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CHAPTER 2

Poetry after the Gulag: Do Solzhenitsyn and
Shalamov Have a Lyric Mindset?

Ulrich Schmid

1 Introduction

Theodor Adorno’s question about whether it is possible “to write poetry after
Auschwitz” demands to be posed in Russian. In an often-quoted sentence from
1949, Adorno called the writing of poetry after Auschwitz “barbaric.” In two
essays from 1962, he explicitly corroborated this statement. In 1966, however,
Adorno conceded that the “tortured has the right to scream” and admitted
that he may have been wrong not to allow for poetry after Auschwitz.! For
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Varlam Shalamov, Auschwitz was undoubtedly a
valid metaphor for the Gulag. However, neither author addressed Adorno’s
problem directly.? They instinctively chose poetry in the first place to express
their ordeal. Their prose response to the Gulag emerged only later, after their
release from the camps.

There are quite substantial differences between Solzhenitsyn’s and Shala-
mov’s understanding of poetry. Solzhenitsyn has an old-fashioned taste when
it comes to poetry. In 1965, he praised Aleksandr Zhigulin’s very traditional
poetry about the Gulag experience. In a letter to Zhigulin, Solzhenitsyn com-
plained that most of the Russian poetry of the 2oth century is “loud, aims at
something, wants to show off, surprise and make a special impression.”® In
another letter to Zhigulin, he identified this tradition with the works of Blok,
Akhmatova, Pasternak and Shalamov. For Solzhenitsyn, this was the main-
stream:

I am very much indebted to Michael Nicholson for his valuable remarks.

1 Lyrik nach Auschwitz?Adorno und die Dichter, ed. Petra Kiedaisch (Stuttgart: 1995).

2 Svetlana Boym, “Banality of Evil, Mimicry, and the Soviet Subject: Varlam Shalamov and
Hannah Arendt,” in Slavic Review 67 (2008), 342—363.

3 ‘.. KpHMKJIMBas, KyJa-TO JIe3eT, XOUeT KaK-TO U30IPUTHCA 0COOEHHO, 0653aTeIbHO II0Pa3HUTh
u yauBuTh.” Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “Dva pis'ma A. Zhigulinu” [Two Letters to A. Zhigulin],
in Za chto? Proza. Poeziia. Dokumenty [What for? Prose, Poetry, Documents], ed. Vitalii
Shentalinskii and Vladimir Leonovich (Moscow:1999), 233. Unless otherwise stated, all trans-
lations are my own.
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From all sides, people tell me, that this is the only true poetry—when
words do not even have a direct sense, when transitions are elusive, illo-
gical, when they do not have a logic, but hint at something or insinuate
something. I agree—this poetry is great, subtle, elegant, real, I love all of
them. But I will never agree that there cannot be another kind of poetry.
In my opinion, most of Pushkin’s and Lermontov’s poetry does not match
these criteria, but are they worth any the less for that? I doubt it.

Co Bcex CTOPOH MHE TOJIKYIOT, YTO BOT 3TO M €CTh €AMHCTBEHHAs U UC-
THUHHAas [1093Usl — KOIZla CJI0Ba Jake He MMEIOT NPAMOro CMbIC/IA, KOrAa
IIepexo/bl HeYJIOBUMBI, aJIOTHYHBI, HO BAPYT Ha YTO-TO TeOe HaAMEKaloT,
4TO-TO HaNeBaroT. fl cormacen — 1Mos3us sTa BeJMKas, TOHKasd, U3ALIHasd,
HaCTOsAIas, 1 UX BCeX OUeHb 1000, M Bce-TaKy HUKOT/A HE COIVIAIIYCH,
YTO APYroii moasuu ObITh He MOXeT. [I0-MoeMy, OOJIBIIMHCTBO CTUXOB
ITymkuna u JIepMOHTOBA COBEPIIEHHO HE OTBEYAlOT STUM KPUTEPUAM —
HO Hyike 1 oHu? ExBa .4

A late echo of Solzhenitsyn’s predilection for what he would probably call
classical Russian poetry appears in his critique of Joseph Brodsky. According
to Solzhenitsyn, Brodsky’s poetry is rife with “cold irony” and lacks “human
simplicity” and “spiritual accessibility”® Basically, these claims stem from the
aesthetic norms of socialist realism.5

Shockingly, Solzhenitsyn explains these deficits as due to Brodsky’s imper-
fect moral education in the Soviet penitentiary system. He belittles Brodsky’s
sentence, calling his five-year forced-labor term (that eventually was reduced
to seventeen months’ exile to a provincial village) “completely childish.” And
yet, it is the very poetry that stems from the time of Brodsky’s banishment that
Solzhenitsyn deems “clearly expressed, with sincere feelings, without any pos-
turing.” Solzhenitsyn goes so far as to regret Brodsky’s early release from exile,
as a longer stay would surely have improved Brodsky’s poetry.

Solzhenitsyn consciously sought to continue the tradition of Pushkin and
Lermontov in his early poetry. The romantic tone of Lermontov’s poetry can

4 Ibid., 232.

5 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “Iosif Brodsky: Izbrannye stikhi” [Joseph Brodsky: Selected Verse],
in Novyi Mir 12 (1999), accessed August 10, 2018, {magazines.russ.ru/novyi_mi/1999/12/solgen
.html).

6 Michael Nicholson, “Solzhenitsyn as ‘Socialist Realist}” in In the Party Spirit: Socialist Realism
and Literary Practice in the Soviet Union, East Germany and China, ed. Hilary Chung and
Michael Falchikov (Amsterdam: 1996), 55-68.
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easily be detected in Solzhenitsyn’s two rather pretentious poems, each with
the title “Prayer,” which mirror Lermontov’s famous two “Prayers.” Solzhen-
itsyn’s first prayer goes back to the 1960s, the second to the late 1990s. The
prayer from 1962 is closely connected to the sensational publication of Ivan
Denisovich and reflects the romantic concept of the poet’s divine inspiration:

How easy it is to live with You, Lord!

How easy it is for me to believe in You! [...]

On the peak of earthly fame

I'look back in wonder at the path

That led me through hopelessness to this place,
From where I could send

The reflection of Your rays to mankind.

Kax snerxo mue :xuthb ¢ To6oi, [ocrogu!
Kaxk nerxo mue Beputs B Tebs! ... ]

Ha xpe6re c1aBbI 3¢ MHOI

1 C yAUBJIEHUEM OLJISbIBAIOCH HA TOT IIyTh
4yepes Ge3HaAEKHOCTD CI0fA,

OTKyZA ¥ 51 CMOT [TOCJIATh YeJI0BEYECTBY
or0eck stydeit Toux.”

The second prayer follows quite an anachronistic pattern as well. It echoes
Solzhenitsyn’s apocalyptic view in Russia in Collapse (1998) and reanimates the
self-image of a poet who is able to talk directly to God and to convey heavenly
messages to his disciples—much in the way Lermontov saw himself:

All-merciful Father!

Do not Leave Your dear, long-suffering Russia
In her dazed and troubled state,

In all her many wounds,

Impoverishment

And spiritual confusion!

Oruye Hawm Bce muiocrusbIii!
Poccuromky TBoxo MHOrOCTpagHyIo

7 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Proza. Literaturnaia kritika. Publitsistika [Prose, Literary Criticism,
Essays] (Moscow: 2004), 227.
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He ITIOKKMHB B OLIIEJIOMJIEHUU HbIHEIIIHEM,
B €€ U3paHeHHOCTH,

OOHUINAHUH

U B CMyTHOCTH fiyxa'®

Even more prominent are the traces left by Pushkin in Solzhenitsyn’s lyric pro-
duction. The future dissident wrote most of his poetry in the early 1950s, when
he had not yet reached the limit of Pushkin’s lifetime. In a poem addressed to
the “Russian Poets!,” Solzhenitsyn even pondered whether he could ever sur-
vive this limit. Death at the age of 37 seemed to be a prerequisite for every
poet who aimed to become the successor of the Russian national poet in
the 20th century. And there were quite a few candidates for this honorable
office: Maiakovsky, Mandelstam, Evtushenko, and Brodsky vied with Pushkin
and aspired to take his place. It is quite telling that Solzhenitsyn enlarged the
pinnacle of classic Russian literature to a triumvirate as he would have it in
the title of a rather self-indulgent poem from 1953: After finishing his work,
the lyric ego trembles not before the judgment of the world, but before the
critical reaction of Pushkin, Dostoevsky, and Tolstoi. In terms of genre, it is sig-
nificant that these three names represent poetry, drama (albeit in a novelistic
form), and epic. Solzhenitsyn wishes to be acclaimed by all three masters—
which means that he aims to excel in all of the classical literary genres. In
fact, Solzhenitsyn’s literary ceuvre may not be attributed exclusively to one
specific genre. His writing synthesizes elements of poetry, drama, and epic.
Ultimately, Solzhenitsyn claims to present a hermeneutic key to explain the
precarious position of the human being in history, society, culture, church,
and the state. As his later biography proves, Solzhenitsyn dedicated his entire
creative energy to his literary projects. The largest of them was, of course,
the monumental depiction of the Russian tragedy during the early 2o0th cen-
tury, published under the title The Red Wheel, but other texts, too, eventually
acquired epic dimensions.

2 The Synthesis of Literary Genres: Solzhenitsyn
The synthesis of literary genres may already be observed in Solzhenitsyn’s

early short story “Matriona’s Home” which dates back to 1959. The introduct-
ory paragraph is composed like a prose poem. In 2000, Solzhenitsyn recorded

8 Ibid,, 235f.
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his own reading of the short story. In this performance he stressed the poetic
dimension of the text.® The lyrical structure becomes evident when the first
section is broken down into single syntactic units. At the same time this text
contains a meta-rhyme of the train, slowing down. The language is clearly
rhythmicized; the lines feature assonant rhymes. The text is rich in “instru-
mentation,” as the Russian formalists would have it19 The main consonants
can be read as a variation on the strange name “Torfoprodukt,” where the plot
of the story is set. The consonants t, 1, f, p, d form a sound pattern that is com-
posed like a fugue.

One hundred and eighty-four kilometers from Moscow

on the branch that leads to Murom and Kazan

trains were still slowing down to a crawl

a good six months after it happened.

Passengers stood glued to the windows or went out to stand by the doors.
Was the line under repair, or what?

Would the train be late?

It was all right. Past the crossing, the train

picked up speed again and the passengers went back to their seats.
Only the engine drivers knew what it was all about.

The engine drivers and 1.1

Ha crto BocembzecaT yeTBepToM KustomeTpe ot Mockssl, (m, k, t, v)
I10 BETKe, 4TO BegeT k Mypomy u Kasauy,

eltie ¢ Z06pbIX nosroza mocse toro (p, 1, d)

BCe I0e371a 3aMeZIsIU cBoii xof (f)

ITOYTH KaK ObI

A0 OLIYIIH.

[Maccaxxupsl 1bHYIU K (extra space) creknaam, (p, 1, m, k, t)
BbIxozunu B TamOyp: (f, t)

YUHAT ITyTH, 4TO n? W3 rpaduka BeImen?

Her.

IIpoitas nepeesz, moesy onATh HAGUPA CKOPOCTS, (P, I, S, M)
[ACCAKHUPBDI YCAKUBATHCH.

9 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “Matrenin dvor,” read by the author, accessed August 10, 2018.
youtube.com/watch?v=ZRaYxUNBV5U.

10  Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism: History, Doctrine (The Hague: 1980), 74.

11 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “Matryona’s Home,” trans. Harry Willetts, in Encounter 5 (1963),
28—45, at 28. The translation was slightly amended by me [U. S.].



bts2.cls sslp63_ch02_schmid.tex p. 6

50

SCHMID

To/IbKO MAIMHUCTBI 3HAIM ¥ TIOMHUJIU, OTYETO TO BCE.
Jla s.12

“Matriona’s Home” is also a good example of the dramatic dimension of
Solzhenitsyn’s texts. There are many sections where direct speech dominates
the narration.

12

13
14

“Where’s the woman of the house?”

“I don’t know.”

“This is the place the tractor with a sledge came from?”

“This is it.”

“Had they been drinking before they left?”

The four of them were looking around them, screwing up their eyes in
the dim light from the table-lamp. I realised that they had either made
an arrest or wanted to make one.

“What's happened then?”

“Answer the question!”

“But...”

“Were they drunk when they went?”

“Were they drinking here?"3

— I'ne xo3s1tika?

— He 3naro.

— A TpaKTOp C CaHAMU U3 ITOTO JBOPA yesKa?

— U3 aroro.

— OHu MWK TYT Nepej, 0Tbe340M?

Bce yeTBepo 1ypUIKCH, OIVIAABIBAINCE B IOJYThMe OT HaCTOJIBHOM JIaM-
bl A

TaK ITOHSLI, YTO KOT'0-TO apeCTOBAIM WM XOTeJIU apecTOBaTh.
— la uTto cayunnocn?

— OTBeualiTe, 4TO BacC CIpalINBaOT!

- Ho...

— Ioexanu nmbsiHBIE?

— Oy i TyT?!4

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Rasskazy. Sobranie sochinenii [Stories, Collected Works], vol. 3
(Paris: 1978), 123.

Solzhenitsyn, “Matryona’s Home,” 41.

Solzhenitsyn, Rasskazy, 149.
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In all his works, Solzhenitsyn paid close attention to personalized speech.
A prominent case in point is his phonetic rendering of Stalin’s Georgian accent
in the novel The First Circle—Solzhenitsyn consistently replaces the correct
“e” with the idiosyncratic “s.” It is also known that Solzhenitsyn used colored
pens to highlight the personalized speech of his protagonists in The Red Wheel.
These artistic devices clearly testify to the fact that direct speech bears a high
degree of stylistic autonomy. With this method, Solzhenitsyn moves the epic
prose closer towards the drama.

Joseph Brodsky called Solzhenitsyn an epic writer and interpreted The
Gulag Archipelago as an Iliad of the 20th century. To confirm this assessment,
Brodsky pointed to the sheer length of the book.)> However, the classification
of The Gulag Archipelago as an epos arguably constitutes only one third of the
truth. In his famous subtitle, Solzhenitsyn boldly called The Gulag Archipelago
“An experiment in literary investigation.” In fact, The Gulag Archipelago may be
seen as an artistic synthesis of elements of poetry, drama, and epic: Solzhen-
itsyn included two of his poems in the The Gulag Archipelago, he let different
dramatic voices speak out and drew an epic picture of the prisons and camps.

The poetic dimension of The Gulag Archipelago can be traced in its syntax.
The text quite often reveals a hidden lyrical structure. One of the first sen-
tences of the book is almost a perfect hexameter and hints at the Iliad as its
model.

How do people get to this enigmatic Archipelago?'6

Kak momazaror Ha 9TOT TAMHCTBEHHbII Apxumnenar?l’

Vv uuv vy vu v

The dactylic meter is also very prominently present in the other sentences
of the first paragraph; there are even partial structures where one distich
combines a hexameter with a pentameter. As at the beginning of “Matriona’s
Home,” as also in the first sentence of The Gulag Archipelago Solzhenitsyn

15  Joseph Brodsky, “The Geography of Evil,” in Partisan Review 44 (1977), 637645, at 640.

16  Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago, 1918-1956. An Experiment in Literary
Investigation I-II, trans. Thomas P. Whitney (New York: 1974), 3.

17  Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Arkhipelag Gulag. 1918-1956. Opyt khudozhestvennogo issle-
dovaniia [The Gulag Archipelago, 1918-1956. An Experiment in Literary Investigation]
(Ekaterinburg: 2006), 21.



bts2.cls sslp63_ch02_schmid.tex p. 8

52 SCHMID

begins by spelling out a numerical date—this is not just a technical indica-
tion, but a rhythmicized structure.

In the year one thousand nine hundred and forty nine....18
Tozy B ThICSTYA AEBATHCOT COPOK AEBATOM....19

In a way, the poetic prose of The Gulag Archipelago may be considered a coun-
terpart to Solzhenitsyn’s early narrative poem Dorozhenka.

The mix of poetry and prose is complemented by a tendency towards a
dramatic presentation of different voices. In most of his texts, Solzhenitsyn’s
tries to avoid a single hero, though his own lyrical ego occasionally stands out
quite prominently. This is evident in the ending of the lyric introduction to
“Matriona’s Home”: “Da ja.” The lyric ego sets himself on display even more
clearly in the epigraph to The Gulag Archipelago:

I dedicate this

to all those who did not live

to tell of it.

And may they please forgive me
for not having seen it all

nor remembered it all,

for not having divined all of it.20

[Tocesimaro BceMm,

KOMY He XBaTWJIO KU3HU
00 3TOM paccKa3ars.

U mga mpoctaT oHU MHe,
YTO A He BCE yBUAEJ,

He BCE BCIIOMHMUJI,

He 000 BcéM goragancs.?!

The lyric ego presents itself here as a collective instance that gives a voice to
all prisoners of the Gulag. Apparently, the legitimation of the authorial voice is
a purely economic one. Only the lyric ego has a lifespan sufficiently long to tell

18  Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago, ix.
19  Solzhenitsyn, Arkhipelag Gulag, 7.

20  Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago, v.
21 Solzhenitsyn, Arkhipelag Gulag, 5.
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what happened. However, this is a classic example of the rhetorical modesty
topos. The true reason why the inmates of the Gulag did not tell their stories
themselves was obviously not lack of time but lack of literary proficiency. In
Solzhenitsyn’s only partially veiled literary self-empowerment, the tragedy of
the Gulag may be told only by a writer who masters poetry, drama, and epos
all together.

3 The Separation of Literary Genres: Shalamov

If Solzhenitsyn tries to synthesize the genres, Shalamov separates them. His
main strategy is not to create a harmony of different literary discourses, but
to confront them in a contradictory way. Shalamov’s understanding of poetry
is very complex and ambivalent. The most difficult problem is the question of
the lyrical sublimation of a given subject matter. From very early on, Shalamov
reproached Solzhenitsyn with instrumentalizing the Gulag to advance his own
literary career. The two authors had met in the editorial offices of the liter-
ary journal Novyi Mir in 1962, shortly before Solzhenitsyn’s van Denisovich
came to be published with Khrushchev’s personal blessing. However, the rela-
tionship between Shalamov and Solzhenitsyn was at best respectful and later
became openly hostile. From the beginning, the two authors were rivals and
got off on the wrong foot. Shalamov had tried to speed up the publication of
his prose and poetry by asking Solzhenitsyn to forward his materials to the
open-minded editor-in-chief of Novyi Mir Aleksandr Tvardovskii. Solzhenit-
syn without further comment confined himself to presenting only Shalamov’s
poetry to Tvardovskii.2

Shalamov’s harsh comments about Solzhenitsyn, and above all about his
poetry, are well known. Shalamov, who never curbed his tongue, was especially
outspoken in his notebooks from the 1960s:

Solzhenitsyn’s secret lies in the fact that he is a hopeless lyrical grapho-
maniac with the psychological make-up that goes with this horrible ill-
ness, a man who has churned out a huge amount of useless verse, which

22 Varlam Shalamov, Novaia kniga. Vospominaniia. Zapisnye knizhki. Perepiska. Sledstvennye
dela [The New Book: Notebooks, Letters, Trial Documents] (Moscow: 2004), 374. The
literary rivalry between Solzhenitsyn and Shalamov seems to echo a similar relationship
between Bunin and Nabokov: Nabokov always praised Bunin’s poetry highly in order
to affirm the supremacy of his own prose. Maksim D. Shraer, Bunin i Nabokov, Istoriia
sopernichestva [Bunin i Nabokov: The History of Their Rivalry] (Moscow: 2015).
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should never be shown anywhere, let alone printed. All his prose from
“Ivan Denisovich” to “Matriona’s Home” was no more than a drop in this
ocean of dross.

Taiina Co/KEHUIbIHA 3aKJI0YAETCS B TOM, YTO 3TO — Oe3HAAEIKHBIA
CTUXOTBOPHBIH rpa)OMaH ¢ COOTBETCTBYIOIIUM IICUXHYECKUM CKJIAZ0M
9TOH CTpalHOi 00JIe3HHU, CO3LABLIMM OTPOMHOE KOJUYECTBO HENpHU-
TOJHOM CTUXOTBOPHOMU NPOAYKIMH, KOTOPYIO HUKOIZA U HUIZE HeJb3d
IpebsIBUTh, HaneyaTaThb. Bea ero mposa or «MBana JlenucoBuua» 7o
«MarpeHHHOro ABOpa» 6bLIA TOJBKO THICAYHOM YaCThIO B MOPE CTHUXO-
TBOPHOTO XJ1ama.?3

In this passage, Shalamov formulates the gist of his reproaches against
Solzhenitsyn: the Gulag may neither be moralized nor aestheticized. How-
ever, the overly aggressive tone seems to point toward a deeper problem. My
contention is that Shalamov’s attacks on Solzhenitsyn are based on his own
incapacity to write the Gulag without applying literary devices. In a way, he
hates Solzhenitsyn as the incarnation of his own shadow, as the worst con-
sequence of the pitfalls created by the utter incompatibility of the inhuman
horror of the Gulag and the inherent beauty of poetic language.

There are many notes by Shalamov that point to his sober ideal of a literat-
ure that consciously rids itself of its “literariness,” as the formalists would have
it. He constructed his own literary ideal as the opposite of ornamental prose,
as famously represented by the writings of Isaak Babel:

I re-read Babel and crossed out all the “conflagrations blazing like resur-
rection” or the “girls who resembled jackboots” and so on. After that there
was not much Babel left. It is very important not to rewrite a short story
many times. The first version—as in poetry—is always the most sincere.
As with the sense of “being there” that we get in television it is imperative
not to lose this authenticity under a welter of revisions and prettification.
The short story will become too literary—and this spells the death of the
story. The material from Kolyma is such that it cannot bear literariness.
Any literariness seems insulting, fraudulent.

A nepeunTeiBan babena 1 BEIYEPKUBA «I0KaPBI, BIIAOINHE, KAK BOC-
KpeceHbe», «/IeByLIeK, IIOX0KUX Ha 60TopTsI» U T. 1. Maso Torga ocra-

Basoch oT Ba6esnss. OueHb BaKHO He nepenucpiBaTh paCCKa3 MHOI'O pas.

23 Shalamov, Novaia kniga, 374.



bts2.cls sslp63_ch02_schmid.tex p. 11

POETRY AFTER THE GULAG 55

[lepBpIif BapuaHT — Kak B CTUXaX — BCeIZa caMbIll HMCKpeHHbIH. Bot
3Ty NEePBUYHOCTB, CXOZHYIO C «3(peKTOM IPHUCYTCTBUSA» B TesleBU7e-
HUY, 09eHb BA)KHO HE YTePATh BO BCEBO3MOXHBIX ITPABKaxX U OTJeE/IKAX.
Pacckas cenaeTcs CIMIIKOM JIMTEPaTypPHBIM — M 9TO CMEPTh paccKasa.
Marepuan KosbIMCKU TaKOB, YTO He IIePEHOCUT JuTepaTypHocCTu. Jlu-
TepaTypHOCTh KaXKeTCHA 0CKOPO/IeHHeM, Kpaueit. 24

As a first attempt, Shalamov tried to solve the contradiction between his own
need to write and the avoidance of “literariness” by reducing the creative role
of the poet. He even recurred to Rilke’s fictional hero Malte Laurids Brigge,
who maintained that poems need to be rooted in a special life experience, such
as the presence of death. According to Rilke, it is impossible to write poems
on a regular basis. They can appear only in times of emergency.?5 It is not by
chance that Shalamov turned to the authority of the poet par excellence, Rilke,
in order to legitimize his own conception of a poetry that is not written by a
skilled master, but produced by life itself.

In a similar vein, Shalamov stresses that the real material of poetry is not
words, but blood. In a famous poem from 1962, he programmatically declared
that poetry is not the result of literary artistry:

Poetry—is fate, not craftsmanship,

And if blood does not well up between its lines,
If the soul does not lay bare its nakedness,
Then there is no virtuoso alive

whose observations, precise though they be,
whose innovations however daring,

Will shake the world with thunderous silence
And conjure tears that rise to the throat.

Cruxu — 210 Cyzp0a, HEe peMeciIo,
U ecii KpOBb He BBICTYIINT Ha CTPOYKAX,

24  May 24,1965, to Yakov D. Grodzenskii. Sergei Y. Grodzenskii, Vospominaniia ob Aleksandre
Solzhenitsyne i Varlame Shalamove [Memoirs about Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Varlam
Shalamov] (Moscow: 2016), 113.

25  Varlam Shalamov, “Stikhi—eto opyt” [Poetry is Experience], in Varlam Shalamov,
Sobranie sochineniiv 7 tomakh [ Collected Works in Seven Volumes] (Moscow: 1998), vol. 4,
322-323.
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Jy1a He 06HaKUTCA HAroJIo,
To HabIIOAEHUH, JaXe CAMbIX TOUHBIX

W camoii He6BIBAIOH HOBU3HBI

He xBaTurt y 1106010 BUPTYO034,

Y06 BBI3BATH B MUPE B3PbIBBI TUIIHNHbI
W x rop:y nogcTynaroiye caéspL6

To be sure, this may be an impressive poem. But it is in itself a concealed,
and aestheticized version of the Gulag experience. The virtuosi with their lit-
erary innovations are portrayed negatively here, but Shalamov himself uses
quite daring rhymes and melodramatic metaphors to express his poetic idea.
However, the surplus of pathos cannot hide the ambiguities of Shalamov’s
lyric text. There is even a double contradiction in this poem. Firstly, Shalamov
voiced in his notebook the precise opposite of what he presents in the poem:

Poetry is not all about “fate,” and that is not why I write poems every day,
as Irina thinks, but because I feel myself to be the best qualified master
in this field, to be a mechanism so refined, that it is simply a shame to
spend my time on anything other than poetry.

B cTHxax TyT Jes10 He B TOM, YTO 3TO «CyZb0a», U IIOTOMY f KasKJbIi
JeHb IUIIy CTUXH, KaK AyMmaer VIpuHa, a B TOM, 4YTO Sl YyBCTBYIO ce0s
KBaIU(PUIMPOBAHHEHIINM MacTepoM IO 3TOH 4acTH, HACTOJBKO TOH-
KHM MeXaHH3MOM, YTO IIPOCTO 3KaJIb HCII0Jb30BATh BPeMs Ha YTO-THO0
ApYyroe, KpoMe CTHXOB.%7

In the beginning of the 1960s Shalamov even planned to write a book with
the title “How to write verse.”?® Later, Shalamov penned a letter to Yurii
Lotman with a proposal to contribute a monograph on the lyric “intonation”
for the series published in Tartu in the 1970s.2° This was not a random choice.
Shalamov admired the work of the members of OPOYaz in whose tradition

26  Varlam Shalamov, “Stikhi—eto sud’ba” [Poetry is Fate], in Sobranie sochinenii v 7 tomakh,
vol. 3, 393.

27  Shalamov, Novaia kniga, 347.

28  Sergei Solov'ev, “Teoriia zhizni i iskusstva byla u nego zakonchennaia ...” [“He Finished
the Theory of Life and Art ...”], in Varlam Shalamov, Vse ili nichego. Esse o poezii i proze
[Everything or Nothing: Essays on Poetry and Prose] (Moscow: 2015), 5—25, at 21.

29  Shalamov, Novaia kniga, 933.
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Lotman stands.3? Shalamov knew Lotman's The Structure of the Artistic Text
(1969) very well, and Lotman helped Shalamov to publish his article on sound-
repetition (zvukovoi povtor) in the collection Semiotics and Information Tech-
nologies in 1976.3!1

Secondly, Shalamov eventually converted another, related notion, once des-
pised, into a positive one. This time, his concern was not craftsmanship, but
innovation. The complaint about misguided artistic innovation for its own
sake runs throughout his essays. In 1968, Shalamov included the following sen-
tence in an autograph to Gennadi Aigi: “I do not believe in free verse, but I do
believe in poetry!” Already in conversation with Solzhenitsyn 1963, Shalamov
asserted that it was useless to search for “formal innovations” or “fragmen-
ted forms.”®2 In Shalamov’s eyes an especially negative example was the poet
Genrich Sapgir.

In his notebooks Shalamov highlighted the fact that Aleksandr Blok wrote
better poetry in rhyme and strong meter than he did in the form of vers
libre. “Vers libre,” maintained Shalamov, was, in sporting parlance, very much
“second-league.”3® On another occasion, he called “vers libre” second-rate: “it
is the literal version of a poem that has yet to be written.”3* Shalamov’s verdict
on poets who did not follow this injunction was harsh: they were mere poetic
amateurs, who felt entitled by sheer literary enthusiasm to turn their hand to
verse.35

In these notes, Shalamov seems to advocate a strict adherence to the iron
laws of traditional poetry. However, in a surprising about-face, Shalamov
boasts in his notebook: “I am the innovator of tomorrow’s tomorrow.”¢ The
contradiction could not be more striking: Shalamov scolds poets who want to
be innovative in their works—and, at the same time, claims to be the most
innovative of all and far ahead of his time.

In his literary essays, Shalamov provides a good deal of negative informa-
tion, defining how poetry ought not to be. What then, according to Shalamov’s

30  Shalamov, “Pokhod epigonov” [The Attack of the Epigones], in Vse ili nichego, 314319, at
317.

31 Valerii Esipov, Shalamov (Moscow: 2012), 313.

32 Varlam Shalamov v svidetel'stvakh sovremennikov [Varlam Shalamov in Contemporary
Testimonies], ed. Dmitrii Nich (Moscow: 2014), 29, 479.

33 Shalamov, Novaia kniga, 933.

34 “CBOGOAHBIN CTHX — 9TO CTUX BTOPOTO COPTa. ITO — MOACTPOYHHUK ellle He HAMHCAHHOTO
cruxorBopenus.” Varlam Shalamov, “Tablitsa umnozheniia dlia molodykh poetov” [The
Multiplication Table for Young Poets], in Vse ili nichego, 303313, at 308.

35  Shalamov, “Pokhod epigonov,” 317.

36  Shalamov, Novaia kniga, 358.
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view, should poetry be? The most important feature of a poem is what he calls
the “intonation.” Shalamov defines intonation as the “poet’s face, his voice, his
literary passport, his right to write poetry.”®” More precisely, “intonation” is the
sum of all the specifics present in each line, each strophe, and each single
poem. These specifics relate primarily to the position and the order of the
words in a poetic line.3® Intonation is a question of phrasing, which is achieved
by applying a regular poetic meter.3° In a more poetic idiom, Shalamov defines

” o«

a poem as a “slowing down of the river of sounds by means of sense,” “casting
the molten lava of sounds into forms of sense.”*?

To Shalamov, the cornerstone of intonation is the musical triad of conson-
ants. He divides the Russian consonants into so-called “phonetic classes” and

arranges them in a chart.#!

Knacc O06o3HaueHue Kracca Class Title of the class
J-Mp-T-Tb T D-D'-T-T’ T
B-Bp—®-0p d V-V'-F-F F
M-Mp-H-Hp H M-M'-N-N’ N
JI-JI—P-P» P L-L'-R-KR’ R
3-35-C-Cpb C 7-7)-S-S S
3-K 3 Z-7Zh Z
II-111-4 q Sh-Shch-Ch  Ch
C-1I 11 S-Sh Sh
X-T-K K Kh-G-K K
b-bs-I1-IIn II B-B'-P-P’ P
-1 K Zh-Sh Zh
I I Ts Ts

Not unlike Solzhenitsyn, Shalamov is an admirer of Russian classical poetry.
For him, Pushkin’s poem “Mednyi vsadnik” is the pinnacle of Russian poetry. In
an essay on lyric rhyme, Shalamov even elevates the Russian national poet to

37  Shalamov, “Tablitsa umnozheniia dlia molodykh poetov,” 310.

38  Varlam Shalamov, “Poeticheskaia intonatsiia” [Lyric Intonation], in Vse ili nichego,
320—337, at 321

39 Ibid,, 334.

40 Varlam Shalamov, “Zvukovoi povtor: poisk smysla” [The Repetition of Sounds: In Search
of Sense], in Vse ili nichego, 386—413, at 411.

41 1Ibid., 396-399.
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absolute righteousness: “In poetry, Pushkin knew everything."#? But Shalamov
is also full of praise for Lermontov. He sees him as a champion of the lyric repe-
tition of sounds in the poem “The Prophet.” The basis of this high appreciation
is his own chart of “phonetic classes” that perfectly applies to Lermontov’s

poetry:

I put sackcloth and ashes on,

And ran—a beggar—from the town,

And there I live in desert lone,

Like birds, on food that God sends down.*3

IToceinan nemnyiom s riasy,

W3 ropozoB Gexat s HULIUH,

U BOT B IyCTBIHE 51 XKUBY,

Kak mruupl, gapom Boxkbeit mumu. 44

Now, Shalamov certainly has many an excellent poem to his name, but his
attack upon Solzhenitsyn in a certain sense rebounds upon Shalamov himself.
Unfortunately, there is also some poetic dross—the precise word Shalamov
used for Solzhenitsyn’s lyric production—among Shalamov’s own poems.
Consider his poem about the Danish fairytale writer Andersen (1960) which
is very traditional, both in terms of form and content:

Andersen

He compasses the seas and land

The depths and shallows of the world,
And people’s wounded souls he sets
In fairytales of plainest form.

Anzepcen
OH o6oiizieT MOps U cyLIy —
Bechb mup, 4T0 MEJIOK U IIy0OK,

JIroaCcKyro paHeHyIo Aynry
[10I0KUT B CKA30YHBIH JYOOK. ...45

42 Varlam Shalamov, “Rifma” [Rhyme], in Vse ili nichego, 360—374, at 361.
43  Trans. Yevgeny Bonver.

44  Shalamov, “Zvukovoi povtor,” 390.

45  Shalamov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 384.
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In other poems from the same period, however, Shalamov was able to live
up to his own program of poetic intonation. “Ust’e ruch’ia” (1959) abounds in
sophisticated sound patterns:

The mouth of a creek

An unknown creek,

without name, without purpose
not southern enough

for these nights of ours,

Amidst seagulls’ flight
and polar summer,
and the shining ice of
emerald colour.

YcTbe pyubs

besBecTHblI pydel,
be3bIMAHHBIN, HEHYKHBIH,
g Hamux Houel
HemocraTouHO H03KHBIH,

['ne yaex mmoser

" nonapnoe sneto,
CeTsiuiics e,
WsympyzHoro ugera. ...46

In this poem, many of Shalamov’s literary devices, including alliteration, inton-
ation, and rhythm may be observed. Shalamov claimed that prose is construc-
ted in the same way as poetry. In fact, one of his most famous texts from the
Kolyma stories, “Cherry Brandy,” is more of a poem than a prosaic text. This
becomes clear if the text is broken up according to its poetic lines and its
phonetic intonation units.

The poet was dying.

His hands, swollen from hunger
with their bloodless fingers

and filthy overgrown nails,

46 Varlam Shalamov, “Uste ruch’ia” [Water Mouth], in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 376.
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lay on his chest,
exposed to the cold.4”

ITosT ymmpann.

Bosbmmye, B3AyThbIe FOI040M KMCTH PYK

¢ GesibIMY 6eCKPOBHBIMHU MAIBLIAMU

U IPASHBIMY, OTPOCLIMMH TPyOOUKOIl HOrTAMU
JIeKaJIU Ha TPYAH,

He IpAYach OT XOJI0Aa.

Shalamov read his text aloud at a literary gathering dedicated to Mandelstam
in 1965. One person who attended this evening characterized Shalamov’s per-

formance as follows:

[He is] pale, with fire in his eyes, and reminds one of the Archpriest
Avvakum, his movements are uncoordinated, his arms are separated
from the man, he speaks ceremonially, free, at the limit, he is about to
crash and fall down ...

Gs1efHbIH, ¢ TOPAIMMY [Ia3aMM, HAIIOMUHAET IPOTOIONa ABBaKyMa,
ABYDKEHMS HEKOOPAUHUPOBaHHBIE, PYKU BCE BPEMS XOJAT OTZEIBHO OT
JesI0BeKa, FTOBOPUT IIPEKPACHO, CBOOOAHO, HA MOCJIELHEM IIpefese, —
BOT-BOT COPBETCA U ymager ...48

In that same year, in a personal letter Shalamov insisted on the higher truth
of his description of Mandelstam’s death. Ultimately, he valued his literary
imagination higher than a factual testimonial—of course, Shalamov himself
had not personally witnessed Mandelstam’s death:

47
48

In the short story “Cherry Brandy” there are fewer violations of historical
truth than in Pushkin’s Boris Godunov. It describes the transit camp in
Vladivostok where Mandelstam died. It describes death from starvation,
death from dystrophy, when life recedes by turns. Mandelstam starved to
death. What other truth do you need?

Varlam Shalamov, Kolyma Tales, trans. John Glad (London: 1994), 69.
“Vecher pamiati O. E. Mandel'shtama” [An Evening in Memory of Osip Mandelstam], in
Varlam Shalamov, Vospominaniia [Memoirs] (Moscow: 2001), 304-315, at 313.
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B pacckase «Illeppu-6penan» HapylIeHN UCTOPHUYECKOI TPaBAbI MEHb-
e, 4yeM B [lymkunckom «bopuce l'ogynose». Onucana ta camas nepe-
cbLIKa BO Biagusocroke, rae ymep Mangensmram. Onucasa cMepTh OT
roJI07ja, OT AIMMEHTAapHOH AUCTPO(dHY, TAe )KU3HDb TO BO3BpaIlaeTcs, TO
yXoauT. MangenbimitTamM ymep ot ronoza. Kakas Bam HyxHa elle npas-
Ka?49

An important issue in Shalamov’s understanding of poetry is the notion of
“écriture automatique,” as the French avant-garde of the 1920s would have it.
But in this case, too, we can observe some striking contradictions.

Shalamov claimed that he wrote his “Kolyma” poem “He warms his frozen
fingers” en plein air, immediately upon its conception.>? The text was allegedly
never altered. Shalamov even purports to have thought it a blasphemy to
change its “rhythmic design.”>!

This contradicts the textual history of most other poems written in Kolyma.
Shalamov himself pointed out that his other poems from Kolyma were written
in more than 100 variations.5? This is probably the opposite extreme of exag-
geration when it comes to depicting his own writing practices. The middle
ground seems more likely. In fact, Shalamov himself admitted that the writing
of poetry was a technological process:

Many consider poetry to be a miracle, a riddle. I do not think so, and I
explain its appearance in a notebook in the most satisfying, completely
materialistic way. Poems get into the notebook by dint of being set down
in written form. This fixation is unique and subject to laws different from
those which apply to oral speech.

MHorue CUATaOT CTUXU 4YyZAO0M, 3arafkoil. I He cunraro U cambIM yz0-
BJIETBOPUTEJIBHBIM, BIIOJHE MAaTEPUATMCTUIECKUM 06pPa3oM OOBSICHSIIO
UX NOSBJIEHME B TeTpaju. B TeTpagb cTMXM NonajaroT IMyTeM IUCbMeH-

49  May 24, 1965 to Yakov D. Grodzenskii, in Vospominanija ob Aleksandre Solzhenitsyne i
Varlame Shalamove, 111.

50  Michael Nicholson, “Shalamov v spore o lagernoi poezii” [Shalamov in the Debate about
Labor-Camp Poetry], in IV Mezhdunarodnye Shalamovskie Chteniia (Moskva 18-19 iiunia
1997 goda) (Moscow: 1997), 104—113.

51  Varlam Shalamov, Kolymskie tetradi [Notebooks from Kolyma] (Moscow: 1994),
270.

52  Ibid, 267.
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HOI 3anucH. Jta PUKCaLysi U CBOeoOpasHa, ¥ NOABEPIKEHA APYTUM 3a-
KOHaM, YeM IIPOCTO YCTHAast peys.’3

Generally, Shalamov maintained there should be only two redactions of a
poem:

In theory, every poem can be improved. It can be enhanced, and such
improvement could well go on endlessly. The editing of the second writ-
ten version is for me an incredible, purely physical torment; any further
enhancement and improvement costs me so much nervous strain that it
is better to dispense with it altogether. The difficulty here is that it is very
hard to return to that unique state, that specific tension of nerves, talent,
spirit, that first thrust the poem onto paper.

Teopernuecku 11060€ CTUXOTBOPEHUE MOMKHO YIy4IIUTh. [l06aBUTD KOe-
9TO U, BEPOSATHO, YIy4LIaTh MOKHO GeckoHeuHo. fl Tak He genaro. [lepe-
paboTKa BTOPOM 3alUCH NPEACTAB/IAET I MEHS HEBEPOSATHOE, YHCTO
¢dusnyeckoe MydeHHe; JaabHelInee ylIydlleHHe U Jo0OaBIeHHe CTOAT
TaKUX HEPBOB, YTO JIy4llle OT HETO OTKa3aThCs. TPYAHOCTD 34€Ch 3aKJII0-
JaeTcs B TOM, YTO OYEHb TPYAHO BEPHYTHCSA B YHUKAJIbHOE COCTOSHHE
OIpe/ie/IEeHHOTO HaNpsKeHUs HEPBOB, TAJIAHTA, yMa, KOTOPOe PaHee BhI-
TOJIKHYJIO Ha Gymary cTuxu.>

There is another clue that reveals the advantages of editing and reworking
lyric texts. In a contribution to the important journal Voprosy literatury in
1963, Shalamov carefully tracked the different versions of Bunin’s translation
of Longfellow’s epic poem “The Song of Hiawatha.” He concluded that the last
of several versions was the most successful.>

We can note a final contradiction in Shalamov’s challenging conceptualiza-
tion of poetry. Famously, he likened the “true Gulag writer” to Pluto who rises
from hell. At the same time he rejected what he called the touristic approach:
Shalamov refers to Orpheus, who visits hell with his instrument to sing there.

53  Varlam Shalamov, “Poet iznutri” [A Poet from within], in Varlam Shalamov, Neskol’ko
moikh zhiznei. Proza. Poeziia. Esse [Some of my Lives: Prose, Poetry, Essays] (Moscow:
1996), 434—441, at 439.

54  Shalamov, “Zvukovoi povtor,” 392.

55  Varlam Shalamov, “Rabota Bunina nad perevodom Pesni o Gaivate” [Bunin’s Work on His
Translation of The Song of Hiawatha, in Sobranie sochinenii v 7 tomakh, vol. 7, 238—245.
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Shalamov, however, does not really have Orpheus in mind so much as Solzhen-
itsyn, who is not merely a tourist but, even worse, a “manager” of his own fame.

And yet, Shalamov praises one of these tourists in one of his notebooks from
1954—namely Chekhov, who, after Sakhalin, did not write a single “happy”
short story. As Shalamov puts it, “a new, more serious period in his literary
activity begins.”*® From Shalamov’s perspective, such a turn towards serious-
ness should certainly be valued positively. At the same time, tourism to cata-
strophic places would seem to yield some literary benefit.5?

Shalamov’s strict theory of pure poetry without artistic embellishment or
personal disinvolvement of the author is not tenable. This is not to say that
Shalamov was a shallow theoretician of literature. Rather, the irresolvable con-
tradictions in his reasoning should be seen as a tragic consequence of the
simultaneous necessity and impossibility of writing the Gulag.

4 Poetry under the Conditions of Prose: Hegel

In order to answer Adorno’s question, adapted to the Russian case, we should
turn to a more fundamental problem: Do Solzhenitsyn and Shalamov have a
lyric mindset? Only if they do would it be possible to say that the Gulag lends
itself to a description in poetry (or in prose that is very close to poetry).

What is a “lyric mindset”? Probably this concept is most adequately
explained with reference to the Hegelian categories of poetry and prose.58
Hegel considered poetry to be the original mode of human expression, as
presenting an unconditional truth. Prose followed poetry, and prose applied
the logical categories of human thought such as causality or consecutivity to
reality. However, after the emergence of prose, poetry is only able to emulate
its original claim to truth and freedom.

Truth is a central category in the works of Solzhenitsyn and Shalamov. Both
writers claimed to put truth at the heart of their literary writings. However,
their poetics are radically different: Solzhenitsyn believed in the possibility of
a “literary investigation” of the Gulag, whereas Shalamov advocated a direct
transcription of the horrors of the Gulag that he claimed to render without

56  “Dro HOBBIH, GOJIee CEpHE3HBIN IIEPHOZ, B €T0 JUTEPATYPHOH AeareasHocTH.” Shalamov,
Novaia kniga, 269.

57  Elena Mikhailik, “Dostoevsky and Shalamov: Orpheus and Pluto,” in The Dostoevsky
Journal 1(2000), 147-157.

58  Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art, trans. Francis Osmaston
(London: 1920), vol. 4, 21ff.
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the slightest artistic elaboration. Shalamov went so far as to attribute to poetry
an all-encompassing capacity to represent the world:

One of the poetic truths that I have discovered is the observation that
there is no physical, spiritual, social or moral phenomenon in the world
that could not be mirrored in verse. Poetry is a universal language, the
only common denominator to which all the phenomena of the world
may be reduced with no remainder.

OJHa U3 MO3TUYECKUX UCTHH, HalleHHast MHOM, — 9TO HAOJII0ZIEHUE, UTO
B MHpe HeT TaKMX ABJEHUH (PU3MYECKOro, JYXOBHOIO, OOLECTBEHHO-
r0, HpAaBCTBEHHOI'O MUPa, KOTOPBbIE HE MOIJIU OBITh OTPAIKEHBI CTHXAMH.
Cruxu — BCeOOLIMi A3BIK, €IMHCTBEHHBIHM 3HAMEHATEb, HA KOTOPBIH Ae-
sstTcs 6e3 0CTaTKa Bee sIBIeHns Mupa.>?

Eventually, both approaches to literary truth are doomed to failure when
describing the Gulag experience. From a Hegelian point of view, poetry histor-
ically comes before prose and reappears again under the conditions of prose.
Both Solzhenitsyn and Shalamov write their texts in a literary continuum
between poetry and prose. In their writings, they oscillate between an archaic
poetic claim of lyrical truth and their own literary achievements that neces-
sarily imply stylistic devices.

The post-lyric condition of both Solzhenitsyn and Shalamov could also
be termed their post-Dantesque condition. Both writers allude to the Divina
Commedia, which, of course, is the most important model when it comes to
depicting hell. However, Dante was able to embed his Inferno in an optim-
istic theological conception that eventually leads to Paradise. The allusions
to Dante are in both cases quite obvious. Solzhenitsyn used Dante’s vision
of hell as title metaphor in his novel The First Circle; Shalamov arranged his
first cycle of Kolyma Stories in 33 stories.%? Like Dante, both Russian authors
incorporated a very coarse style into their depiction of hell. But unlike Dante,
Solzhenitsyn and Shalamov cannot return to Paradise. For modern authors,
paradise got lost in the course of the literary developments of the 19th and

59  Shalamov, “Koe-chto o moikh stikhakh” [A Word or Two about My Verse], in Sobranie
sochinenii, vol. 4, 339-354, at 354.

60  Valerii Esipov, “Ob istorizme kolymskikh rasskazov” [About the Historicism of The
Kolyma Stories], in Varlam Shalamov v kontekste mirovoi i sovetskoi istorii [Varlam
Shalamov in the Context of World Literature and Soviet History], ed. Sergei Solovev
(Moscow: 2013), 131-140.
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2oth centuries, when the prose novel was established as the principal literary
structure within which the individual and the world clash. Shalamov explicitly
stated that the novel as a literary form was hopelessly dead.5!

At this point, it makes sense to turn to Georg Lukacs’s terminology. The
young Lukacs tried to apply Hegelian categories of literary appropriation of
the world to contemporary culture. For Lukécs, the most appropriate literary
form for the situation of modern man was the novel with its “transcend-
ental homelessness.” The epic was dead for Lukacs, because its literary cosmos
endowed even tragedies with a higher purpose, thus making individual suffer-
ing part of a holistic conception.

In the 1960s and 1970s, Lukacs hailed the emergence of Solzhenitsyn as a
writer. In Lukdcs’ eyes, Solzhenitsyn’s works epitomized a serious manifest-
ation of Socialist Realism in which Lukacs fervently believed.5? For Lukécs,
Solzhenitsyn represented the new Dostoevsky. In 1916, when Lukacs wrote his
acclaimed Theory of the Novel, Dostoevsky heralded for him a new kind of lit-
erature that transcended both the classic epic and the bourgeois novel. Now,
in 1970, Solzhenitsyn was able to present a similar synthesis in the Hegelian
sense of the word. Lukacs went so far as to celebrate the novels In the First
Circle and Cancer Ward as “preliminary summits” of world literature.

For Lukacs, Solzhenitsyn presented the perfect solution to his own dilemma.
Since 1956, Lukdcs had engaged in a battle on two fronts: firstly, against the Sta-
linist writers, and secondly, against what he called avant-gardism, with writers
such as Kaftka, Musil, Beckett, Proust, and Joyce at the helm. Stalinist literature
engaged in a misconceived exclusive objectivism, avant-gardism in a miscon-
ceived exclusive subjectivism.®2 Solzhenitsyn, with his realistic prose, seemed
to assign a place in society to the single individual.6*

There may be a lot of wishful thinking in Lukacs’s appraisal of Solzhe-
nitsyn. But Shalamov’s criticism of Solzhenitsyn points in exactly the same
direction—with the values reversed. In Shalamov’s eyes, there was too much
sense and too much aesthetics in Solzhenitsyn works. Conversely, Solzhe-
nitsyn criticized the Kolyma Stories because there were too few “characters,
persons,” these people had no “past,” and “no individual view on life.” Solzhe-
nitsyn was enough of a writer himself to ask whether Shalamov deliberately

61 Shalamov, “O proze” [On Prose], in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 4, 357-370, at 357.

62  Ranjana Saxena, “Gyorgy Lukdcs and the Russian Soviet Factor,” in Social Scientist 46/1—2)
(2018), 65-90, at 83.

63  Georg Lukacs, Wider den missverstandenen Realismus (Hamburg: 1958).

64  Georg Lukacs, “Solschenizyn: Ein Tag im Leben des Iwan Denissowitsch,” in Georg
Lukacs, Russische Revolution, russische Literatur (Ausgewdhlte Schriften 111) (Reinbek:
1969), 296—312.
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avoided creating individual characters, but eventually came to the rather con-
descending conclusion that all the characters in Shalamov’s prose were basic-
ally stand-ins for the author’'s own biographical self. Quite consequentially,
Solzhenitsyn confessed that he had always liked Shalamov’s poetry better than
his prose.65

In the end, both writers had a point in their mutual criticism. But ultimately,
neither of them is to blame. In the post-Dantesque situation of the 2oth cen-
tury, there is no perfect literary solution when it comes to the poetics of horror,
truth and its artistic representation.
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