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REFLECTIONS ON THE FEBRUARY REVOLUTION

Solzhenitsyn's Reflections on the February Revolution
 (yet another text that has not, to my knowledge, been published in an English translation) consists of four essays originally intended as political summaries of each of the four volumes of March 1917. According to the jacket notes on the French edition: 'On reflection the author decided not to include them in his epic so as not to influence the reader and to preserve the openness of perspective appropriate to a work of literature.'

The decision was a good one. The four essays are written in a blaze of indignation against the incompetence and inadequacy of all the major players in the February Revolution (it started in February according to the Julian calendar but in March according to the Gregorian calendar which was only officially adopted in what was left of the Russian Empire - but not by the Church - in 1918). 

All of them, that is, except Lenin and Trotsky. As Solzhenitsyn said in an interview given to Der Spiegel in 2007:

'SPIEGEL: A few months ago in a long article you reiterated your thesis once again: Communism was not the result of the previous Russian political regime; the Bolshevik Revolution was made possible only by Kerensky’s poor governance in 1917. If one follows this line of thinking, then Lenin was only an accidental person, who was only able to come to Russia and seize power here with German support. Have we understood you correctly?

'Solzhenitsyn: No, you have not. Only an extraordinary person can turn opportunity into reality. Lenin and Trotsky were exceptionally nimble and vigorous politicians who managed in a short period of time to use the weakness of Kerensky’s government. But allow me to correct you: the "October Revolution" is a myth generated by the winners, the Bolsheviks, and swallowed whole by progressive circles in the West. On Oct. 25, 1917, a violent 24-hour coup d’etat took place in Petrograd. It was brilliantly and thoroughly planned by Leon Trotsky -- Lenin was still in hiding then to avoid being brought to justice for treason. What we call “the Russian Revolution of 1917” was actually the February Revolution.'
 
Trotsky, however, only arrived in Russia towards the end of the period covered in the novel and, unlike Lenin, Solzhenitsyn doesn't cover his period in exile (though he does describe quite amusingly Lenin's impotent jealousy as he witnessed the joyous playacting of Trotsky and Parvus in the St Petersburg soviet during the 1905 revolution). 

It is easy to see how Solzhenitsyn's indignation could have mounted as he writes at such length with such patience and human sympathy for the people - the representatives of 'civil society' - he believes plunged Russia into Hell but it is the patience and the human sympathy - the 'openness of perspective' - that make the greatness of the novel. 

The Reflections were first published as a separate text in 1995 after his return to Russia. In an introduction written in 2007 he says:

'At that time [1980-3 when the essays were written - PB], overwhelmed as I was by a huge pile of factual data, it was a physical need: to express in a coherent manner the conclusions that could be drawn from this mass of regrettable historical facts. It is all the more regrettable that still today, after a quarter of a century has passed, some of the conclusions may still apply to the dangerous instability we are experiencing at the present time.'

1917 AND 1941

One of the points Solzhenitsyn makes in the Reflections is that whereas the Russian Empire fell into anarchy in 1917 it did not fall into anarchy in 1941, when the military catastrophe that had hit it was a good deal worse. Thus he says:

'I'm not going to exaggerate in this respect the importance of the retreat in 1915, nor the weariness of the people nor, in some places, the interruptions in the supply of provisions, nor the incompetence of the Tsarist ministries. The Soviet retreat of 1941-2 was thirty times worse, it wasn't just Poland that was lost at that time but the whole of Belorussia, Ukraine, Russia as far as Moscow and the Volga, the losses in people killed and prisoners taken were twenty times worse, the famine which reigned everywhere was unimaginable, not counting the terrible tensions in the factories and on the land, ministries that were even more incompetent and of course a crushing of freedoms that was beyond compare but precisely because the regime didn't hesitate in its cruelty, and it couldn't come into anyone's mind to express the slightest notion of defiance against it - this catastrophic defeat and the destruction of the country didn't produce any sort of revolution (another parallel, but a strange one: in both wars we were dependent on our western allies. But because of this the Tsarist government and the provisional government sought to enter into the good graces of the allies, while Stalin, in a similar situation, he imposed conditions on them ...)'

And again, responding to the idea that the 1917 rising in Petrograd had been the result of a shortage of bread:

'But today we know that in itself the slipknot of bread wasn't tied sufficiently tightly to strangle Petrograd, much less Russia as a whole. Not only famine, but even a real scarcity of bread hadn't yet hit Petrograd in those days. With what we know today, can we talk of famine if, after having stood in a queue, you can gather up as much bread as your arms can hold? And in many enterprises the management itself supplied provisions - so there weren't any queues for bread. There was no lack of bread in the garrison yet that is what played the decisive role. Russia and Petrograd would know scarcities of bread many times worse and would support them. We know well today that that same town, during the Second World War against the same Germany, accepted without protest to live not a week but a year, not with two pounds of bread a day but with a third of a pound and no possibility of procuring any of the other products that were freely available in 1917 ... today we know well that no famine can provoke a revolution where there is a national enthusiasm and Chekist terror, not to speak of the two simultaneously. But in 1917 neither the one nor the other existed ...'

What Solzhenitsyn is saying in all this seems to me rather remarkable, especially coming from Solzhenitsyn. He is saying that in 1941, in addition to the Chekist terror, there was a 'national enthusiasm' that was missing in 1917. He is also saying that there was a nationwide machine that was able, even in the worst imaginable circumstances. to prevent any possibility of revolution - and we know from the previous article in this series that Solzhenitsyn was the declared enemy of all revolutions, even a revolution to overthrow the Soviet state.

STALIN AND 'NATIONAL ENTHUSIASM'

So where did this national enthusiasm - absent in 1917, present after over twenty years of Soviet internationalist propaganda - come from? Could it be that Stalin had something to do with it? We will remember from the previous article the quarrel between Solzhenitsyn and his old friend Dmitri Panin over Solzhenitsyn's Letter to the Soviet Leaders. Solzhenitsyn was calling for a continuation of the existing state structure without the Marxist ideology no-one believed in any more, and open to more participation by elements from outside the Communist Party. Panin was calling for the violent overthrow of the existing state structure.

In arguing for the abandonment of Marxist ideology, Solzhenitsyn evokes the possibility of an imminent war with China (also a theme in Andrei Amalric's Will the Soviet Union survive until 1984? published shortly beforehand). He reckons that the war will be fought over Marxist ideology and that therefore the Russians, who don't believe in that ideology, will lose. By contrast:

'When war with Hitler began, Stalin, who had omitted and bungled so much in the way of military preparation, did not neglect that side, the ideological side. And although the ideological grounds for war seemed more indisputable than those that face you now (the war was waged against what appeared on the surface to be a diametrically opposed ideology), from the very first days of the war, Stalin refused to rely on the putrid, decaying prop of ideology. He wisely discarded it, all but ceased to mention it, and unfurled instead the old Russian banner - sometimes indeed, the standard of Orthodoxy - and we conquered! (only towards the end of the war and after the victory was the Progressive Doctrine taken out of its mothballs.)

'So do you really think that in a conflict between similar, closely related ideologies, differing only in nuances, you will not have to make the same reorientation? But by then it will be too late - military tension alone makes it very difficult.

'How much wiser it would be to make this same turnaround today as a preventive measure. If it has to be done anyway for a war, wouldn't it be more sensible to do it much earlier, to avoid going to war at all?!' (Letter to the Soviet Leaders. pp.17-18)

Panin was disgusted by this:

'I consider these statements By Solzhenitsyn to be blasphemous.' 

He quotes Solzhenitsyn (Letter, p.45):

'When Stalin initiated such a shift during the war - remember! - nobody was in the least surprised and nobody shed a tear for Marxism: everyone took it as the most natural thing in the world, something they recognised as Russian.' 

and continues

'Who is this everyone? The oppressors and the oppressed? in The Gulag Archipelago Solzhenitsyn describes the appearance of the old Vlassovians [followers of Andrei Vlasov, the Russian general who, after being captured by the Germans, led the German-backed 'Commttee for the Liberation of the People of Russia - PB] behind the barbed wire. Out of the 432 pages of the first volume only 23 are given to them and even so a large part of the information is given in the form of footnotes. Solzhenitsyn explains, but unfortunately does not justify, the conduct of the soldiers and officers who turned their weapons against Stalin's despotism.' (Soljenitsyne et la réálité, pp.86-7)

He goes on to say (p.88) that the Soviet leaders are already making use of Russian patriotism:

'Without waiting for Solzhenitsyn's advice, Stalin reintroduced officers' titles and their shoulder boards; he devised new decorations glorifying the generals and marshals of old Russia. Children from infants' school onward are stuffed full of patriotic stories. In all the enterprises and in the army, at the obligatory hours of political education, the glory of Russian arms is sung. The peoples of the USSR are undergoing an artificial russification. Antisemitism is encouraged by the state.

'What more does Solzhenitsyn want from the leaders? To open the churches and allow them to ring their bells? But that bait, the leaders are keeping in reserve, following Stalin's example, only to bring it out in the event of a war.'

We might remember from the first article in this series that Sologdin - the fictional version of Panin in The First Circle - regretted that European chivalry had been kept out of Russia through the thirteenth century Alexander Nevsky's victory over the Teutonic Knights, and argued that Russian Orthodoxy, unlike Roman Catholicism, was a religion of slaves, incapable of standing up against despotism.

SOLZHENITSYN ON VLASOV

In the last article I quoted Panin criticising Solzhenitsyn for not mentioning the revolts that occurred in the work camps in the early 1950s and I pointed out that Solzhenitsyn did write about them in the third volume of The Gulag Archipelago. I should incidentally have said that not only did Solzhenitsyn write about them he was involved in one of them, together with Panin, a riot followed by a hunger strike in Ekibastuz camp in 1952. But this third volume also discusses, and indeed justifies, the Vlasovians. So far as I can see the third volume of Gulag was published in Russian in 1975/6. Panin's Booklet was published in Russian in 1975. Solzhenitsyn says:

'The time has come for us to give our views on the Vlasov movement once again. In the first part of this book the reader was not yet prepared for the whole truth (nor am I in possession of the whole truth; special studies will be written on the subject, which is for me of secondary importance). There at the beginning, before the reader had travelled the high-roads and by-roads of the camp world with me, he was merely alerted, invited to think. Now, after all those prison transports, transit jails, lumber gangs, and camp middens, perhaps the reader will be a little more open to persuasion. In Part 1, I spoke of those Vlasovites who took up arms in desperation, because they were starving in the camps, because their position seemed hopeless (Yet even here there is room for reflection. The Germans began by using Russian prisoners of war only for nonmilitary tasks in the rear, in support of their own troops, and this, you might think, was the best solution for those who only wanted to save their skins - so why take up arms and confront the Red Army head on?) But now, since further postponement is impossible, should I not also talk about those who even before 1941 had only one dream - to take up arms and blaze away at those Red commissars, Chekists and collectivisers? Remember Lenin's words: "An oppressed class which did not aspire to possess arms and learn how to handle them would deserve only to be treated as slaves" (4th Edition, Volume 23, page 85). There is then reason to be proud if the Soviet-German war showed that we are not such slaves as all those studies by liberal historians contemptuously make us out to be. There was nothing slavish about those who reached for their sabres to cut off Daddy Stalin's head (nor about those on the other side, who straightened their backs for the first time when they put on Red Army greatcoats - in a strange brief interval of freedom which no student of society could have foreseen)'. 

He then goes on to a brief account of various revolts that occurred in the context of the war. For example: 

'On August 22 1941 the commanding officer of the 436th Light Infantry Regiment, Major Kononov, told his regiment to their faces that he was going over to the Germans, to join the "Liberation Army" for the overthrow of Stalin, and invited all those who wished to go with him. Not only did he meet with no opposition - the whole regiment followed him! Only three weeks later Kononov had created a regiment of Cossack volunteers behind enemy lines (he was a Don Cossack himself). When he arrived at the prisoner-of-war camp near Mogilev to enlist volunteers, 4,000 of the 5,000 prisoners there declared their readiness to join him ... [He did better than Roger Casement in 1915! - PB]

'Having rightly taught ourselves to disbelieve Soviet propaganda, whatever it said, we naturally did not believe tall stories about the Nazis' wishing to make Russia a colony and ourselves German slaves; who would expect to find such foolishness in twentieth heads unless he had experienced its effects for himself? Even in 1942 the Russian formation in Osintorf attracted more volunteers than a unit still not fully deployed could absorb, while in the Smolensk region and Byelorussia, a volunteer "people's militia" 100,000 strong was formed for purposes of self defence against the partisans directed from Moscow (the Germans took fright and banned it) ...

'I will go so far as to say that our folk would have been worth nothing at all, a nation of abject slaves, if it had gone through that war without brandishing a rifle at Stalin's government even from afar, if it had missed its chance to shake its fist and fling a ripe oath at the Father of the Peoples ...

'this is the crucial question: Ought you, for what seem to you noble ends, to avail yourself of the support of German imperialists at war with Russia?

'Today, everyone will join in the unanimous cry of "No!"

'What, then, of the sealed German carriage from Switzerland to Sweden, calling on the way (as we have now learned) at Berlin? The whole Russian press, from the Mensheviks to the Cadets also cried 'No!" but the Bolsheviks explained that it was permissible, that it was indeed ridiculous to reproach them with it ... Convert the war into a civil war! This was Lenin's proposal before the Vlasovites thought of it ...

'there was a time when, inflamed with martial ardour, we never mentioned the Kaiser in print without the words "ferocious" or "bloodthirsty", and incautiously accused the Kaiser's soldiers of smashing the heads of babes against stones. But let's agree - the Kaiser was different from Hitler. The Provisional Government, though, was also different: it had no Cheka, shot no one in the back of the head, imprisoned no one in camps, herded no one into collective farms, poisoned no one's life: the Provisional Government was not Stalin's government.

"We must keep things in proportion.' 
 
SOLZHENITSYN ON STALIN

a) In the First Circle

It would of course be absurd to suggest that Solzhenitsyn had a soft spot for Stalin; and it would at least seem to be odd if Solzhenitsyn, so anxious while in the United States to distinguish 'Russia' from the Soviet Union, should admit that the Georgian Stalin could have had a streak of Russian patriotism, even a taste for Orthodoxy. And yet this is what he does in the portrait of Stalin he draws in The First Circle. Those who have read the version of The First Circle that became available in the West in 1968 will probably think his Stalin is a crude and unconvincing caricature, especially when compared with the powerful portrait of Lenin in The Red Wheel - published separately as Lenin in Zurich. But the 1968 version of The First Circle with its 87 chapters ('Circle 87') was a truncated version of the original, which had 96 chapters ('Circle 96') and which only appeared in an English translation (as In the First Circle) in 2009.
 

Solzhenitsyn prepared Circle 87 in the hopes of getting it published in the Soviet Union. It is 'anti-Stalinist' in the way that just might have been tolerated in 1964 - One Day in the life of Ivan Denisovich had received Khrushchev's approval in 1962. But Circle 96 was written in 1955, revised in 1957, when there could hardly have been any thought of getting it published, nor indeed of Solzhenitsyn ever having a possibility of engaging in any sort of effective political activity. It includes a chapter reflecting on Stalin's whole life which is not flattering to Lenin and though the unflattering assessment is being made through Stalin's eyes one feels that Solzhenitsyn has some sympathy with it. And one feels that Solzhenitsyn has some sympathy with 'Stalin''s view that the secret of his own strength is that he was closer than the other Bolshevik leaders (the 'pointy-beards') to the real feelings of 'the people':

b) 'Stalin' on Lenin

'Stalin later refused to speak of the "great" February Revolution, but he had forgotten how he himself had rejoiced and sung and winged his way from Achinsk [where he was in exile - PB] ... and done foolish things and handed in at a post office in the backwoods a telegram to Lenin in Switzerland.

'Once in Petrograd, he had immediately agreed with Kamenev that this was it, all that they had dreamed of in their underground days. The Revolution was complete, and all they had to do was consolidate its achievement. This was a time for practical people ... They must do all in their power to support the provisional government.' 

[Stalin's arrival from Siberia with Kamenev and Matvei Muranov is described in March 1917, v.4. The Bolshevik leader in Petrograd at the time was Alexander Shlyapnikov,  a rare proletarian among he Bolshevik leadership, whom Solzhenitsyn treats very sympathetically. Under Shlyapnikov Pravda has been the only paper to take a firm stand against the continuation of the war. Shlyapnikov feels it in his bones that the Bolsheviks should attempt to overthrow the recently formed provisional government. He manages to extract the agreement of his fellow members of the central committee, Molotov and Peter Zalutsky but can't get the support of the other Petrograd Bolsheviks. His position is then completely undermined by the 'Siberians' who take Pravda out of his hands.- PB]

'It was  all so clear to them until that adventurer, who knew nothing about Russia, who lacked all-round practical experience, arrived and - spluttering, slurring, twitching - came out with his "April theses" and created total confusion! Yet somehow he cast a spell over the Party and dragged it into the July uprising! This desperate adventure failed, as Stalin had foretold, and the whole party almost went under with it. And where did the strutting gamecock turn up next? He had saved his skin by fleeing to the Gulf of Finland while the foulest abuse was heaped upon Bolsheviks back home. Was his liberty more valuable than the prestige of the party? Stalin had posed the question candidly at the Sixth Congress but had not obtained a majority.

'Altogether 1917 had been an unpleasant year: too many meetings, eloquent ranters were carried on the crowd's shoulders. Trotsky was never off the stage in the Circus building. Where had they all come from, these nimble-tongued ninnies, swarming like flies onto honey? He had never seen them in exile, never seen them when he was carrying out "ex-es"; they had been idling abroad and now they had come back to yap their heads off and sneak into the front row. Whatever the subject under discussion, they hopped onto it as quick as fleas. They always knew the answer before the question was asked, before the problem arose. They laughed at Stalin openly, insultingly. True, he steered clear of their debates, never sat on platforms. For the time being he was keeping his own counsel. He did not like bandying words, trying to shout an opponent down, and he was no good at it. This was not how he had imagined the Revolution. Occupying important posts, doing a serious job - that was what he had looked forward to.

'They laughed at him, all those pointy-beards, but why was it on Stalin that they loaded all the heaviest and most thankless tasks? They laughed at him, but why did all the others in Kschessinskaya's former palace [the Bolsheviks had installed themselves in the delicate bijou-like palace of the dancer, rumoured to have been a mistress of Nicholas II before he became Tsar, Mathilda-Marie Feliksovna Kschessinskaya - PB] suddenly develop stomach aches and send Stalin to Petropavlovka [the Peter and Paul fortress in Petrograd - PB] when the sailors had to be persuaded to surrender the fortress to Kerensky without a fight and themselves withdraw to Kronstadt? Why? Because the sailors would have stoned, say, Grishka Zinoviev. Because you had to know how to talk to the Russian people.

'The October Revolution had been another reckless venture, but it had come off. Good. Full marks to Lenin there. Nobody knew what would follow, but for the time being, good. Commissariat of Nationalities? Very well, then, I don't mind. Draw up a constitution? Why not? Stalin was sizing up the situation.

'Surprisingly for a year the Revolution looked like a complete success. Nobody would ever have expected it, but there it was. That clown Trotsky even believed in world Revolution and opposed the Brest-Litovsk peace treaty. In fact, Lenin, too, believed in it. Pedants! Fantasists! Only an ass would believe in a European Revolution. They had lived there for years and learned nothing. Whereas Stalin had travelled across Europe once and understood it completely. They should thank heaven that their own Revolution had been a success. And sit quietly. Pause for thought.'

[One can see why Solzhenitsyn liked Harry Willetts as a translator! - PB]

'Stalin looked around with a sober and unprejudiced eye. Thought things over. And saw clearly that these phrasemongers would ruin this great Revolution. Only he, Stalin, could steer it in the right direction. In all honesty, in all conscience, he was the only real leader among them. He compared himself dispassionately with those poseurs, those mountebanks, and he saw clearly his own superiority, their instability, his own staying power. What set him apart from all the others was his understanding of people. He understood them at the point where they touched the ground, at the base, understood that part of them without which they would not stand on their feet and remain standing: Everything higher than that - all the pretences, all the boasts - was "superstructure" and of no importance.

'Lenin, of course, could soar like an eagle. He could amaze you: turn around overnight and say "Let the peasants have the land!" (we can always change our minds later), think up the Brest-Litovsk treaty in a single day (even a Georgian, let alone a Russian, suffered when he saw half of Russia handed over to the Germans, but Lenin felt nothing!). As for the New Economic Policy, it went without saying, that was the neatest trick of the lot; nobody need be ashamed to learn from such manoeuvres. Lenin's greatest gift, the most remarkable thing about him, was his ability to hold the real power tightly in his own two hands. Slogans changed, the subjects of debate changed, allies and opponents changed, but all power remained in his hands and in his hands alone!

'But the man could not really be relied on. He was storing up a lot of grief for himself with his economic policy; he was bound to trip himself up with it. Stalin accurately sensed Lenin's volatility, his reckless impatience, and worst of all his poor understanding, or rather total lack of understanding of people. (He had tested it himself: Whichever side of himself he chose to show was the only one that Lenin saw.) The man was no good at infighting in the dark - in other words, real politics. Turukhan (66º latitude [where Stalin was exiled in 1913 - PB]) was a tougher place that Shushenskoye (54º [where Lenin had been exiled, 1897-1900 - PB]), and Stalin felt himself that much tougher than Lenin. Anyway, what experience of life had this bookworm theoretician ever acquired? Lowly birth, humiliations, poverty, actual hunger, had not been his lot: He had been a landowner, though a pretty small one. He had been a model exile and never once run away! He had never seen the inside of a real prison; indeed he had seen nothing of the real Russia. He had idled away fourteen years in emigration. Stalin had read less than half of his writings, not expecting to learn a great deal from him. (He did of course, sometimes produce remarkably apt definitions: "What is dictatorship? Unlimited sovereignty, unrestrained by laws"  Stalin had written "Good!" in the margin.).' (pp.113-116)

c) 'Stalin' on Holy Russia

And on Orthodoxy, and Russia:

'This was the one doubt that sometimes insinuated itself into Stalin's mind.

'On the face of it, the facts had been proven long ago, and all objections refuted.

'All the same, there was some obscurity.

'Especially if you had spent your childhood in the church. If you had gazed into the eyes of icons. If you had sung in the choir. If you could chant "Now lettest thou thy servant ..." right now without a slip.

'Just lately these memories had for some reason become more vivid in Josif's mind.

'His mother, as she lay dying, had said, "It's a pity you didn't become a priest." He was the leader of the world's proletariat, the unifier of Slavdom - and in his mother's eyes a failure.

'Just in case, Stalin had never spoken out against God; there were plenty of orators without him. Lenin might spit on the cross and trample it; Bukharin and Trotsky might mock. Stalin held his tongue.

'He had given orders that Abakadze, the inspector of seminaries who had expelled the young Djugashvili, should not be harmed. Let him live his life out.

'And when, on July 3, 1941, his throat had dried up and tears had come into his eyes - tears not of terror but of pity, pity for himself - it was no accident that the words that forced their way from his lips were "brothers and sisters". Neither Lenin nor any other others could have uttered those words, intentionally or otherwise.

'His lips had spoken as they had been accustomed to speak in his youth.

'Nobody saw him, nobody knew, he had told no one, but in those first days he had locked himself in his room and prayed, prayed properly, except that it was in a corner without icons, prayed on his knees. The first few months had been the hardest time of his life.

'At that time he had made a vow to God: if the danger passed and he survived in his post, he would restore the church and church services in Russia and would not let believers be persecuted and imprisoned. (It should never have been allowed in the first place; it had started in Lenin's time.) And when the danger was over, when Stalingrad was behind him, Stalin had done all that he had vowed to do.

'Whether or not God existed only God knew.

'Most probably he did not. Because if he did, he was extraordinarily complacent. To have such power ... and put up with it all! How could that be? Leaving aside the deliverance of 1941, Stalin had never noticed anyone but himself making things happen, never felt anyone at his side, elbow to elbow.

'But suppose God did exist, suppose he had power over souls ... Stalin must make his peace before it is too late.. In spite of the heights he had reached. His need, in fact, was all the greater because of that. Because there was emptiness all around him - no one beside him, no one near him, the rest of mankind was somehow far beneath him. So that God was, perhaps, nearer to him than anybody. And also lonely.

'It had given Stalin real pleasure in recent years that the Church  in its prayers proclaimed him the Chosen of God. That was why the Monastery of Saint Sergius was maintained at the Kremlin's expense. No great power's prime minister  got such a warm reception from Stalin as did his docile and doddering Patriarch; he went as far as the outer door to meet the old man and put a hand under his elbow when he took him in to dinner. He had even been thinking of looking perhaps for some little property, a little town house of some sort, and presenting it to the Patriarch. People used to make such gifts, to have prayers said for their souls.

'Stalin knew that a certain writer was a priest's son but concealed the fact. He had asked him, when they were alone once, whether he was Orthodox. The man had turned pale and lost his tongue. "Come on, cross yourself! Do you know how?" The writer had crossed himself, thinking that he was done for. "Well done!" said Stalin, clapping him on the shoulder.

'There was no getting away from it; In the course of a long and difficult life, Stalin had occasionally overdone things. It would be nice to get together a splendid choir and have them sing over the coffin, "Lord now lettest thou thy servant ..."

'In general, Stalin had begun to notice in himself a curious predilection not just for Orthodoxy. Now and again he felt the tug of a lingering attachment to the old world, the world from which he himself had come but which he had now spent forty years destroying in the service of Bolshevism.

'In the thirties, for purely political reasons, he had revived the word "motherland", obsolete by then for fifteen years and almost obscene to the ear. But as the years went by, he had begun to take genuine pleasure in using the words "Russia" and "motherland." It had helped to put his own power on a firmer basis. To sanctify it, so to speak.

'In earlier days he had carried out Party policy without counting how many of those Russians were expended. But gradually he had begun to take more notice of the Russian people and to like them, a people that had never betrayed him, had gone hungry for as long as it was necessary, had calmly faced all difficulties - even war, even the camps - and never once rebelled. They were devoted; they were pure in heart. Like Poskryobyshev [Stalin's private secretary and gatekeeper - PB], for instance. 'After the victory Stalin had said quite sincerely that the Russian people had a clear mind, strength of character, and staying power.

'In fact, as the years went by, Stalin's own wish was to be taken for a Russian himself.' (pp.145-148)

STALIN AND NICHOLAS

By ruthlessly suppressing all opposition, by unleashing a Russian national, and even Russian Orthodox sentiment, and by refusing to kowtow to his Western allies, Stalin preserved the state which emerged after the war vastly stronger than it was before the war. Of course, despite the subjective taste for things Russian Solzhenitsyn ascribes to Stalin, the state in question was still the Soviet state, not Russia, a state which was in Solzhenitsyn's eyes as much a prison for Russians as for all the other nationalities. Nonetheless in these respects Stalin was doing what Solzhenitsyn believes the government should have done in 1917, when the necessary repression of revolt could have been much less brutal. The Reflections are largely a polemic against Nicholas II. And what does he reproach in Nicholas II? In the famous essay in From Underneath the Rubble Solzhenitsyn called for national repentance, and elsewhere he defends Ivan the Terrible because, unlike his non-Orthodox successors (Solzhenitsyn has it that the Russian Orthodox tradition, certainly as far as the government was concerned, was largely destroyed by the schism in the seventeenth century), Ivan was capable of repentance. But here he argues that Nicholas was fatally weakened by his own remorse for the massacre of January 1905. And he reproaches Nicholas for his excessive Christianity:

'The government had lost the February Revolution even before it started. We have to see there the results of the trauma of 1905, of that lamentable 9th January. Never could the sovereign forgive himself that fatal bloodletting. Now above all else he feared using the armed forces against his own people too soon and more than would be necessary ...

'All the preliminary orders given to those in charge of the capital, all the decisions taken during those days, derived, in the case of the Tsar, from his love of peace, eminent characteristic of a Christian, fatal for the man in charge of a great Empire. Hence the extreme ease with which the bloodless revolution of February triumphed ... but alas, what it cost us, that ease and that love of peace (even today we haven't finished paying the price!).'

One of the most moving passages in The Red Wheel has Nicholas withdrawing after he had signed the abdication to pray. We might compare it with Solzhenitsyn's picture of Stalin praying in the immediate aftermath of the German invasion. Stalin's prayer, however, seems to have been more effective ...

FROM TSARIST TO BOLSHEVIK: THE CASE OF ALEXANDER SVECHIN

In The Red Wheel, the fictional character Vorotyntsev, central figure in August 1914, is part of a group of 'young Turks' - military men anxious to reform the army. The group also includes as a particular friend of Vorotyntsev's, the non-fictional character, Alexander Svechin. In August 1914 and November 1916, Svechin appears as a régime loyalist, deeply unhappy about the incompetence of the military leadership and the Tsar but nonetheless arguing against Vorotyntsev's less than loyal thoughts - without wholly revealing his mind to Svechin, Vorotyntsev is tempted by the idea of obliging the Tsar to abdicate, and this facilitating a separate peace with Germany.

In March 1917 (vol 3, p.183), Svechin has been seconded to the Stavka - the army HQ - and arrives at the time of the the abdication, which had followed an orchestrated campaign of letters addressed to the Tsar byt the leading military chiefs. Svechin finds the situation even worse than he had imagined:

'The main feeling Svechin experienced in those days was bitterness, a shame such as he had never felt, even at the time of the worst operation of this war. the whole Supreme Command of the Russian army - the Tsar, a bevy ('brelan' in the French. It actually means a 'hand' in a game of cards) of important generals, then anyone to do with leadership - they were nothing but a collection of weaklings. Instead of, as military men should, taking the situation in hand and showing their strength, they had all sought as best they could the means of slipping into the background and giving way. From a military point of view, what was insurgent Petrograd? A disorganised, unarmed, hungry, trapped mass, what's more locked up in the worst possible geographical situation. The rebel battalions were a collection of untrained half-soldiers with less than half a rifle between any four of them and ignorant which end was used to load it. One couldn't even speak of a superiority of the army at the front over Petrograd: any sort of comparison was impossible. The profound quiet on the front would enable anything up to half a million men to be removed straightaway, but thirty thousand would have been more than enough.'

He blames the Tsar:

It couldn't be a matter on the Sovereign's part of simple errors in the choice of men. No, even acting totally at random he should, following the theory of probabilities, make some mistakes but nonetheless appoint some men of value ... It was, rather, an error of doctrine, of the theory and the spirit in which the command had been raised, a sort of Schlieffen in reverse [Alfred von Schlieffen, leading German strategist in the period leading up to the 1914 war - PB]: the art of ensuring that one would be encircled, beaten and forced into a quick surrender. And the unfortunate instruments of this anti-Schlieffen doctrine were first of all the Sovereign and Alexeyev [Mikhail Vasiliyevich Alexeyev, the Chief of Staff - PB].'

Nonetheless when Nicholas arrives, after his abdication, to say goodbye to the Stavka, Svechin finds himself moved to pity.

It is surprising after all that to read in brief biographies at the back of the book:

'Svechin Alexander (1878-1935). General in the Stavka. Joins up with the Bolsheviks, historian and military theorist, professor in the Frunze Academy [the Soviet military academy, formerly the Academy of the Chief of Staff - PB]; arrested for the first time in the early thirties, then definitively: shot.' Wikipedia has it that his second arrest was in 1937, he was executed in 1938 and rehabilitated in 1956. 'His work Strategy became required reading at Soviet military schools.'

THE LOGIC OF THE RED WHEEL

It is a source of frustration to me that the final part of The Red Wheel - April 1914 vol 2 - has not yet been published in a French translation. The first volume of April 1917 appeared in 2009 so I have been waiting seven years. I'm told it will appear in the next year or so. Then we will see if the ending in April makes sense in terms of a rounded work of art. Solzhenitsyn's original idea had been to take the story through to 1922 and just as August 1914 has a number of shortened 'knots' giving the prehistory of the events he describes, notably the assassination of Stolypin, so I understand that April 1917 vol 2 will have a number of summary 'knots' telling the subsequent story. The logic of the novel as it stands could almost be the logic Svechin must have (may have? will he appear in April 1917 vol 2?) followed. Somewhere, but I can't put my hand on the quotation, Solzhenitsyn says that in 1917 power was thrown like a flaming ball from hand to hand until it reached hands tough enough to hold it. The hands of course were Lenin's.

Without saying that Solzhenitsyn would have approved of Svechin's logic I think he would have understood it. He knew what became of Svechin but he portrays him sympathetically. Russia in 1917 stood on the brink of total collapse - like the collapse suffered by the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires, and in our own time by Iraq and Libya. The Bolsheviks created a state. At that particular moment none of the other forces in Russian society proved capable of establishing a state.

The logic is reminiscent of the great counter-revolutionary tract Considérations sur la France by Joseph de Maistre.
 For the most part the Considérations is a defence of the monarchy and of the Church, capable as they are, unlike the Republic, of inspiring love. His essay De la souveraineté du peuple - un anti-contrat social begins with this masterly sentence: 'The people is sovereign. Over whom is the people sovereign? Over the people. So the people is subject.'
 But the Considérations, published in 1797, includes a defence of the Jacobin terror: 

'If one thinks about it carefully one will see that once the revolutionary movement was established, France and the monarchy could only be saved by Jacobinism.'

Revolutionary France was faced by a coalition of hostile powers which purported to want to re-establish the monarchy but which clearly had no interest in the wellbeing of the French state: 

'The King never had any allies; and that is a fact so obvious that we can say in perfect confidence that the coalition was aimed against the integrity of France. So how could the coalition be resisted? By what supernatural means could the efforts of the whole of Europe gathered together be broken? Only the infernal genius of Robespierre could achieve this prodigy. The revolutionary government hardened the soul of France, by soaking it in blood; it enraged the minds of its soldiers and doubled their strength through a fierce despair and scorn for life which bordered on madness. The horror of the scaffolds pushed the citizens to the limit, fed their physical force to the extent that it broke down all internal resistance. All life, all wealth, all power was in the hands of the revolutionaries; and this monster of power, drunk from blood and success, a terrible phenomenon the world had never seen before and doubtless will never see again [! - PB] was at once a horrific punishment imposed on the French people and the only means by which France could be saved.' (pp.31-32)

And de Maistre yields nothing to Solzhenitsyn in the contempt he expresses for the pre-Revolutionary élite.

Solzhenitsyn expresses sympathy for the Whites and the peasants and later Vlasovites who resisted Bolshevik rule but he must have known that the overthrow of the Bolsheviks could only have meant collapse and that, under the circumstances he describes so powerfully created by the February Revolution, the state could only be reconstructed through terror. He criticises Stalin's lack of preparation for war in 1941, but the Soviet Union could not have won the war without a strong industrial base, posing the question whether such an industrial base could have been developed sufficiently rapidly by means other than the terrible means employed by Stalin. The one member of the Provisional Government for whom Solzhenitsyn expresses real respect in the Reflections (and he has a lot to say about him in The Red Wheel) is Andrei Ivanovich Shingarev, the Minister of Agriculture. He says:

'All the acts of this government measured according to the needs of the time could almost be regarded as jokes. Only the reforms envisaged by Shingarev to the food supply, more radical than those of Rittich which he himself had attacked, showed any degree of ambition and through them we already begin with horror to see the requisitions imposed by the Bolsheviks.'

The image of a flaming wheel occurs throughout The Red Wheel (especially in the early pages when the poet and novelist hasn't been quite overcome by the historian). It is of course an image of the approaching Evil but it is also an image of the inevitability of the course of events. As he says, however, in the interview quoted at the beginning of this article, it wasn't entirely inevitable. There was nothing inevitable in the appearance in the midst of it all of a man, or two men, or three men, of political genius. And there was an alternative. Following the logic of Solzhenitsyn's own argument that alternative was total collapse. Libya in 2011. 
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