwise begin to loathe us for our en-
lightening mission.” Osterman believed that it would be better “to reveal 
the truth about our past gradually—little by little.”28 Instead, the “pere-
stroika intelligentsia” sponsored by Gorbachev acted with frenzied fervor 
in attacking the very idols they had recently worshipped and feared.29 The 
majority of educated Soviet Russian society experienced disillusionment 
and demoralization on a large scale. Feeling cheated and claiming to having 
been hopelessly naive for de cades gave rise to a collective inferiority com-
plex. “Homo Sovieticus,” the gullible and conformist Soviet citizen, became 
the target of masochistic social satire, later repeated in public speeches by 
numerous intellectuals and artists.
 Nobody realized that this was the last time that the intelligentsia, as 
 either an idea or a reform- minded community, would play a central role 
in Russian history. Zhivago’s children, because of the cultural differences 
dividing them and the hatred all of them felt toward the Soviet regime, even 
though it was now headed by Gorbachev, contributed inadvertently to 
the self- destruction of the Soviet  Union. The squabbling chattering classes, 
along with Gorbachev himself, dug the grave not only of Soviet commu-
nism, but also of the Soviet state. In the spring of 1989 the radical and rapid 
cultural de- Sta linization of Russian society spilled over into politics. For-
mer dissidents, now skeptical observers of Gorbachev’s policies—Sakharov, 
Bonner, and others—saw the main danger to perestroika as coming from 
the vast party and bureaucratic apparatus, as well as the KGB. They mis-
trusted Gorbachev and criticized his vacillations. Their own experience 
made them believe that radical democratization and peaceful rallies and 
strikes against the “Sta linist apparatus” could be the only guarantee against 
the threat of a “Khrushchev scenario,” such as the one that had ended in 
Khrushchev’s ouster and the triumph of Brezhnevism. A minority of Gor-
bachev’s advisers, enlightened apparatchiks like Yakovlev and Cherniaev, 
thought along similar lines. All of them, and the freedom- hungry Musco-
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vite intellectuals, pushed the general secretary toward fundamental democ-
ratization, delegitimation of the party, and reliance on peaceful mass rallies. 
Gorbachev reluctantly followed this advice, and he was also guided by his 
own reasons. The Kremlin reformer, being con fi dent of his political skills, 
believed he could ride two horses at once: stay in control of the party appa-
ratus and manage gradual democratization.
 In any political revolution, the muses cede the place of honor to political 
speeches, mass rallies, and public demonstrations. Some intellectuals and 
nationally known cultural fig ures sought to ride the crest of radical politics. 
Dozens of them, mostly established sixties leftists, but also former dissi-
dents, were elected in the spring 1989 to the new national legislative body, 
the Congress of People’s Deputies. Tens of thousands of intellectuals and 
artists came out of their oases and into the public realm for the first time in 
their lives. With the passion and devotion emblematic of a reawakened in-
telligentsia, they helped elect their moral leaders and came to listen to their 
speeches. When the conservative leadership of the Academy of Sciences 
tried to prevent the election of Andrei Sakharov to the People’s Congress, 
hundreds and then thousands of scientists and humanitarian scholars from 
Moscow institutes protested, and the heroic human rights defender was 
elected. The constituency of intellectuals thus emerged as a factor in the 
politics in Moscow and Leningrad, and then even in some major provincial 
cities of Russia.
 This constituency included hundreds of thousands of scientists, engi-
neers, librarians, teachers, academic researchers, physicians, and other 
 professionals. The largest and most outspoken contingent among them 
consisted of the postwar students who had emulated stiliagi, read Novy 
Mir, and listened to Western radio and the songs of Okudzhava, Galich, 
Vysotsky, and other songwriters of the sixties. During all those years, espe-
cially in the so- called time of stagnation, they had behaved like conform-
ists and cultural escapists. Now they sought to compensate for the de cades 
of past moral humiliation and doublethinking. Political liberalization and 
freedom of speech, conscience, and assembly became their watchwords. In 
their eyes, dissidents like Sakharov and scholars like Likhachev from the 
semidissident circles embodied the moral and cultural vision of the intelli-
gentsia as they conceived it.
 Meanwhile, the political reforms presented new and unfamiliar chal-
lenges to both leaders and followers of this movement. The leader of pere-
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stroika, Gorbachev, was the object of international admiration elicited by 
his initiatives in disarmament, security cooperation, and above all rap-
prochement with the West. One by one the Soviet satellites of the Warsaw 
Pact began to overthrow their communist regimes. On November 9, 1989, 
the Berlin Wall was breached and the two German states began to move 
toward reuni fi ca tion. At the same time, Gorbachev and the Politburo were 
increasingly divided and overwhelmed by domestic changes and pro cesses. 
Economic and fi nan cial crises loomed large in the Soviet  Union. From 1986 
to 1989, the salaries and honoraria of the creative and sci en tific elites in-
creased sharply, but soon the collapsing economic and fi nan cial system 
buried those gains under its rubble. Rigidity and disor ga ni za tion in the 
state distributive structures and misguided mea sures to introduce private 
initiative without changing the centralized system precipitated disastrous 
consequences, including the disappearance of consumer goods from the 
stores. Outside Soviet Russia, in the Baltics and in the South Caucasus, 
non- Russian nationalist forces clashed violently with one another, and with 
the Soviet state, spilling blood and provoking pogroms and ethnic cleans-
ing. Gorbachev, the rest of the Kremlin leadership, and the more moderate 
among the experts surrounding them, having been caught unawares, could 
offer no recipe for reform, no blueprints or consistent strategies. The Soviet 
 Union was sliding into the abyss.30

 Neither did the best and the brightest have any spe cific plan for meeting 
the challenges posed by radical change. Even the best minds in the sixties 
intelligentsia were not up to the task of reforming Soviet society while pre-
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serving suf fi cient stability in the Soviet  Union. In the economic sphere, 
Gorbachev’s advisers were the same sixties reformist journalists and econo-
mists who had sought a third path between the centralized Sta linist econ-
omy and free- enterprise cap italism. Between 1986 and 1989 they had par-
tially dismantled the existing economic mechanisms. At the same time, 
nobody, from the reform- minded economists (Aganbegyan, Zaslavskaia, 
Lisichkin, and others) to the journalists and writers (Seliunin, Shmelev, 
Latsis, and Chernichenko), knew what to do in the present or in the future 
about economics and fi nances. Their schemes for reform revolved around 
vague notions of an ethical and participatory economy that would some-
how combine the promises of the Revolution with the ef fi ciency of modern 
technological pro cesses. In a word, they diagnosed a terminal illness yet 
could not prescribe a cure. Some of them proposed “going back to NEP,” 
Lenin’s policy of tolerance for the peasantry and small entrepreneurs. Yet 
at the end of the 1980s the peasantry was as good as moribund, and at-
tempts to create a new class of “cooperators” ran aground because of the 
abysmal corruption and con flicts between the state apparatus and the new 
entrepreneurs. The majority of reformist economists claimed that eco-
nomic reforms required fundamental changes in society, especially a new 
working- class consciousness of co- ownership and par tic i pa tion in manage-
ment. These utopian aims emerged under the in flu ence of partial economic 
reforms in Yugoslavia and Hungary, which had, however, long failed to 
produce any tangible results. Such programs as workers’ councils, socialist 
cooperatives, and regulation of  profit could only generate fi nan cial and 
economic chaos in the Soviet  Union.31 The principal intellectual supporters 
of perestroika could not imagine the future without some kind of “socialist 
regulation” in which the state and the technocratic intelligentsia would play 
leading roles. In many ways, especially in the economic field, the advocates 
of perestroika remained Soviet to the core. Unable to come up with solu-
tions, glasnost- era economists, supported by the intelligentsia, the politi-
cally mobilized educated classes, and later disaffected workers, vented 
their rage against the managerial and party bureaucracy. In their eyes, it 
had become the main obstacle to economic transformation. Economists 
and sociologists concealed their own lack of intellectual vision behind such 
populist accusations.32

 In the sphere of national politics the advice of politicized intellectuals 
was equally problematic and inadequate. On the liberal flank former dissi-
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dents, including Sakharov and Bonner, demanded immediate reform of 
the Soviet  Union to offer the complete right of national self- determination. 
In pursuit of freedom, many Moscow intellectuals automatically supported 
and promoted any form of ethnic separatism and any movement against 
the Soviet Russian center. When the Kremlin used military force to put 
down the ethnic violence that broke out (in Georgia, Armenia, and Azer-
baijan), many of them denounced any use of force and appealed to interna-
tional public opinion. The American Sidney Drell was bewildered when he 
observed Yelena Bonner lecturing Gorbachev on what to do about the 
Armenian- Azeri con flict in Nagorno- Karabakh. The dissident refused to 
listen to the general secretary and insisted that her own solution was the 
only one that would work. “For her there was no such thing as getting it 
99 percent correct. Only 100 percent,” he recalled. “She rejected compro-
mises.” Even the U.S. ambassador in Moscow, Jack Matlock, who admired 
Sakharov, believed that the proposals he and Bonner put forward for a ter-
ritorial solution to the Nagorno- Karabakh issue “could be dangerous” and 
were likely to lead to violence and loss of life.33 That was exactly what hap-
pened. The dissidents, guided by a traditional aversion to government- 
sponsored violence and by moral sympathy for nationalist movements in 
Armenia, Georgia, the Baltics, and elsewhere, helped destabilize and un-
dermine the Soviet  Union.
 In the Russian Federation, the main constituent part of the Soviet 
 Union, Gorbachev was still trying to balance the radicalized groups in 
 major cities with more conservative segments of Russian society. Many 
people were  humiliated by the revelations of glasnost and increasingly an-
gry about the economic disarray. The Kremlin leader sought to keep 
these people within the perestroika coalition. This effort did not endear 
him to the  increasingly impatient and fearful liberal intellectuals in Mos-
cow and  Leningrad. Panic was growing among Russian Jews, and fig ures of 
cosmopolitan and supposedly Westernized cultural background, that Gor-
bachev’s loss of control might bring Russian fascists to power and into the 
streets. In December 1989 liberal- minded deputies in the congress, the 
 so- called interregional group, decided to call on the people of the Soviet 
 Union to stage a two- hour symbolic strike. When Gorbachev’s lieuten-
ants objected that it would further destabilize the country, Andrei Sakharov 
replied that, on the contrary, it would be the only way to support pere-
stroika, under attack by rightist forces, anti- Semitic and chauvinist Russo-
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phile groups united “under the White slogan of a single and indivisible 
Russia.”34

 On December 14, 1989, after a stormy session in congress, Andrei 
Sakharov suddenly died of a heart attack. On the eve of that session, he had 
clashed with Gorbachev and demanded the immediate abolition of the 
constitutional clause about the leading role of the party. His parting words 
were: “There will be a fight tomorrow!” His funeral in Moscow was an event 
reminiscent of the funeral of Vysotsky in 1980. The academician- turned- 
dissident was mourned as the last true Russian intelligent, and it seemed as 
if the entire intellectual and artistic elite of Moscow had turned out to bid 
him farewell, along with tens of thousands of other Muscovites. The death 
of Sakharov, who had always professed his loyalty to Gorbachev, was the 
tipping point.35

 The  union between left- leaning intellectuals and the Gorbachev leader-
ship began to disintegrate, and their mutual irritation grew. Liberal Mos-
cow politicians, both former party members and former dissidents, criti-
cized Gorbachev for lack of democratic convictions and for adherence to 
the methods of authoritarian rule. The end of the political romance with 
Gorbachev represented for many intellectuals and artists the severing of 
the last link connecting them with the dream of socialism with a human 
face. Many of them began to proclaim publicly that any kind of socialism in 
Russia was doomed and that the Soviet communist proj ect could not be 
redeemed. It could only, like ancient Carthage, be razed to the ground. 
These members of the perestroika intelligentsia abandoned their onetime 
creed with a remarkable ease—a result of the long pro cess of erosion of so-
cialist ideals and the accumulation of anger and frustration during the time 
of radical politicization. At the same time, Gorbachev’s “enlightened” assis-
tants, including Anatoly Cherniaev, were appalled by how mean and un-
grateful “the upper crust of the Moscow intelligentsia” acted toward the fa-
ther of perestroika. They saw this group (except for Sakharov, a man of 
enormous integrity) as elitist and overweening, in that it claimed to have 
supreme authority over public morality and political matters as well.36 In 
the course of 1990 the Moscow interregional group and thousands of its 
followers began to leave the party and shift their allegiance and aspirations 
over to Gorbachev’s rival, Boris Yeltsin. Yeltsin, guided by ambition and 
iconoclastic populist instincts, had at first been seen by Sakharov and other 
intellectuals as a dangerous demagogue. In 1990, however, Yeltsin began to 
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appear like the only leader who could grapple with the situation and at the 
same time remain open to the ideas and advice of intellectuals. In the spring 
of 1991 he was elected, in the first free elections, as president of the Russian 
Federation, still subordinate to the Soviet  Union and Soviet leader Gor-
bachev, but thereafter increasingly autonomous.37 The more Gorbachev felt 
abandoned by the intelligentsia and threatened by the forces of chaos, both 
national- separatist and economic, the more he remained hostage to the 
same party apparatus and to the KGB he wanted to manage and control. 
Indecisive in ev ery sphere, he antagonized the majority of Russians, and 
only a few intellectuals and enlightened apparatchiks remained his true ad-
mirers.
 The attempts of hard- line members of the Gorbachev team, including 
the head of the KGB and the minister of defense, to halt the disintegration 
of the empire led to a feckless coup on August 19, 1991. The putschists 
placed Gorbachev under house arrest, and he was pushed off the center 
stage of history. Boris Yeltsin, who displayed defiant resistance in the face 
of the takeover attempt, remained as the only legitimate leader of Russia. 
During the three days of uncertainty, when the coup plotters could have 
stormed the White House, the seat of government for the Russian Federa-
tion, thousands of Moscow intellectuals, old and young, converged on it 
to form a living shield against the attack. It was a moment of mythic re-
demption for the educated Russian elite for the de cades of collaboration 
with the Bolsheviks and Sta lin, for its long passivity and egocentric exis-
tence “in captivity,” and for its resignation in response to the Soviet inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia and other ignominious pages in its history. The for-
mer human rights defenders, including Yelena Bonner, stood next to the 
triumphant Yeltsin and spoke to the cheering, exultant masses. It seemed as 
if the dream of the Russian intelligentsia, a leader in the national reforma-
tion, had miraculously materialized.
 This was, however, the beginning of the end for the grand intellectual 
dreams. The Soviet  Union was crumbling, and new developments, follow-
ing in rapid succession, left the basic structures and conditions for the exis-
tence of the social milieu of the intelligentsia and the mythology of its lead-
ing role in shambles. In December 1991 Yeltsin, along with the leaders of 
Ukraine and Belarus, dissolved the Soviet  Union and removed Gorbachev 
from the political scene. And in January 1992 radical economic reform 
was launched, shock therapy to bring Russia into cap italism. These devel-



352 Epilogue

opments would have been impossible without the mass conversion of the 
proliberal intellectuals, the former leftist cultural vanguard, and the politi-
cally active dissidents. By then, many of them had abandoned the idea of a 
third path, of socialism with a human face, in favor of the institutions of 
Western democracy and market cap italism. At one point the economic re-
formers, sociologists, and journalists practically stampeded in their haste 
to make the shift from a model of some kind of socialism (preferably Swed-
ish) to the American version of a deregulated economy. Many intellectuals 
and artists labored under the illusion that once they took Russia in that di-
rection, the West out of gratitude would provide a new Marshall Plan for 
them, and all the hardships and humiliations would be over. Most scien-
tists, writers, filmmakers, and other groups of the former Soviet intelligent-
sia took state support for granted and never imagined the consequences of 
a collapse of the socialist system. They grossly exaggerated their ability to 
flour ish under conditions of “freedom,” including a free market. George 
Faraday, who observed the turmoil among Soviet filmmakers, recognized 
that they had “rejected the bureaucratic devil they knew for the cap italist 
devil they  didn’t.”38

 Had there been a Russian Rip Van Winkle who went to sleep in 1988 and 
woke up just four years later, he would have been amazed. The Soviet  Union 
was no more, and the omnipotent state, the Communist Party, and political 
oppression no  longer existed either. There also remained no visionary van-
guard promoting enlightenment and reform, and no public veneration for 
the idea of the intelligentsia. What was left instead was a pathetically weak 
state and a powerful group of criminalized nouveau riche oligarchs and bu-
reaucrats who stole or embezzled the national wealth. There was also the 
miserable, impoverished, and degraded population, ignored and despised 
by the elite groups. The cohorts of liberal intellectuals and cultural gurus 
who had dominated the earlier national debates either emigrated or joined 
the small army of timeservers and hacks who attempted to please the new 
regime in order to get a chunk of former state property. Hundreds of think 
tanks and research labs, including the ones in Dubna, Academgorodok, 
and other hubs of advanced sci en tific research, went virtually bankrupt. 
The so- called creative  unions vanished, along with their entire material 
base of perks, privileges, and cultural production. The budgets of the Liter-
ary Foundation and the Soviet Cultural Foundation disappeared into the 
pockets of unscrupulous of fi cials. The filmmaking industry practically col-
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lapsed, along with the nationwide system of film distribution and screen-
ing. Many filmmakers had to switch to the production of mass- culture B- 
quality movies, instead of the highbrow auteur films they had previously 
been engaged in. The moral and spiritual downsizing of nationally known 
writers, those “engineers of human souls,” was breathtaking. Literary jour-
nals, theaters, opera, musical collectives, all teetered on the brink of bank-
ruptcy. Their circulation dropped from millions to thousands, largely be-
cause of the drastic impoverishment of subscribers from the educated strata, 
who could no  longer afford the luxury of reading and discussing ideas.39

 The intellectual, spiritual, and moral collapse of the early 1990s was 
 unrivaled in Russian history. The rise of the concept of intelligentsia as a 
moral authority during the perestroika and glasnost years began to falter 
once intellectuals went into politics. With their abandonment of socialist 
ideals in favor of Western liberal freedoms and institutions, and then mar-
ket cap italism and private property, they lost moral and intellectual ground. 
After all, they were not experts in those areas, and the numerous Western 
advisers who flocked to Russia eclipsed them. These advisers ac tually knew 
what cap italism and democracy were and how they worked. The Moscow 
cultural elites had inadvertently sawed off the bough on which they were all 
sitting, not only in an economic and fi nan cial sense (they lost their state 
subsidies), but also in the moral sense. The search for humane socialism 
had been a form of ethical and moral exercise. Andrei Sakharov had writ-
ten in the early versions of his memoirs, around 1981–82, “I see in the 
ideas of socialism a certain (albeit limited) contribution to the socioeco-
nomic development of humanity. I appreciate the moral pathos and attrac-
tion of these ideas. And I believe that the presence of socialist elements in 
the life of democratic countries is important and necessary.”40

 The spasmodic and total rejection of these ideals in the early 1990s 
by some of the leading representatives of the intellectual and cultural van-
guard led to a paradoxical situation. The majority of the Russian popula-
tion, stripped of its savings and thrown into a state of uncertainty during 
the plunge into cap italism, began to view the Brezhnev period of supposed 
stagnation as a better time. Everybody could see the visible excesses of wild 
Russian cap italism, ridden with criminality and conspicuous consump-
tion, millionaires and billionaires, and obscene cynicism toward Homo 
 Sovieticus, the idealistic Soviet person, who was relegated to the dustbin 
of history.
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 In this environment, the Russian Communist Party quickly came back 
from the shadows and began to score successes in free elections. Another 
winner was a new ultranationalist party led by Vladimir Zhirinovsky, 
who proposed publicly to exile the entire perestroika intelligentsia that 
had allegedly brought the country to such humiliation and misery. At the 
same time, leading Moscow and Leningrad artists and intellectuals looked 
to Yeltsin as the only guarantor that the Soviet times would not return 
and that Russian fascism would not take to the streets. The dangers of 
a communist victory and the fascist threat of Russian nationalism blended 
in their imagination to produce the image of a “red- brown menace.” In 
 October 1993, when the coalition of communist and nationalist forces tried 
to force Yeltsin out of power, many Moscow intellectuals supported vio-
lent suppression of the coup. When troops loyal to Yeltsin fired at follow-
ers of the opposition, cultural icons of the sixties and later times, among 
them Bulat Okudzhava, Sergei Averintsev, Dmitry Likhachev, and Bella 
Akhmadulina, applauded the October massacre as the lesser evil. Fear of 
the ghosts of the past drove many fig ures from the former intelligentsia to 
 support Yeltsin, even after his government began to lose its early liberal- 
radical luster and to become mired in corruption and oligarchic schemes. 
Also, filmmakers, theater directors, and scientists had to turn to Yeltsin 
and the fi nan cial gurus and oligarchs in his entourage for money. It was 
at first shocking for them to trade their old de pen dence on the Soviet 
 bureaucracy in for new forms of fi nan cial de pen dence, but many quickly 
began to see it as the only option, and a  profit able one at that. Yeltsin and 
the  recently elected mayor of Moscow, Yuri Luzhkov, could be very gener-
ous patrons of the arts. And the oligarchs supporting the Yeltsin regime 
against the communists were even more generous. As a result, increas-
ing numbers of people from the perestroika intelligentsia began to serve 
new masters, and were well paid for their ser vice. Smeliansky described 
how it looked in December 1995, when free elections to the Russian Par-
liament were held. “As a bait to catch voters, most of the forty- three par-
ties put up actors, pop singers, and television gameshow presenters as 
 candidates. Actors were as sought after as generals. Each party, according 
to its taste, had video shorts made which were then run on all the televi-
sion channels ev ery day for two months. Only one party produced no 
video shorts and did not flash across our screens. This was the Russian 
Communist Party. It won.”41 Intellectuals and artists found themselves in 
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the ser vice of a regime and its oligarchs that the majority of Russian people 
hated.
 The rapid parting of the Iron Curtain and the new freedom of travel for 
all, constrained only by economic problems and Western visa restrictions 
against Russians, destroyed the notion of the captivity of the intelligentsia. 
Yet the same development also devalued the views and ideas that intellectu-
als and artists had been promoting for de cades through samizdat and West-
ern radio. As had happened earlier to Russian intellectual émigrés, the free 
market of ideas, intellectual production, and art made the old notions look 
primitive and outdated. In the world of the late twentieth century, art was a 
commodity, literature and cinema were a form of entertainment, and mass 
culture triumphed ev erywhere. The notion of high culture for connoisseurs 
and highbrow intellectuals survived only as an elitist phenomenon, unre-
lated to primary social, economic, and political issues. This change was as 
destructive to the ethos of the intelligentsia as the structural and spiritual 
collapse was. The networks that had formed the cultural underground of 
the Soviet era, an essential part of the intelligentsia’s “imagined commu-
nity,” disappeared. A brief boom in Soviet nonconformist art in the West 
began to wane after 1991. It became clear that the underground culture 
owed its existence to the unique centrality of high culture in Soviet society, 
in combination with the state support and pressure to channel this cul-
ture within prescribed boundaries. With the advent of democratization and 
marketization, the artists and intellectuals of the semidissident milieu, who 
used to thrive on their elitism, had to search for new niches and identities 
in the emerging post- Soviet order. Many of them—for instance, rock musi-
cians—began to condemn the new order with the same vehemence with 
which they had denounced the old. The majority, however, emigrated to 
the West or joined the rapidly expanding mass culture.
 Between 1988 and 1993 another mass emigration occurred in Russia, 
much larger than during the Jewish emigration of the 1970s. It began with 
the panic among the assimilated Jewish intellectuals in Moscow, Leningrad, 
and other cities; they were afraid of Russian fascism and took advantage of 
the opening of borders to emigrate to Israel or the West. Then, as the fi nan-
cial crisis led to the collapse of the cultural and sci en tific infrastructure, 
thousands began to look for jobs abroad. In all, 1.5 million people left the 
Soviet  Union, many of whom were highly educated and iden ti fied with the 
intelligentsia. The intellectual and cultural hemorrhage would have been 
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even more terrible had it not been for the large- scale assistance program 
to scientists and intellectuals or ga nized by the billionaire George Soros, 
an American financier of Jewish- Hungarian origin who was fascinated by 
Russian high culture. Western governments and most private foundations, 
however, provided very limited help.
 The unique centrality of high culture, inherited from nineteenth- century 
tsarist Russia and Central Europe, and reproduced in the late Soviet era, 
was no more. At the end of 1991 the writer Daniil Granin expressed his fear 
that in the “new commercial life” there would be “no room for the sublime 
movements of the soul, for free art for art’s sake.” He felt that “the intelli-
gentsia in the sense that our history and literature have given us” would 
soon be gone. “The West has its intellectuals and respects them,” Granin 
went on. “Yet it has never known such an intelligentsia as ours, with its ide-
alism, rejection of  profit in the name of public ideals, acute moral sensitiv-
ity.”42 In June 1993 the physicist Lev Osterman, an assimilated Jew and an 
ardent supporter of the left- wing high culture of the sixties, wrote to his 
son, who had emigrated with his family to the United States: “My chosen 
and beloved milieu (perhaps through literature) is the Russian intelligent-
sia and its spiritual heirs in our times. This milieu is unique in the world, 
owing to Russia’s unique history.” He noted that post- Soviet existence, es-
pecially the gigantic, commercialized mass culture, “has been drying out 
the soil” for the regeneration of the ethos of the intelligentsia.43

The story of Zhivago’s children ended in the 1990s. It is a story about the 
struggle of intellectuals and artists to regain autonomy from an autocratic 
regime seeking to control society and culture. Yet it is also a story about the 
heavy price they paid for this autonomy, and above all about the slow and 
painful disappearance of their revolutionary- romantic idealism and opti-
mism, their faith in prog ress and in the enlightenment of people, beliefs 
and values inherited from the milieu of the Russian intelligentsia of the 
nineteenth century. With the exception of a few courageous public dissent-
ers, like Andrei Sakharov, Yelena Bonner, and Alexander Solzhenitsyn, 
the intellectuals and artists in Soviet Russia remained an intelligentsia- in- 
captivity, with all the social and moral consequences that implied. Only 
a tiny minority consistently sought to live by the intelligentsia’s ethos and 
implement its high principles. Most had to compromise, living a double 
life, exercising freethinking in private and remaining party conformists in 
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public. Still, for all the jus ti fied reproaches aimed at this community during 
the 1970s and 1980s, time has shown that their cultural and spiritual work 
in the immediate post- Sta lin de cades was not in vain. The dazzling en-
trance of the intelligentsia onto the stage of world history took place during 
the years of glasnost, when Mikhail Gorbachev granted educated elites the 
autonomy to create and the freedom to speak and engage in civic activities.
 The death of the Russian intelligentsia during the 1990s ended an impor-
tant chapter in European intellectual and cultural history. This chapter is 
both inspiring and troubling. The intellectual milieu attracted many Soviet 
citizens who graduated from universities after World War II, among them 
the young veterans who had defeated Hitler but later had to struggle with 
Sta linism. The Moscow intelligentsia’s dreams and expectations reached 
their peak in the years from 1960 to 1968, at a time when cultural and so-
cial protest was changing Western democratic so ci e ties. In common with 
Western protest movements, the reborn intelligentsia in the Soviet  Union 
displayed moral fervor and a commitment to emancipation from authori-
tarianism and to a coming to terms with the crimes and injustices of the 
recent past. Like the West, Soviet Russia experienced the rise of techno-
cratic trends among scientists, the avant- garde in flu ence in literature, 
 theater, cinema, and journalism, and the movement in defense of human 
rights. All these left- leaning groups stood against the legacy of Sta linism, 
xenophobia, and anti- Semitism. These groups, Zhivago’s spiritual children, 
clashed with xenophobic and anti- Semitic groups of Russian nationalists, 
who also claimed to be part of the intelligentsia. The death of the intelli-
gentsia was an unintended result of the failure of the communist proj ect. 
The movement of intellectuals, scientists, human rights activists, and art-
ists contributed to the strange end of the communist empire—or even its 
suicide. At the same time, bringing down the temple of communism 
brought to an end the intelligentsia’s historical mission. Even earlier, in 
Central  Europe after 1989 both the obsession with high culture and the in-
tense underground artistic life vanished in a similar way. Still, in Poland, 
the Czech Republic, Hungary, and the former Yugoslavia, intellectuals and 
artists had a much deeper national identity. They had the luxury of pre-
tending that the communist phase was not their own, that it had been im-
posed from outside. In Russia, by contrast, few intellectuals and cultural 
fig ures could feel or think that way. For many of them the idea of the intel-
ligentsia was not related to the task of national self- determination and lib-
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eration. On the contrary, many of them lived in constant fear of resurgent 
Russian nationalism. The grand dreams of Zhivago’s children homed in on 
the centrality of culture and art in the social life of their people, and on the 
possibility of building a gentler society based on noncap italist foundations 
and free from the perpetual drive for money, property, and the acquisition 
of material goods. The advent of “wild cap italism” sent these illusions 
crashing down. Shattered was the dream of a revolutionary transformation 
that would lead to grassroots social justice. The pretension of the intelligen-
tsia to the sta tus of social oracles and cultural prophets, occupying a seat 
above the state and the people, quickly dissipated, mocked by history itself.
 In the early 1990s many intellectuals of the postwar generation began to 
look back on the optimism of their youth as naive and unjus ti fied. In Alexei 
Adzhubei’s opinion, “We did not know many things, and this ignorance 
helped us preserve our optimism.”44 Alexei Kozlov, the jazz musician, re-
gretted his optimism in 1960 and renounced the “purely Soviet illusion” 
that “people could be raised to a higher cultural level.”45 The last and the 
staunchest believers in Marxist- Leninist historical determinism began, one 
by one, to abandon their beliefs. The philosopher Yuri Kariakin wrote that 
for him personally, parting with the communist faith took more than two 
de cades. “I resisted long and fiercely, until I had to surrender before . . . life 
itself.” A longtime admirer of Fyodor Dostoevsky, Kariakin became an Or-
thodox Christian zealot.46 Many other intellectuals from his generation em-
braced the Christian faith as a last spiritual refuge. The trickle of people 
who in the mid- 1960s had made their way to the church of Alexander Men 
became a torrent by the early 1990s. Confused by the sudden and unfamil-
iar lack of purpose, some aging sixties intellectuals forgot their militant 
atheism and put icons up on their apartment walls instead of photos of 
Hemingway. In lieu of fantasizing about a cybernetic socialist paradise, 
they humbly lit candles before the altars of Russian Orthodox churches. 
Consciously or unwittingly, they turned to the values and images that had 
saved Boris Pasternak from suicide half a century earlier. Yuri Zhivago’s po-
ems began at last to reveal their true mystical meaning in their hearts and 
souls. In the early 1990s, a new “time of troubles” in Russia, Pasternak’s 
poem “Hamlet” sounded especially poignant:

I love and cherish it, Thy stubborn purpose,
And am content to play my allotted role,
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But now another drama is in prog ress.
I beg Thee, leave me this time uninvolved.
But alas, there is no turning from the road.
The order of the action has been settled.
The Pharisee claims all, and I’m alone.
This life is not a stroll across the meadow.47

 Alexander Men, the first and greatest preacher for many of Zhivago’s 
children, could no  longer help them find their bearings in a changed Rus-
sia. In September 1990 he died near his church after an unknown assassin 
split his skull with an ax.
 The story of Zhivago’s children has no happy ending. Arguments about 
the role and place of this group in Russian history and culture continue to 
rage to this day. In the immediate wake of the Soviet collapse, the post-
war cohorts of intellectuals and cultural fig ures became an easy target for 
criticism. Many hostile darts emanated from within their ranks, aimed by 
Zhivago’s children themselves. From his emigration in Paris, Andrei Si-
niavsky, the onetime critic of socialist realism, lashed out at the moral 
bankruptcy of the Moscow intelligentsia. He described the post- perestroika 
developments as “the bitterest years of my life.” For him “nothing is more 
bitter than unfulfilled hopes and lost illusions.” The intelligentsia, accord-
ing to Siniavsky, succumbed to the temptations of power and lust for money. 
In his opinion, the calling of the intelligentsia was to love the people and 
share their misfortunes. Instead, intellectuals in Moscow today, he claimed, 
were “afraid of those same people.”48 The nationalist thinkers blamed the 
“liberal” majority of their generation for the destruction of the Soviet  Union 
and the sellout to the West.49 Increasingly allied with the resurgent Ortho-
dox Church, extremist Russian patriots began to identify the liberal Mos-
cow intelligentsia as an elitist group, primarily the “children and grand-
children of Soviet and party nomenklatura.” Leonid Borodin, a religious 
Russian nationalist and a former student of the class of 1956, wrote about 
his liberal enemies: “They groped around, discovering shortcomings in 
the life and order around them, yet because of their clan- bound and half- 
bohemian mentality, on one hand, and because of a typically Soviet inter-
nationalist upbringing, on the other, they could never rise to a ‘systematic’ 
understanding of the problem.”50

 Scathing criticism of Zhivago’s children came from the youn ger genera-
tions, those who had grown up in the 1970s and 1980s and were unceremo-
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niously beginning to push their predecessors to the sidelines of history. 
Most of them lashed out at the shestidesiatniki from a postmodernist posi-
tion and blamed them for their par tic i pa tion in the Soviet cultural proj ect. 
The youn ger critics refused to draw a distinction between the dissidents, 
the enlightened apparatchiks, the established left- wing poets, novelists, and 
artists, and the vast conformist majority of party members and Soviet citi-
zens. Some of them claimed that the shestidesiatniki had helped the com-
munist regime get its second wind after Sta lin’s death and endure for almost 
three de cades.
 Czeslaw Milosz had once observed that for him the depth of Russian lit-
erature was always suspect, because it was “bought at too high a price.” In 
line with this observation, one may suspect that Russia needed its critical 
intelligentsia and its high culture only as long as it suffered from tyranny, 
misery, and backwardness. With the emergence of a free market economy 
and a free exchange of ideas, in addition to a stable middle class holding 
entrenched democratic values and property, it is no  longer necessary to 
have the intelligentsia either as a moral vanguard and guardian of intellec-
tual integrity or as a social opposition force. In its stead appear professional 
educators, intellectuals, artists, and entertainers. They respond to the needs 
of middle- class “well- fed and industrious people,” not the idealistic roman-
tics and truth seekers.51 For all the setbacks and reverses, Russia has been 
moving steadily in this direction. The gradual transformation of Russia has 
rendered the intelligentsia a historical anachronism, a subject for literary 
and historical recollections only.
 Zhivago’s children rarely lived up to the ethos and ideals of the old 
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 Russian intelligentsia. Their behavior, with a few exceptions among the 
principled dissidents, was checkered by conformism, cowardice, mutual 
denunciations, cynicism, and hypocrisy. Quite a few of them were unable 
to resist pressures from the secret police, let alone the temptations of self- 
aggrandizement, vanity, and  profiteering. The artistic and literary legacy of 
the Thaw and the succeeding period does not bear comparison with the 
classical cultural legacy created by their predecessors, not to mention the 
great writers and thinkers of nineteenth- century Russia. And yet Zhivago’s 
children deserve empathy, not condemnation. The rebirth of the idea of the 
Russian intelligentsia in the post- Sta lin years was a phenomenon that had 
one foot in the revolutionary era and the other in the era of unparalleled 
sci en tific and technological prog ress, glob al i za tion, and mass culture. The 
children of Zhivago spent their lives on “a voyage from the coast of Utopia” 
into the turbulent open sea of individual self- discovery.52 Their grand illu-
sions, tragic experiences, and enormous vitality compressed the most tal-
ented people from several age cohorts into one generation.
 The story of Zhivago’s children demonstrates the remarkable, and un-
derestimated, centrality of the cultural and idealistic dimensions in the his-
tory of Soviet society, and consequently in the history of Europe and the 
world as a whole. The preoccupations and aspirations in the intellectual 
milieu remained essentially noncap italist. Most intellectuals and artists in 
Moscow did not accept or understand Western notions of liberal democ-
racy but rather thought and acted within the Soviet and communist frame-
work, by seeking to combine individual emancipation with socialism. Few 
were prepared to denounce the legacy of the Russian Revolution or Lenin-
ism. This dream of a freer but still noncap italist society lasted into the era 
of Mikhail Gorbachev and perestroika, before being buried under the 
 rubble of Soviet communism. Just as the movements of the sixties pro-
foundly changed Western democratic so ci e ties, by addressing their totali-
tarian, racist, and chauvinist past, the revival of the Russian intelligentsia 
was a crucial part of the evolution of Soviet society away from its revolu-
tionary myths and totalitarian legacy. Curiously enough, some intellectuals 
in Moscow (and their counterparts in Warsaw, Budapest, and Prague) had 
begun this pro cess even earlier than their Western counterparts who lived 
in “free” and democratic so ci e ties.53 This was an impressive achievement, 
given the high moral and material costs involved. The ethos of educated 
civic par tic i pa tion, resistance to the immorality of the communist regime, 
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and belief in humane socialism was a feature common to the efforts of 
 Russian, Polish, and Czech reformers and liberal- minded people of cul-
ture. The two phenomena, in the West and in the East, were very differ-
ent, but together they contributed to building a more peaceful and humane 
world.
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