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after making derogatory remarks about Stalin in a 

letter, he was arrested and summarily sentenced to 

eight years in forced-labour camps, followed by 
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and Moscow. The publication of One Day in the Life 
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Ward and The First Circle. In 1970 he was awarded 

the Nobel Prize for Literature, and in 1974 his 

citizenship was revoked and he was expelled from

the Soviet Union. He eventually settled in Vermont, 
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Communism, his citizenship was restored and four 
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In the autumn of  1961 a   strange-  looking manuscript turned up 
at the o�  ces of  the Moscow journal Novy Mir.   Single-  spaced with no 
margins, typed on both sides, it bore the odd title   Shch-  854 1 but no 
indication of  the author’s name. Despite all of  this, the editor of  the 
journal’s prose section, Anna Berzer, was quick to grasp the signi� -
cance of  the unusual submission, and passed it on to Novy Mir  ’s  
 editor-  in-  chief, Aleksandr Tvardovsky, with the remark that it was 
about “a prison camp though the eyes of  a peasant, a very national 
kind of  work.” That night Tvardovsky’s quest to publish the story of  
Ivan Denisovich’s day in his journal began.

To publish, to publish! There is no other goal. To over-
come all odds, to go to the very top  . . . To prove, to 
convince, to make objections impossible . . . It’s been said 
that Russian literature is dead. Baloney! Here it is, right in 
this folder with ribbon ties. But who is he? No one has yet 
seen him. 2

Of  course, this “he” turned out to be Aleksandr   Solzhenitsyn—  a 
schoolteacher teaching physics and astronomy in Ryazan who had, 
before that, been permanently exiled in Kazakhstan, and rescued 
only in 1956 by Khrushchev’s “thaw.”

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was born in 1918 in Kislovodsk. His par-
ents, both of  whom were of  peasant stock and were the � rst in their 
families to gain an education, were married in August 1917 at the 
front, where Solzhenitsyn’s father was a second lieutenant in an artil-
lery brigade. In 1914 he had left Moscow University in order to enlist 
in the military in the First World War, putting in three and a half  
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years of  service and returning to the Kuban region in early 1918. He 
died as a result of  a hunting accident six months before the birth of  
his son. The writer’s mother raised the boy by herself  in dire circum-
stances, living in drafty   tumble-  down shacks that had to be heated 
with coal and needed water to be carried in by bucket.

Sanya, as the boy was called at home, read a great deal and at the 
age of  eight or nine had decided that he was to become a writer, 
although of  course he had no real understanding of  what such a life 
might entail. His childhood and youth were spent in   Rostov-  on-  Don. 
Upon graduating from a local secondary school, he enrolled in Rostov 
University, majoring in mathematics and physics, and combined this 
with a correspondence course in literature at Moscow’s Institute of  
History, Philosophy, and Literature. The outbreak of  the war with 
Nazi Germany found him in Moscow at the beginning of  a summer 
session at this institute. Joining the military as a private, he completed 
a   short-  term course in artillery school in December 1942, was pro-
moted to lieutenant and was placed in command of  a   sound-  ranging 
battery. He served � rst on the northwest front, then on the Bryansk 
front, receiving the Patriotic War medal after the battle of  Kursk and 
the Red Star medal after the capture of  Rogachyov in Belorussia. Solz-
henitsyn’s battery participated in   front-  line action throughout the 
war, and he remained in command until February 1945 when he, now 
a captain, was arrested for intercepted correspondence with a friend 
from his school years. In their letters, the two o�  cers had criticized 
Stalin for “betraying the cause of  the Revolution” as well as for his 
treachery and cruelty, calling him Pakhan, a head of  a criminal organi-
zation. The retribution was swift. The   twenty-  six-  year-  old Solzhenitsyn 
was sentenced to eight years of    forced-  labor camp with “perpetual 
exile” to follow after the end of  that term.

Imbued as he was with memories of  his earlier youth, with 
images of  the war, with the impressions made by what he heard from 
his wartime friends, by the cruel reality of  prisons and camps, Solz-
henitsyn began to write, or more exactly to compose in his head, 
without leaving a record on paper. In response to the question how 
he became a writer, Solzhenitsyn said that this did not take place 
until he found himself  in prison.

I had tried my hand at literary writing even before the 
war, and had made determined e� orts of  this kind while I 
was a university student, but this could hardly be called 
serious writing because I lacked life experience. I began to 

xii    |   T H E  G U L A G  A R C H I P E L A G O 

write in earnest in prison, doing it in a conspiratorial fash-
ion, concealing the very fact that I was   writing—  this was 
absolutely crucial. My method involved remembering the 
texts composed and learning them by heart. I started 
doing this with verse, then with prose as well. 3

Solzhenitsyn spent part of  his sentence in a   so-  called sharashka, a 
prison research institute where prisoners with specialized training 
were put to work on projects bearing on radio and telephone com-
munications. This experience gave birth to the novel In the First Circle.

From 1950 to 1953 Solzhenitsyn was imprisoned in the   forced- 
 labor camp of  Ekibastuz in Kazakhstan. Here, prisoners were 
stripped of  their names and were addressed instead by the identifying 
number inscribed on patches sewn to their caps, chest, back, and 
knee. The writer was assigned to a masonry brigade, then to a 
foundry, and this is the camp described in One Day in the Life of  Ivan 
Denisovich. Solzhenitsyn recalled that:

On one long winter workday in camp, as I was lugging a 
handbarrow together with another man, I asked myself  
how one might portray the totality of  our camp existence. 
In essence it should su�  ce to give a thorough description 
of  a single day, providing minute details and focusing on 
the most ordinary kind of  worker; that would re� ect the 
entirety of  our experience. It wouldn’t even be necessary 
to give examples of  any particular horrors. It shouldn’t be 
an extraordinary day at all, but rather a completely unre-
markable one, the kind of  day that will add up to years. 
That was my conception and it lay dormant in my mind 
for nine years. 4

In 1952, a year before the formal end of  Solzhenitsyn’s labor-camp 
sentence, he developed a cancerous tumor that was surgically 
removed in the camp’s clinic, but the cancer had had time to spread. 
Exiled to the settlement of    Kok-  Terek (Dzhambul oblast) after his 
release from camp, Solzhenitsyn taught mathematics, physics, and 
astronomy in a local secondary school. And wrote. But the cancer 
continued spreading and Solzhenitsyn, now racked by pain, managed 
to obtain permission from the authorities to travel to the oncological 
clinic in Tashkent, where he arrived “virtually a dead man.” Despite a 
prognosis o� ering no hope of  survival, he was restored to life with the 
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help of  massive doses of  radiation therapy. (This experience of  dying 
and recovery found later re� ection in Cancer Ward.) The treatment 
lasted several months and Solzhenitsyn came to look upon his mirac-
ulous return to health as a “postponement” granted from on high.

In May 1959, while Solzhenitsyn was living in Ryazan, he � nally 
sat down to write   Shch-  854 (One Day in the Life of  Ivan Denisovich  ). He 
wrote it and then put it away. It was only two years later, after Khrush-
chev’s vociferous attack on Stalin’s “cult of  personality” at the  
 Twenty-  Second Party Congress, that Solzhenitsyn risked sending it 
to Novy Mir. 5 For his part, Tvardovsky began gathering appraisals of  
the work from the most authoritative writers of  the day, in order to 
pass their testimonials to the   powers-  that-  be. Kornei Chukovsky 
titled his review “A Literary Miracle” and wrote that:

Shukov exempli� es the character traits of  a simple Rus-
sian man: he is steadfast, resistant to evil, hardy, cunning 
but kind, and a   jack-  of-  all-  trades to boot  . . . This story 
marks the entry of  a powerful, original, and mature new 
writer into our literature . . . I shudder to think that such 
a wonderful tale might remain unpublished. 6

And Samuil Marshak added this to his review: “Judged by the criteria 
of  clarity and courage, the author can perhaps be compared to Arch-
priest Avvakum . . . In his work the Russian people themselves have 
begun to speak.” 7 Asked her opinion of  the manuscript, Anna Akhma-
tova responded by emphasizing each syllable of  her verdict: “Every 
single citizen of  the two hundred million inhabitants of  the Soviet 
Union has the duty to read this text and commit it to memory!” 8

And so, a year after the   uncivilized-  looking typescript had 
turned up at Novy Mir, the story appeared in the November 1962 issue 
of  the journal. It was a miracle. As Solzhenitsyn put it in an interview 
twenty years after One Day  ’s � rst appearance, “the 1962 publication 
of  my tale in the Soviet Union is akin to a phenomenon defying phys-
ical laws, something like objects falling upwards of  their own accord 
or cold stones becoming red hot without any external stimulus.” 9

Novy Mir was inundated with phone calls that November. Read-
ers were expressing gratitude or just weeping; some were trying to 
contact the author. Libraries were forced to institute   sign-  up lists, 
and Moscow’s newspaper and magazine kiosks were mobbed. Mem-
ories of  this phenomenon are still vivid, as the recollections of  
Academician Sergei Averintsev testify:
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The unforgettable appearance of  that eleventh issue of  
Novy Mir for 1962 had the e� ect of  a jolt delivered to our 
disheartened generation: wake up and look   around— 
 history has not yet come to a halt! Just walking through 
Moscow at the time was exciting, there were crowds of  
people at every newspaper kiosk, all asking for the same  
 sold-  out journal. I’ll never forget a man who was unable 
to recall the journal’s name and was asking for “the one, 
you know, the one where the whole truth is printed.” And 
the saleslady understood what he   meant—  this had to be 
seen to be believed. It was no longer the history of  litera-
ture, but the history of  Russia. 10

In that same month, Varlam Shalamov wrote Solzhenitsyn a letter 
that began as follows:

I have not slept for two nights; I kept reading and reread-
ing your tale, and recalling the past . . . Your tale is like a 
poem, everything in it is perfect, all its parts serve the 
same goal. Every line, every episode, every character 
sketch is so laconic, so intelligent, so subtle, and so pro-
found that in my opinion Novy Mir has not published 
anything as organically coherent and as powerful in the 
course of  its entire existence as a journal. 11

Khrushchev’s “thaw” proved to be   short-  lived, however. By the sec-
ond half  of  the 1960s libraries were withdrawing their copies of  One 
Day from circulation in accordance with secret instructions, and soon 
enough ( January 1974) the Central Administration for the Protection 
of  State Secrets in the Press issued an administrative order banning 
all works by Solzhenitsyn published in the Soviet Union. But by then 
One Day had of  course been read by millions of  our countrymen and 
had been published in dozens of  languages all over the world.

One Day seemed to have broken a dam and Solzhenitsyn 
remained stunned by the response:

There were letters to me, hundreds of  them! Endless 
packets of  letters were being forwarded by Novy Mir, oth-
ers were brought in daily by the Ryazan postal   service—  
some of  them had been sent simply to “Ryazan” with no 
 indication of  the street address  . . . It was an explosion 
of  letters from the whole of  Russia, one that could not 
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possibly be contained in any single breast.  It provided a 
vantage point for an overview of  zek lives, a subject 
 previously quite beyond reach. Biographies, events, and 
episodes kept unfolding before me one after the other. 12

With this huge mass of  material that kept arriving, it is hardly sur-
prising that Solzhenitsyn fell upon the writing of  The Gulag Archipelago 
as an ineluctable moral duty.

But before Solzhenitsyn could begin this new project, he needed to 
� nd a method for giving shape to the work. Every bit of  information 
that came to   him—  unplanned, unpredictable, and   disorganized— 
 needed to be accepted, and a way had to be found to determine the 
appropriate place for each episode.

At one point in camp I had the job of  breaking up cast 
iron, shattering heavy   cast-  iron objects into smaller pieces 
that were then thrown into the smelter, producing iron 
objects with di� erent properties. I jokingly refer to my 
materials as lumps of  cast iron of  a particularly valuable 
kind. Melting them down permitted them to reappear in 
a new form. 13

The task then was to choose the form or mold into which this molten 
material would be “poured.” Solzhenitsyn was a principled opponent 
of  inventing literary structures for the sake of  novelty alone. He 
believed that the appropriate form, compactness, and texture of  a 
particular work would be suggested by the constituent material itself  
if  one makes a determined e� ort to attune one’s ear to its essence. 
That was exactly what happened in this case:

I had never thought about the form that a “literary inves-
tigation” should take, but the material making up The 
Gulag Archipelago imposed it on me. A literary investiga-
tion involves the use of  factual (non-  trans� gured) life data 
in such a way that discrete facts and fragments connected to 
each other by the aesthetic means at the disposal of  a writer 
coalesce in presenting a case that is no less convincing 
than a scholarly investigation of  the traditional type. 14

However, it proved impossible to work on this explosive material in an 
open and orderly fashion. The very fact that work on a book of  this type 
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was in progress had to be concealed, and Solzhenitsyn never had all the 
materials he had collected to hand at any one time. Most of  Gulag was 
written in the winters of  1965/6 and 1966/7 in a secret location Solz-
henitsyn called his Hiding Place. He could identify this site without 
endangering faithful friends only in 1991, a quarter of  a century later: It 
was a farmhouse near Tartu, Estonia, a roomy cottage with large win-
dows and a supply of  � rewood that stood empty in the winter.

I arrived in my beloved Tartu on a snowy and   frost- 
 covered morning when the medieval features of  the 
university town were particularly prominent, and the 
whole city seemed to be a part of  Europe, entirely beyond 
Soviet borders . . . For the � rst time in my life I felt as if  I 
were safely abroad, as though I had left the USSR and bro-
ken away from the accursed surveillance of  the KGB. This 
feeling calmed me and helped me begin my work. 15

During the � rst of  these two winters Solzhenitsyn spent   sixty-  � ve 
days in the Hiding Place; the following year he stayed for   eighty-  one 
days. Here, the hundreds of  preparatory fragments he had received 
were transformed into a � ery text, a typescript of  more than one 
thousand pages.

During those 146 days at the Hiding Place, I worked as I 
never have worked in my whole life. It even seemed as if  
it was no longer I who was writing; rather I was swept 
along, my hand was being moved by an outside force and 
I was only the � ring pin attached to a spring that had been 
compressed for half  a century and was now uncoiling . . . 
During the second winter, when the temperature outside 
dipped to thirty below, I caught a bad cold, with chills and 
gnawing body aches. But even though I ran a fever, I con-
tinued to split logs for � rewood, stoke up the stove, and 
do part of  my writing standing up (with my back pressed 
to the hot   mirror-  like tiles of  the stove in lieu of  mustard 
plasters), while the rest of  the time I wrote lying in bed 
under a blanket. In this way I produced the only humor-
ous chapter (“The Zeks as a Nation”) . . . I allowed myself  
no links with the outside world . . . what was happening 
out there could in no way concern me: I had merged with 
my cherished material, and my single goal was that this 
union should give birth to The Gulag Archipelago . . . I was 
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even prepared to accept death if  need be upon my return 
to the outside world. Those weeks represent the highest 
point in my sense of  victory and my sense of  estrange-
ment from the world. 16

After another year of  making additions and revisions to the text of  
The Gulag Archipelago, in May of  1968 the writer met with three assis-
tants to edit and type out the � nal copy in a small summer cottage 
near Moscow. (There were no neighbors to hear the clatter of  type-
writers.) Here is how Solzhenitsyn recalled it:

The editing and typing of  Gulag went on from dawn to 
nightfall  . . . On top of  everything a typewriter started 
breaking down daily and I would either solder it myself  or 
take it to be repaired. The most frightening part of  the 
whole undertaking was that we had the only authoritative 
text as well as all the typed copies of  Gulag there with us. 
If  the KGB had suddenly swooped down, the   many- 
 throated  groan, the dying whisper of  millions, the  
 never-  expressed testaments of  those who had perished 
would all be in their hands, and I would never be able to 
reconstruct it all . . . They had been so lucky for so many  
 decades—  surely God would not let them succeed once 
again? Was justice never to be done in the Russian land? 17

But � nally the work was completed, the text was photographed, and 
the   rolled-  up � lm was inserted into a capsule. It would be easier to 
preserve it that way,   and—  at some appropriate future   time—  to send 
it to an inaccessible and safe place. However, on that same day Solz-
henitsyn received the news that a chance of  sending it abroad would 
present itself  within days:

We had just sat back contentedly because we had polished 
o�  the job when a bell started pealing! On that very day 
and almost at the same hour! No human planning could 
have brought these events so close together. It was the bell 
of  fate and history, pealing   deafeningly—  though as yet no 
one could hear it in the tender green woods of  June. 18

Aleksandr Andreev, a resident of  Paris and a grandson of  the writer 
Leonid Andreev, 19 had come to Moscow with a UNESCO delegation 
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for a weeklong visit, and Solzhenitsyn’s friends knew the family well. 
Could he be approached? Would he agree to help smuggle the photo-
graphed manuscript out of  the country? If  the � lm were discovered 
at customs control, the book would be destroyed, as would Solz-
henitsyn, Andreev, and everyone else involved. But then, would 
another opportunity of  this kind ever present itself ? It was decided to 
go ahead with the attempt. “The heart had emerged from one anxi-
ety only to plunge into another. No rest for the weary.” 20 A gloomy 
and   tension-  � lled week passed before they learned that the operation 
had been successful. Solzhenitsyn was jubilant:

Freedom! Relief  from pressure! The whole world was 
now mine to embrace. Who says that I am shackled hand 
and foot? That I am constrained in my writing? On the 
contrary, whichever way I turn, roads open up before me! 
Everything that has been weighing me down for years has 
been cast o� , a gate has been � ung open giving unim-
peded access to the most important thing in my   life—  The 
Red Wheel. 21

In October 1970 a radio broadcast from Stockholm brought explosive  
 news—  Solzhenitsyn had been awarded the Nobel Prize in literature 
“for the ethical force with which he has pursued the indispensable tra-
ditions of  Russian Literature” (to quote the citation). “The Nobel Prize 
tumbled on my head like a merry load of  snow falling o�  a branch,” 
was how Solzhenitsyn remembered it. 22 But one might wonder at the 
“merriness” here: It had now been � ve years that the writer’s name had 
been banned from public mention, his personal papers had been 
impounded, not a single line of  his writings could be published in the 
USSR. After One Day, only four of  his stories had appeared in the Soviet 
press, while In the First Circle, Cancer Ward, the plays, and even the 
poems in prose had all been confronted with an impenetrable wall 
blocking publication, even though the samizdat network had grate-
fully absorbed them all. And a year earlier Solzhenitsyn had been 
expelled from the Writers’ Union. Yet despite all this, Solzhenitsyn felt  
 exhilaration—  he was on the point of  � nishing August 1914, the � rst 
“knot” of  his   long-  cherished epic about the Russian Revolution. 23 He 
decided against going to Stockholm to claim the Nobel Prize, fearing 
that his return to Russia would be barred.

The writer viewed the fact that the prize had in e� ect been 
awarded too soon as a piece of  luck.
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I had received it without showing the world much of  my 
writing, there were just One Day, Cancer Ward and the 
“lightened” version of In the First Circle. All the rest I had 
kept in reserve. Given my newly elevated position, I could 
now roll out book after book, as it were helped by grav-
ity . . . But my conscience ached badly concerning Gulag. 
I had earlier planned to publish it at Christmas 1971. But 
that date had come and gone . . . I now had the Nobel, but 
why was I deferring the publication still more? My reasons 
could not have appeared viable to those who had been 
tipped o�  a sled into camp burial pits like a load of  frozen 
logs. Could it still be untimely in 1971 to speak of  what 
had happened in 1918, in 1930, in 1945? Was it still too soon 
to redeem their deaths by at least telling their stories? 24

But then the Archipelago is merely the heir and child of  the Revolu-
tion. And concerning the latter, we have even greater distortions, lies, 
and   cover-  ups. Future generations would have even greater di�  culty 
digging up the truth. To reveal the existence of  Gulag is to put one’s 
head on the executioner’s block; this is a book the regime won’t wink 
at. The author will pay for it, and there will be severe trouble for the 
zek witnesses as well. After the appearance of  Gulag, the regime will 
certainly cut short all work on the epic of  the Russian Revolution, 
and that means only one thing: Maximum e� orts must be expended 
to complete as much as possible of  the epic before that time. The Gulag 
Archipelago, he now decided with � nality, would appear in May 1975. 
But events were fated to take a di� erent course.

In August 1973, after lengthy surveillance of  one of  Solzhenit-
syn’s assistants, a sequence of  tragic circumstances led to the KGB’s 
discovery and seizure of  a draft typescript version of  Gulag. Solz-
henitsyn quickly learned of  this development through his network, 
and on September 5 he sent instructions to Paris to start the process 
of  printing Gulag. The following text appeared on the very � rst page 
of  the book:

For years I have with reluctant heart withheld from publi-
cation this already completed book: my obligation to 
those still living outweighed my obligation to the dead. 
But now that State Security has seized the book anyway, I 
have no alternative but to publish it immediately. 25
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The book was typeset and printed in total secrecy by YMCA Press in 
Paris, the oldest Russian émigré publishing house, and on December 
28, 1973, news agencies around the world announced that the � rst 
volume of  Gulag had appeared in France. The immediate reaction of  
the   powers-  that-  be in the Soviet Union was stunned silence, explain-
able in part by the New Year’s holiday, but by the middle of  January a 
noisy campaign of  vili� cation had been set in motion in the media, 
the degree of  “popular anger” increasing daily. Responses also came 
thick and fast from across Europe: “A � aming question mark over the 
entire Soviet experiment from 1918.” “At some future moment, per-
haps, we shall look upon the appearance of  Gulag as the sign marking 
the beginning of  the collapse of  the communist system.” “Solzhenit-
syn calls for repentance. This work could become a guidebook of  
national rebirth if  only the Kremlin were capable of  reading it.” West-
ern journalists in Moscow were eager to interview him. “In your 
opinion, what actions will the regime take against you?” His response:

I have no way of  predicting . . . I have ful� lled my obliga-
tion to those who have perished, and that takes a heavy 
load o�  my mind and brings me calm. The truth revealed 
in Gulag was supposed to be utterly destroyed; it had been 
beaten down, drowned, set on � re, ground to a powder. 
But here it is, whole and alive, published in black and 
white, and no one can ever erase it again. 26

Amongst the global fanfare and fallout, Solzhenitsyn announced that 
he would not collect any royalties from the sale of  Gulag  ; all proceeds 
would go toward the memorialization of  those who perished and to 
help the families of  political prisoners in the Soviet Union.

Meanwhile, the regime was frantically searching for a means of  
ridding itself  of  Solzhenitsyn. It did not dare to crush him in sight of  
a world that was already reading Gulag, and on February 12, 1974 he 
was arrested, taken to Lefortovo prison, and charged with “treason 
to the fatherland.” The next day, Solzhenitsyn was o�  cially informed 
that he was being stripped of  Soviet citizenship, taken under guard to 
the airport, and expelled from the country.

So what kind of  book is The Gulag Archipelago  ? What was the result 
of  melting down those heavy   cast-  iron fragments?

“The Archipelago Rises from the Sea” is the title of  a chapter 
about the legendary Solovki camp of  the early Soviet period. 27 What 
are the contours of  this risen archipelago?
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We follow the author as he steps into a vessel that will take us 
from island to island, at times squeezing through narrow passages, at 
times sailing rapidly down straight canals, at times battling the waves 
of  the open sea. The force of  his art is such that we are soon trans-
formed from observers into participants of  the journey: we shudder 
at the hiss of  “You’re under arrest!”, we agonize throughout our � rst 
sleepless night in a prison cell, we are marched with rapidly beating 
hearts to our � rst interrogation, we � ounder helplessly in the   meat- 
 grinder that is the investigation process, we steal a peek at the 
neighboring   death-  row cells, and, after the farce of  a “trial” or even 
without it, we are cast out on to the islands of  the Archipelago.

Or else, we spend days on end in an overcrowded boxcar con-
verted for transporting prisoners, tormented by thirst; we are robbed by 
professional criminals at transfer points; we freeze in the camps of  Sibe-
ria or Kolyma performing “general duties” in our emaciated state. If  we 
have strength enough, we look around us and listen to the stories of  
peasants and priests, intellectuals and factory workers, former Party 
functionaries and military men, informers and trusties, common crimi-
nals and juveniles, representatives of  every religion and every nationality 
in the USSR. We also see the camp administration, the guards, “the kids 
with   tommy-  guns,” 28 and the   special-  regime camps for political prison-
ers with columns of  zeks marching with their prisoner numbers on rags 
a�  xed to their clothes, surrounded by German shepherds straining on 
their leashes. We ourselves shall perhaps never risk trying to escape, but 
we experience passion, hope, and despair as we follow the attempts of  
those who have dared to do so. When the time comes for prisoner upris-
ings, we are convinced that we would have been with everyone when 
“behind the wire the ground is burning.” 29 Those of  us who survive 
camp are subject to exile, a fate that can be even more di�  cult to bear 
than camp. Here we discover to our astonishment that millions of  our 
compatriots were uprooted from their places of  habitation: The “peas-
ant plague” 30 destroyed the best,   hardest-  working independent peasants 
together with their families. Every twitch of  the party line due to inter-
nal struggles resulted in the deportation of  hundreds of  thousands of  
entirely innocent townspeople, while during and after the Second 
World War entire ethnic groups were exiled.

But above and beyond this gigantic canvas, illustrated as it is 
with hundreds of  concrete human destinies, Solzhenitsyn brings to 
light the history of  the waves and streams of    arrests—  what he calls 
“the history of  our sewage disposal system”   31—  tracing its evolution 
from Lenin’s decrees to Stalin’s edicts, and demonstrating with grim 
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clarity that the accursed Archipelago was not at all produced by some 
sequence of  errors or “violations of  legality,” but was the inevitable 
outcome of  the System itself, because without its inhuman cruelty it 
would not have been able to hold on to power.

If  the above features summed up all that is signi� cant about The 
Gulag Archipelago, the book would share the fate of  historical treatises 
that become sources of  information about past epochs or, at best, 
monuments to them. The three volumes of  The Gulag Archipelago, 
however, “cannot be approached just as a work of  literature, even 
though they are literature, and very great literature indeed  . . . The 
work is in a genre that is absolutely sui generis, without precise prece-
dent in either Russian or Western literature,” as one of  the early critical 
comments puts it. 32 So what is it? A historical inquest? Personal rem-
iniscences? A political treatise? A philosophical meditation? No, it is 
more like an amalgam combining each of  these genres, with the resul-
tant product being more signi� cant than the sum of  its constituent 
parts. Closest to the mark are those who have called The Gulag Archipel-
ago an epic poem. What is the poem about? Solzhenitsyn has provided 
an answer:

Let the reader who expects this book to be a political 
exposé slam it shut right now . . . If  only it were so simple! 
If  only it were true that there exist evil people insidiously 
committing evil deeds, whom it is necessary simply to 
separate out and destroy. But the line dividing good from 
evil cuts through the heart of  every human being . . . This 
line is not static within us; it sways to and fro over the 
years. Even in a heart imbued with evil, it allows a small 
bridgehead of  good to remain. And it permits a small 
niche of  evil to survive even in the kindest of  hearts. 33

The book is about the ascent of  the human spirit, about its struggle with 
evil. That is the reason why, when readers reach the end of  the work, 
they feel not only pain and anger, but an upsurge of  strength and light.

Here is what a Western critic wrote about the publication of  The 
Gulag Archipelago  :

[The book] is extraordinary in still another respect. Gulag 
has become an instant multinational and multilingual  
 best-  seller, with total sales running into the millions of   
 copies—  a record approached by no other writer, living or 
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dead, in any   language—  and yet it never has been pub-
lished in the author’s native land. 34

Gulag was translated into dozens of  languages, published and repub-
lished numerous times, discussed in hundreds of  articles, but just 
reading faint copies of  the text in the USSR could land you in jail. 
Despite this risk, brave souls persisted in making more and more cop-
ies, using typewriters or photographic paper. One person managed 
to make illicit photocopies of  the Paris edition while a second made 
use of  his carpentry shop to cut the pages to size and bind them 
together. One of  their   custom-  made books produced in this manner 
was delivered to the author with the following note:

I’m delighted to present to you the local publication of  
the Book. The print run will be 1,500 copies, with 200 pro-
duced in the � rst printing. I � rmly believe that God will 
not permit this undertaking to be cut short. The edition is 
intended less for Moscow snobs than for the provinces. 
We have already taken into consideration Yakutsk, 
Khabarovsk, Novosibirsk, Krasnoyarsk, Sverdlovsk, Sara-
tov, Krasnodar, Tver, and some smaller cities . . . 35

As Solzhenitsyn has written, it was an extraordinary experience to 
receive this book when he was already abroad. It was, he said, “an 
amazing publication, with deadly danger for its publishers. This is 
how Russian young men are ready to sacri� ce themselves to assure 
the movement of  Gulag into the depths of  Russia. Just imagining it 
brings tears to my eyes . . .” 36

Sixteen years after The Gulag Archipelago  ’s � rst appearance, the 
Soviet Union collapsed. The charges of  treason against Solzhenitsyn 
were withdrawn and he was able to return to Russia, where The 
Gulag Archipelago was � nally o�  cially published. Much, though not 
everything, has now been declassi� ed. The words of  Anne Apple-
baum, who spent many months pursuing research in Russian 
archives, are signi� cant in this connection.   Re-  examining The Gulag 
Archipelago more than � fteen years after the Soviet Union collapsed 
and the � les of  the Soviet past were opened, Applebaum notes that 
various errors in Solzhenitsyn’s work have come to light. “Neverthe-
less,” she continues,

what is most extraordinary about   re-  reading The Gulag 
Archipelago . . . is how much he does get right [given that] 
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he did not have access to archival documents and govern-
ment records. Solzhenitsyn’s general outline of  the 
history of  the Gulag  . . . has been proven correct. His 
description of  the moral issues faced by the prisoners has 
never been disputed. His sociology of  camp life  . . . is 
unquestionably accurate. [The work’s] truthfulness con-
tinues to give the book a freshness and an importance that 
will never be challenged. 37

And yet, as Father Alexander Schmemann has written,

what must be borne in mind is that however truthful and 
objective an “investigation”—  any   investigation—  might 
be, none is capable of  becoming a living presence of  the 
truth if  it lacks the power of  incarnation. The whole point 
is that the gift of  trans� guration and incarnation is 
granted only to a   writer—  indeed that is his calling, his 
purpose, and his manner of  serving humanity. It is in the 
process of  transformation and incarnation, as the text � lls 
out with � esh and blood, with new life and strength, that 
“art” takes up residence. 38

Could the melancholy prophecy made by Lidia Chukovskaya in a 
letter to Solzhenitsyn, written after she had read The Gulag Archipel-
ago, come to pass?

[The book] is a miracle that resurrects the dead, that alters 
the very composition of  one’s blood, and creates new 
souls. But there is a problem: You have lived long enough 
to experience   everything—  war, prison,   special-  regime 
camps, fame, love, hate, and exile. There is only one thing 
you will not live long enough to experience: literary ana-
lysis. Delight and indignation are both obstacles to an 
evaluation of  literary genius and to the understanding of  
its essence  . . . When will a critic be born who will be 
capable of  explaining Solzhenitsyn’s phrase, Solzhenit-
syn’s paragraph, Solzhenitsyn’s chapter? Dealing with 
issues of  vocabulary is the easy part, but what about his 
syntax? Or the concealed rhythm of  his prose, in the 
absence of  any visible one? Or the richness of  his word 
choices? Or the novelty of  the way he develops a thought? 
Who could undertake such a task or even begin it? In 
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choices? Or the novelty of  the way he develops a thought? 
Who could undertake such a task or even begin it? In 
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order to analyze [a text] one must become accustomed to 
it and stop being   burnt—  whereas we are chained to issues 
of  meaning and information, and are continually seared 
with pain . . . 39

And perhaps Russia’s � fth Nobel laureate in literature, Joseph 
Brodsky, had good reason to forewarn:

If  the Soviet regime did not have its Homer, it received 
him in the person of  Solzhenitsyn . . . Perhaps two thou-
sand years from now a reading of  Gulag will provide the 
same kind of  pleasure as a reading of  The Iliad provides 
today. But if  Gulag were not to be read today, it is quite 
possible that much sooner than in two thousand years no 
one will be around to read either book. 40

Natalia Solzhenitsyn
April 2010

Translated from the Russian by Alexis Klimo�  from Natalia Solzhenit-
syna, “Dar voploshcheniia,” Foreword in Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, 
Arkhipelag GULAG   1918–  1956  : Opyt khudozhestvennogo issledovaniya. 
Sokrashchyonnoe izdanie, ed. N. D. Solzhenitsyna (Moscow: Prosveshche-
nie, 2010), pp.   5–  16. N.B.: All annotations are the translator’s.

Editor’s Note  : The above text, revised for this 2023 Vintage edition, was 
written by Solzhenitsyn’s widow Natalia as a preface to her own   Russian- 
 language abridgment of  The Gulag Archipelago, created at the behest of  
Solzhenitsyn himself. It was � rst published in 2010 and has been contin-
uously in print in Russia, where the book remains in the   high-  school 
curriculum. French and Portuguese editions have since brought this 
abridgement to a broader readership worldwide, even as the Ericson 
abridgement presented in this volume remains the standard in English.
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If  it were possible for any nation to fathom another people’s 
bitter experience through a book, how much easier its future fate 
would become and how many calamities and mistakes it could avoid. 
But it is very di�  cult. There always is this fallacious belief: “It would 
not be the same here; here such things are impossible.”

Alas, all the evil of  the twentieth century is possible everywhere 
on earth.

Yet I have not given up all hope that human beings and nations 
may be able, in spite of  all, to learn from the experience of  other peo-
ple without having to live through it personally. Therefore, I grate-
fully accepted Professor Ericson’s suggestion to create a one-volume 
abridgment of  my three-volume work, The Gulag Archipelago, in 
order to facilitate its reading for those who do not have much time 
in this hectic century of  ours. I thank Professor Ericson for his gen-
erous initiative as well as for the tactfulness, the literary taste, and 
the understanding of  Western readers which he displayed during 
the work on the abridgment.

Aleksandr I. Solzhenitsyn

Cavendish, Vermont
December 1983

Author’s Foreword to the 
Abridgment
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xxxi

In 1994, after twenty years of  forced exile in the West, Aleksandr 
Solzhenitsyn returned to Russia. At one town meeting held on his 
trans-Siberian whistle-stop tour to reacquaint himself  with his home-
land, he was confronted by this rebuke: “It is you and your writing 
that started it all and brought our country to the verge of  collapse and 
devastation. Russia doesn’t need you. So . . . go back to your blessed 
America.” Solzhenitsyn instantly replied that to his dying day he would 
keep � ghting against the evil ideology that was capable of  slaying one-
third of  his country’s population. The meeting erupted in applause.

That sort of  exchange was unimaginable when the present 
abridgment of  The Gulag Archipelago � rst appeared in 1985. Almost 
no one expected then that within a few years the Soviet Union would 
collapse—and almost in a day, like the legendary one-horse shay. 
Yet now the dramatic events that put the closing punctuation mark 
on the Soviet parenthesis in Russian history have also, we may say, 
brought an end to what the great Russian poet Anna Akhmatova 
called “The True Twentieth Century.” This foreshortened century, 
running from 1914–1917 to 1989–1991, was the era when utopian 
dreams rooted in Enlightenment optimism came to rely on brute 
force to make ideological schemes prevail.

The twentieth century has proven, in quantitative terms at 
least, the most murderous in human history, as governments killed 
their subjects at record rates. For decades the word Holocaust served 
as shorthand for modern man’s inhumanity to man. Then one lone 
man added a second such term, gulag, which now appears in diction-
aries as a common noun.

Introduction by Edward E. 
Ericson Jr
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Solzhenitsyn was one of  the precious few who did anticipate 
the demise of  the Soviet experiment, and he thought his book would 
help: “Oh, yes, Gulag was destined to a� ect the course of  history, I 
was sure of  that.” On one of  his darkest days, February 12, 1974, the 
day before he was forced into exile, and precisely because Gulag had 
appeared in the West, he mused, “You Bolsheviks are � nished—there 
are no two ways about it.”

What satisfaction he felt, then, when some early reviews, such 
as one from the Frankfurter Allgemeine, a leading German newspa-
per, caught his intentions: “The time may come when we date the 
beginning of  the collapse of  the Soviet system from the appearance 
of  Gulag.” American diplomat and scholar George F. Kennan hailed 
the work as “the greatest and most powerful single indictment of  a 
political regime ever to be leveled in modern times,” one sure to stick 
in “the craw of  the Soviet propaganda machine . . . with increasing 
discomfort, until it has done its work.”

Solzhenitsyn has proven prescient on other matters as well. Not 
only did he reiterate, in the teeth of  the prevailing opinion of  West-
ern specialists on Soviet a� airs, that he was “absolutely convinced 
that Communism will go”; he also insisted most resolutely, and 
against all seeming reason, that he expected to be reunited with his 
beloved Russia: “In a strange way, I not only hope, I am inwardly 
convinced that I shall go back. . . . I mean my physical return, not 
just my books. And that contradicts all rationality.” His improbable 
prerequisites were that his citizenship be restored, that the charge of  
treason against him be dropped, and that all his books be published 
in his homeland. After his prophecies were ful� lled, a friend of  his 
reminisced, “It seemed crazy to me at the time, but it was a real con-
viction, a poet’s knowledge. He sees. The man sees.”

However historians ultimately apportion the credit for ending 
the Cold War, Solzhenitsyn indubitably played a part in bringing 
the Soviet edi� ce down to rubble. His writings delegitimized Com-
munism in his homeland and discredited it abroad. He was much too 
modest in depicting himself  as a little calf  foolishly butting a mighty 
oak and thinking this could bring it down. As David Remnick, 
editor of  The New Yorker, declares, “In terms of  the e� ect he has had 
on history, Solzhenitsyn is the dominant writer of  this century. Who 
else compares? Orwell? Koestler?” Remnick concludes that “to some 
extent, you have to credit the literary works of  Aleksandr Solzhenit-
syn with helping to bring down the last empire on earth.”
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It might be supposed that if  Solzhenitsyn won his argument 
with history—or even precisely because he did win it—his relevance 
is now over. But that would be to presuppose that we have success-
fully come to terms with the twentieth century and have learned 
its lessons well. Unfortunately, if  understandably, civilized society, 
after the brief  euphoria of  1989–1991, has generally averted its gaze 
from the dreadful record. As one former denizen of  the gulag, Lev 
Razgon, put it, “People are tired of  the past.”

A review of  Solzhenitsyn’s record will highlight the historical 
impact of  two of  his books. When One Day in the Life of  Ivan Deniso-
vich appeared in 1962, the world’s attention was drawn to the cruelty 
of  the Soviet gulag. At a stroke, a hitherto-unknown high school 
teacher of  mathematics and physics was catapulted into newspa-
per headlines around the globe. In retrospect, that novella can be 
seen as the � rst crack in the Berlin Wall. From the platform of  fame, 
the author could launch The Gulag Archipelago. And it now stands as 
the indispensable text revealing the distinctive character of  the age. 
Through herculean research e� orts into Soviet atrocities, Solzhen-
itsyn has sketched the panorama and provided many details. Other 
witnesses and scholars have answered his call to � ll in blank spots 
in the picture, and the literature of  the gulag continues to be writ-
ten. The recently published Black Book of  Communism, with its global 
analysis of  Communism’s crimes and repressions, has put a frame 
around the un� nished picture—a black border, to be sure.

Among the gaping blank spots that remain, we have yet to 
determine roughly how many politically induced deaths the Soviet 
regime in� icted. Solzhenitsyn publicizes a demographer’s estimate 
of  some 60 million. Aleksandr Yakovlev, a high o�  cial in the Gor-
bachev regime and now chairman of  Russia’s Commission for the 
Rehabilitation of  the Victims of  Political Repression, estimates the 
number at perhaps 35 million. Also, he admits that his generation 
“allowed those monsters Lenin and Stalin to kill us” and that it is 
“high time” for him and others “to repent, to apologize to those who 
survived, [and] to kneel before the millions who were shot.”

Yakovlev’s penitential posture accords with Solzhenitsyn’s 
moral vision. A key passage in Gulag proclaims, “So let the reader 
who expects this book to be a political exposé slam its covers shut 
right now.” The passage proceeds to specify that moral matters are 
fundamental, because “the line dividing good and evil cuts through 
the heart of  every human being.” Given the nature of  the Soviet Copyrighted Material
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fundamental, because “the line dividing good and evil cuts through 
the heart of  every human being.” Given the nature of  the Soviet Copyrighted Material
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experiment, the political dimension of  life is never far from Solzhen-
itsyn’s mind. But he always approaches politics in moral terms. Any-
one, then, who views human reality primarily through the prism of  
politics will misread Gulag. Elsewhere, Solzhenitsyn complains about 
those who “always insist on regarding me in political terms . . . com-
pletely missing the point that this is not my framework, not my task, 
and not my dimension.” Far from limiting himself  to politics, he at-
tends primarily to “the timeless essence of  humanity,” to those “� xed 
universal concepts called good and justice.”

To read Gulag through a moral lens is to understand that gov-
ernment power can perpetrate all sorts of  atrocities upon human 
beings, body and soul, but it can never fully succeed in quenching the 
human spirit. Yes, some people will submit and will die spiritually. 
But others, like Ivan Denisovich, will endure and prevail. Despite all 
of  the indignities in� icted upon them, their innate human dignity 
will remain intact. In this sense, totalitarianism must always fail.

In Solzhenitsyn’s case, the moral vision grows organically from 
a religious commitment. Passages in Gulag describe his move from 
Marx to Christ during his years of  incarceration, a change of  heart 
ampli� ed in subsequent writings. Because religious faith is his bed-
rock conviction, the greatest impediment to appreciating and appro-
priating Solzhenitsyn has been the error of  listening to his sad music 
of  Russia with ears attuned solely to secular wavelengths.

Many Western admirers, who in the early years of  Solzhenitsyn’s 
fame had lionized him as an anti-totalitarian freedom � ghter, react-
ed with shock and dismay when in 1972 he publicized his Christian 
faith. The static interfering with his Western reception increased when 
the now exiled writer, in speaking to Western audiences about the 
West, voiced moral criticism in tones many judged to be overly harsh. 
Intellectuals and journalists developed a negative consensus about him, 
which was memorably captured by American critic Jeri Laber’s com-
plaint in 1974 that “he is not the ‘liberal’ that we would like him to be.” 
That consensus hardened over the following two decades. By the 1990s 
the Western response to Solzhenitsyn could be called schizophrenic. 
On one hand, the misrepresentations encased within the negative con-
sensus caused David Remnick to lament that “when Solzhenitsyn’s 
name comes up now it is more often than not as a freak, a monarchist, 
an anti-Semite, a crank, a has-been, not as a hero.” On the other hand, 
Solzhenitsyn was widely reported to be “the most admired living Rus-
sian” by a Western press that couldn’t quite fathom why.
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Now that the abridged version of  The Gulag Archipelago returns 
to print—the 25–30 percent of  it that survived my knife—readers can 
form their judgments afresh. The usual � rst reaction to any act of  
abridgment is that it is a bad business, almost a desecration. Yet here 
is a book that has been translated into thirty-� ve languages and has 
sold more than 30 million copies, nearly three million in the Unit-
ed States alone, and nonetheless remains more known about than 
known. On the many occasions when I have lectured on Solzhenit-
syn, members of  the audience have told me that they have read the 
� rst hundred or so pages of  Volume I but never, despite good inten-
tions, returned to read the rest.

We can identify three obstacles that de� ect readers. First, the 
work is very long—more than eighteen hundred pages. Second, 
some parts depend upon more knowledge of  Russian and Soviet 
history than all but a few Western readers have. Third, the many 
accumulated horror stories engender a sense of  depression that over-
whelms all but the most persevering readers.

Therefore, my work of  abridgment has been governed by several 
speci� able principles and procedures. First and foremost, I have kept in 
mind a Western readership, one with only a limited knowledge of  Rus-
sian history. Of  course, it is impossible to take the “Russianness” out of  
this book, and I would not want to do so if  I could; the work is, after all, 
written by a Russian and primarily for Russians. But the sections that 
highlight universal moral values preponderate in this volume. Second, 
I have retained the seven-part structure of  the original, which actually 
can be perceived more clearly in a one-volume abridgment than in its 
three-volume entirety. I have sought to provide a sense of  the whole 
work and its developing argument, not merely a series of  disconnected 
excerpts. Third, I have resisted the urge to explain and comment. The 
few interpolated words of  my own are strictly transitional. Fourth, 
I have tried to leave as few marks of  excision as possible. Wherever 
possible, I have given no indication that passages have been deleted. 
Where the stitching is obvious, I have resorted to the semi-apology of  
inserting ellipsis points. For the most part, I hope that, without consult-
ing the original, it is not apparent where the stitching occurred. Chap-
ters that have been deleted entirely are summarized in a sentence or 
two. The same is true of  the few chapters which are cut so deeply that 
the sense of  them cannot be gleaned from the remaining passages. At 
Solzhenitsyn’s own suggestion, I have eliminated much of  his personal 
story, though parts of  it I treasure too much to drop.Copyrighted Material
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In sum, I have striven for maximum readability. This abridged 
text is designed for the general reader, not for the scholar. The full 
text, including footnotes and explanatory glosses, remains available 
for all who wish to consult it.

Surprisingly, this abridgment contains several short passages 
that have still not appeared in translations of  the work as a whole, 
though they do appear in the author’s collected works in Russian. 
We now know the fascinating story of  how Solzhenitsyn composed 
The Gulag Archipelago—on the run and largely while at his Hiding 
Place in Estonia—from Invisible Allies, his tribute to his co-workers 
in the literary underground. This material will eventually appear in 
its proper place as part of  an augmented edition of  his autobiograph-
ical The Oak and the Calf. Just as he “lightened” that work by holding 
parts out, so he initially withheld parts of  Gulag. Such was the nature 
of  the clandestine literature of  the Soviet gulag.

The one obstacle that an abridgment should not try too hard 
to resolve is the cumulative e� ect of  unrelieved horror. Solzhenitsyn 
knows what he is up against. Does it seem, he asks at various times, 
that I am repeating myself ? It is the gulag, he explains, that keeps 
repeating itself. Anyone who stays the course, however, will discover 
that the � nal note of  this work, as of  virtually all his works, is the 
note of  hope. So if  even the abridged version is too long for some 
readers, they should skip ahead to such chapters as “The Ascent” and 
“The Forty Days of  Kengir” to discover why Solzhenitsyn is hopeful. 
There they will discover why, despite the common misimpression of  
him as a Jeremiah � gure, he considers himself  “an unshakable op-
timist.” As he wrote to me in a letter of  advice about my work of  
abridging, “the main goal, the main sense of  Archipelago [is] a moral 
uplifting and catharsis” (emphasis his).

I must add that the author gave me considerably more help on 
this project than I ever could have hoped for. I deeply appreciate his 
many personal kindnesses. Any errors of  omission or commission 
are mine alone. Solzhenitsyn once told me he thought that in the 
long run he would be best remembered in the West through this 
abridgment of  The Gulag Archipelago. Perhaps one who has been so 
right so often about so much will turn out to be right about this 
hope, too.

Edward e. ericson, jr
Calvin College
Grand Rapids, Michigan
2001 A.D.
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xli

In 1949 some friends and I came upon a noteworthy news item 
in Nature, a magazine of  the Academy of  Sciences. It reported in tiny 
type that in the course of  excavations on the Kolyma River a sub-
terranean ice lens had been discovered which was actually a frozen 
stream—and in it were found frozen specimens of  prehistoric fauna 
some tens of  thousands of  years old. Whether � sh or salamander, 
these were preserved in so fresh a state, the scienti� c correspondent 
reported, that those present immediately broke open the ice encas-
ing the specimens and devoured them with relish on the spot.

The magazine no doubt astonished its small audience with the 
news of  how successfully the � esh of  � sh could be kept fresh in a 
frozen state. But few, indeed, among its readers were able to decipher 
the genuine and heroic meaning of  this incautious report.

As for us, however—we understood instantly. We could picture 
the entire scene right down to the smallest details: how those present 
broke up the ice in frenzied haste; how, � outing the higher claims of  
ichthyology and elbowing each other to be � rst, they tore o�  chunks 
of  the prehistoric � esh and hauled them over to the bon� re to thaw 
them out and bolt them down.

We understood because we ourselves were the same kind of  
people as those present at that event. We, too, were from that powerful 
tribe of  zeks, unique on the face of  the earth, the only people who 
could devour prehistoric salamander with relish.

And the Kolyma was the greatest and most famous island, the 
pole of  ferocity of  that amazing country of  Gulag which, though Copyrighted Material
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xlii  

scattered in an Archipelago geographically, was, in the psychological 
sense, fused into a continent—an almost invisible, almost impercep-
tible country inhabited by the zek people.

And this Archipelago crisscrossed and patterned that other 
country within which it was located, like a gigantic patchwork, cut-
ting into its cities, hovering over its streets. Yet there were many who 
did not even guess at its presence and many, many others who had 
heard something vague. And only those who had been there knew 
the whole truth.

But, as though stricken dumb on the islands of  the Archipelago, 
they kept their silence.

By an unexpected turn of  our history, a bit of  the truth, an 
insigni� cant part of  the whole, was allowed out in the open. But 
those same hands which once screwed tight our handcu� s now hold 
out their palms in reconciliation: “No, don’t! Don’t dig up the past! 
Dwell on the past and you’ll lose an eye.”

But the proverb goes on to say: “Forget the past and you’ll lose 
both eyes.”

Decades go by, and the scars and sores of  the past are healing 
over for good. In the course of  this period some of  the islands of  the 
Archipelago have shuddered and dissolved and the polar sea of  obliv-
ion rolls over them. And someday in the future, this Archipelago, 
its air, and the bones of  its inhabitants, frozen in a lens of  ice, will 
be discovered by our descendants like some improbable salamander.

I would not be so bold as to try to write the history of  the 
Archipelago. I have never had the chance to read the documents. 
And, in fact, will anyone ever have the chance to read them? Those 
who do not wish to recall have already had enough time—and will 
have more—to destroy all the documents, down to the very last one.

I have absorbed into myself  my own eleven years there not as 
something shameful nor as a nightmare to be cursed: I have come 
almost to love that monstrous world, and now, by a happy turn of  
events, I have also been entrusted with many recent reports and let-
ters. So perhaps I shall be able to give some account of  the bones and 
� esh of  that salamander—which, incidentally, is still alive.

xliii

In this book there are no � ctitious persons, nor � ctitious 
events. People and places are named with their own names. If  they 
are identi� ed by initials instead of  names, it is for personal con-
siderations. If  they are not named at all, it is only because human 
memory has failed to preserve their names. But it all took place 
just as it is here described.

Copyrighted Material



xlii  

scattered in an Archipelago geographically, was, in the psychological 
sense, fused into a continent—an almost invisible, almost impercep-
tible country inhabited by the zek people.

And this Archipelago crisscrossed and patterned that other 
country within which it was located, like a gigantic patchwork, cut-
ting into its cities, hovering over its streets. Yet there were many who 
did not even guess at its presence and many, many others who had 
heard something vague. And only those who had been there knew 
the whole truth.

But, as though stricken dumb on the islands of  the Archipelago, 
they kept their silence.

By an unexpected turn of  our history, a bit of  the truth, an 
insigni� cant part of  the whole, was allowed out in the open. But 
those same hands which once screwed tight our handcu� s now hold 
out their palms in reconciliation: “No, don’t! Don’t dig up the past! 
Dwell on the past and you’ll lose an eye.”

But the proverb goes on to say: “Forget the past and you’ll lose 
both eyes.”

Decades go by, and the scars and sores of  the past are healing 
over for good. In the course of  this period some of  the islands of  the 
Archipelago have shuddered and dissolved and the polar sea of  obliv-
ion rolls over them. And someday in the future, this Archipelago, 
its air, and the bones of  its inhabitants, frozen in a lens of  ice, will 
be discovered by our descendants like some improbable salamander.

I would not be so bold as to try to write the history of  the 
Archipelago. I have never had the chance to read the documents. 
And, in fact, will anyone ever have the chance to read them? Those 
who do not wish to recall have already had enough time—and will 
have more—to destroy all the documents, down to the very last one.

I have absorbed into myself  my own eleven years there not as 
something shameful nor as a nightmare to be cursed: I have come 
almost to love that monstrous world, and now, by a happy turn of  
events, I have also been entrusted with many recent reports and let-
ters. So perhaps I shall be able to give some account of  the bones and 
� esh of  that salamander—which, incidentally, is still alive.

xliii

In this book there are no � ctitious persons, nor � ctitious 
events. People and places are named with their own names. If  they 
are identi� ed by initials instead of  names, it is for personal con-
siderations. If  they are not named at all, it is only because human 
memory has failed to preserve their names. But it all took place 
just as it is here described.

Copyrighted Material



This book could never have been created by one person alone. 
In addition to what I myself  was able to take away from the Archipel-
ago—on the skin of  my back, and with my eyes and ears—material 
for this book was given me in reports, memoirs, and letters by 227 
witnesses, whose names were to have been listed here.

What I here express to them is not personal gratitude, because 
this is our common, collective monument to all those who were tor-
tured and murdered.

From among them I would like to single out in particular those 
who worked hard to help me obtain supporting bibliographical 
material from books to be found in contemporary libraries or from 
books long since removed from libraries and destroyed; great per-
sistence was often required to � nd even one copy which had been 
preserved. Even more would I like to pay tribute to those who helped 
me keep this manuscript concealed in di�  cult periods and then to 
have it copied.

But the time has not yet come when I dare name them*.
The old Solovetsky Islands prisoner Dmitri Petrovich Vitkovsky 

was to have been editor of  this book. But his half  a lifetime spent there 
—indeed, his own camp memoirs are entitled “Half  a Lifetime”— 
resulted in untimely paralysis, and it was not until after he had 
already been deprived of  the gift of  speech that he was able to read 
several completed chapters only and see for himself  that everything 
will be told.

And if  freedom still does not dawn on my country for a long 
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But the time has not yet come when I dare name them*.
The old Solovetsky Islands prisoner Dmitri Petrovich Vitkovsky 

was to have been editor of  this book. But his half  a lifetime spent there 
—indeed, his own camp memoirs are entitled “Half  a Lifetime”— 
resulted in untimely paralysis, and it was not until after he had 
already been deprived of  the gift of  speech that he was able to read 
several completed chapters only and see for himself  that everything 
will be told.

And if  freedom still does not dawn on my country for a long 
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time to come, then the very reading and handing on of  this book 
will be very dangerous, so that I am bound to salute future readers as 
well—on behalf  of  those who have perished.

When I began to write this book in 1958, I knew of  no mem-
oirs nor works of  literature dealing with the camps. During my years 
of  work before 1967 I gradually became acquainted with the Kolyma 
Stories of  Varlam Shalamov and the memoirs of  Dmitri Vitkovsky, 
Y. Ginzburg, and O. Adamova-Sliozberg, to which I refer in the 
course of  my narrative as literary facts known to all (as indeed they 
someday shall be).

Despite their intent and against their will, certain persons pro-
vided invaluable material for this book and helped preserve many 
important facts and statistics as well as the very air they breathed: 
M. I. Sudrabs-Latsis, N. V. Krylenko, the Chief  State Prosecutor for 
many years, his heir A. Y. Vyshinsky, and those jurists who were 
his accomplices, among whom one must single out in particular 
I. L. Averbakh.

Material for this book was also provided by thirty-six Soviet 
writers, headed by Maxim Gorky, authors of  the disgraceful book on 
the White Sea Canal, which was the � rst in Russian literature to glo-
rify slave labor.

*Solzhenitsyn was � nally able to name his invaluable secret helpers in 
his Invisible Allies, trans. Alexis Klimo�  and Michael Nicholson (Washington: 
Counterpoint, 1995). Then, in 2007, the author published, for the � rst time, 
the complete list of  ‘Witnesses of  the Archipelago’; those of  them who ap-
pear in this abridgement can be found incorporated into the Name & Place 
Index at the end of  the present volume. (Editor’s note.)
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