~bt Nt\tt lork limts look It
OCTOBER 26, 1975

SECTION 7

~

..

•

TJ:!e Gulag Archipelago

By PATRICIA BLAKE
It is good that the second volume
of "The Gulag Archipelago" should
appear in English within months of
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's recent political pronouncements in the United
States. Uneasiness among many of
his admirers grew into dismay as
he offered instruction, judgments and
proposals intended to revet:se the
course of East-West relations. His appearances on public platforms and
on TV presented the spectacle of a
writer genuinely persuaded that he
might change the minds of politicians
by the force of the Word. The stirring
hyperbole of his Nobel Prize lecture"one word of truth shall outweigh
the whole world"-was being put to
the test. It was cause · for wony;
the passage from inquiry to advocacy,
from exposition to exhortation, from
literature to politics (or proselytism)
has disabled many a Russian writer,
including Gogo! and Tolstoy. "Gulag
II" comes to us now as a reminder
of Solzhenitsyn's immutable achievements.
Patricia Blake has edited several
collections of Russian literature in
transiation and is writing a biography
of Solzhcnitsyn.
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1918-1956. An Experiment in Literary Investigation.
By Aleksandr I. Solzheilitsyn.
.
Volume 11.
Translated from the Russian by Thomas P. Whitney.
Illustrated. 712 pp. New York: Harper & Row.
Cloth,_$15. Paper, $2.50.

In "Gulag" Solzhenitsyn leaves it to
his s ubject to convey its own imperatives. As the subtitle suggests, "Gulag''
is an attempt to investigate, and to
present in the ·language of literature,
the institution of mass police terror
that Lenin and Stalin introduced in
our century. The evidence includes
the testimony of _over 200 victims
interviewed by So1zhenitsyn, who himself spent eight years in the "archipelago" of camps and prisons run by
GULAG the Central Labor Camp Administr~tion. Although it has become
the fashion to dismiss "Gulag" as
"nothing new,". this is, in fact, the
first time the entire range of the
calamity has been recounted-and by
a great writer, a great Russian writer.
With the exception of a few early,
pioneering studies·:• conducted in the
West, which were necessarily limited
in scope, until now individual memoirs
by former prisoners have been the
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chief source of our knowledge of the
camps. The authors have usually been
foreigners repatriated after serving
their terms, often Poles arrested by
the Russians on Soviet-occupied Po_lish
territory after 1939, when Hitier and
Stalin divided Poland between them.
Only rarely have these informants
gone beyond their own immediate
expenence. In "Gulag I," however,
Solzhenitsyn documented the establishment of institutionalized terror
by Lenin. He traced the development
of the punitive legal system and mapped out the nationwide expansion of.
the archipelago under Stalin, when
successive waves of prisoners (victims
of enforced collectivization in 1929,
of t-he Great Purges of the 1930's,
*For example: " La Justice Sovictique" by
Mora and Zwiemak, Rome, 194.5; " Forced
Labor in Soviet Ru3sia'· by Dallin and
Nicolaevshy , New Haven, 1947; " L'lnstitution Concentrationnaire en Russie, 19301957'', by Burton, Paris, 1957.

So/zhenitsyn when a prisoner in the
Kaluga Gates Camp, Moscow, July,
1946. Background map marks sites of
Russian Destructive-Labor Camps.

and of postwar repatriation of P.O.W.'s
and other Soviet captives in Germany)
passed through the "island waterways" via "ships" (prison trains) to
innumerable "ports" (transit prisons).
"Gulag II" resumes the recital of
woes in medias res. Readers confronting it without the historical background ·prov:ided by "Gulag I" may
find themselves shocked by unanticipated-horrors and discomfited by the
high pitch of indignation the author
carries over from his previous narrative. An introduction summarizing the
first volume would have been useful
in preparing the innocent for this
journey to the house of the dead.
The subject of "Gulag 11'' is slave
labor camps. Solzhenitsyn estimates
that, in any one year under Stalin,
10 to 15 miUion men, women and
children over 12 were imprisoned in
the vast "extermination factories" that
were scattered from one end of the
nation to the other. Solzhenitsyn distinguishes between the prisons described in "Gulag I," where work
was not
Continued on Page 18

A ragbag of history continued

The Age of
Napoleon
A History of European Civilization
From 1789 to 1815.
By Will and Ariel Durant.
Illustrated, 872 pp. New York:
Simon and Schuster. $17.50

By ]. H. PLUMB

,

On they go, the Durants, telling
what they believe to be the Stoty
of Civilization. Well promoted, neatly
packaged, their books sell massively.
However, I suspect they are but rarely
read from cover to cover. Probably the
Durants do not intend that their books
should be, for their technique is very
much biased against a steady read. I
suspect the books are merely used by
school-children for a potted paragrap.'l
on a project, or pickE'd up to fill in
an idle ten minutes by those who
have succumbed to the alluring blurb
or to a sycophantic reviewer. At such
a level, the Durants are, in a sense,
most accomplished. But their publishers promote them as historians ~f
• outstanding genius and, although th1s
is no longer so widely believed as
it was, such serious claims must be
treated seriously.
First the claims. The Durants' book,
according to the JIUblisher, "is at once
a masterpiece and ·an enduring classic"
to which they have brought their
genius and skill. Never has the Emperor been portrayed more fully, furthermore the authors re-create the life,
the ~rt, the science, the manners,
the morality of the age. The book,
therefore, is a great synthesis that
illuminates the interaction between
Napoleon and his age. In truth, this
book is a ragbag of history, bits
of brightly colored silk, bits of drab,
entangled in a confused ball of twine
that passes for a narrative. But ragbags often surprise and delight, and
so do the Durants from ' time to time.
Although lhe book as a whole contains
no powerful narrative line, nor, indeed,
any well developed structure, the Durants can maintain a quick, clear narrative in their two to three page sections.
They possess a shrewd eye for a
telling quotation and are master and
mistress of a breathless, rushing style
that perhaps, fortunately, rare~y gives
the reader time to pause and consider
what has been written.
Indeed, their system is geared to
the short-term reader. Each chapter
is broken up into sections which run
to about 1500 words: there are, for
example, nine sections of approximateJ. H. Plumb is professor of history
at Cambridge University.
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ty this length which deal w1th "Life

Under the Revolution" in which over
five times the space is devoted to
·sexual morality than to the poor.
Indeed the twenty-one lines devoted to
the proletariat is ludicrous in its casual
superficiality. In tbe far longer section
on "sexual morality," the Marquis
de Sade takes only a few words less
than the proletariat.
Every section of this chapter is
festooned with useless generalizations,
which could apply to most eras and
most countries of modern Europe, or
inaccurate generalizations, or both,
such as "We hear of homosexuality
among college students during the
Revolution, and may presume its popularity in ja'ils." The first half could
apply to any society, any age; the
latter is • inaccurate-for most men
· and women were kept in jail for
a comparatively short time in 18th
century Europe; they were executed,
sent to the gallows, physically punished, or released; if debtors, who
might, it is true, be kept in for years,
they were allowed wives and families.
Facts which anyone professing to
write about the 18th century ought
to know. This is not a matter of
first importance, but it is typical of
the book. The generalizations, untrue,
half-true or flabby, festoon the book
like Spanish moss.
Just as the authors rarely stop to
ask whether their descriptions are
typical of any age, or only of Napoleon's, so they rarely bother to
assess the nature of evidence. They
repeat that during the Revolution,
wigs were "made, in many cases,
from the cut tresses of gui11olined
young women." The source is a deeply
conservative historian, Paul Lacroix,
who wrote in 1884; but. it creates
a frisson, therefore why throw away
what is most probably untrue-if unprovably untrue?
However, there are i:1r deeper faults
tnan slipshod scholarship. One is a
· tendency to• fatuous irrelevance. The
book has to be a long book. Although,
according to the, publishers, "nevE'r
has the Emperor been treated so fully," he and his Empire are dispatched in about a half the book,
and this includes the French Revolution. So we have to cross the Channel
for a long description of Britain which
is largely potted biography. It includes
brief lives-two, three or four paragraphs long-of scores of Englisl.t politicians,
philosophers,
economists,
scientists, and longer discussions of
literary fig~res. Jane Austen gets two
and a half pages, of which one is a
weak: precis of "Pride and Prejudice.''
The Lake Poets, however, get chapters, including one on Coleridge as
tht> sage of Highgate 1816-34, and
another on Wordsworth from 1815-50.
By then France and Napoleon are

beginning to seem light-years away,
and it is an effort to remember that,
some two hundred pages previously,
the r.tory of Napoleon stuck at
1811. Taken up again with Britain's
struggle agamst Napoleon, we move
forward to 1812, only to embark on
a long tour, largely of the cultural
life of those countries, plus Spain,
that were to defeat Napoleon at the
Battle of Leipzig, which permits potted
lives of Beethoven, Weber, Overbeck,
Fichte, Hegel, Humboldt, and almost
anyone else who figures in a biographical dictionary, and so we move
on to Waterloo by routes so circuitous
that it has taken tens of thousands
of unnecessary words.
Words that could have been far
better spent. What, nowadays, does
the sophisticated general reader, let
alone students in high school and
college, expect from a book which
purports to describe and explain the
Age of Napoleon? First, that it should
be abreast of modern scholarship. Here
the Durants fail lamentably-they appear not to have heard of Cobb, Kaplow, Knapton, Cobham, Huftor..,
Hampson, Markham, to name a few
of the leading Anglo-American hish>rians of .this period. Apart from Soboul
and Lef~bvre, the Durants seem devoid
of any knowledge of mOdern French
scholarship on the Revolution and
on Napoleon, although it .i s massive.
The result of this ignorance cannot
be dismissed as peripheral; not only
do they, time and time again, misjudge
men, events, movements and inst>itutions, but they also fail to ask the
most important historical questions.
Any student, any general reader,
will want to know why, and not
merely how, Napoleon succeeded as
he did, which requires a consideration
-not given here--of the effects of
war on economic structure, on government and on social psychology. And
again, any student will wish to know
how far Revolutionary and Napoleonic
France succeeded in changing the
structure-social, economic, strategic
and intellectual-of the countries she
occupied for so long-questions that
go unanswered.
There is no need for popular history
to be as shoddy as this. Felix Markham, in a "Life of Napoleon" one
fifth or less the size of this book,
produced an exceptionally entertaining life of the Emperor-compulsively readable, yet se11ious, profound
and totally professional, as well as
popular. Christoph~r Herold's "Age
of Napoleon," written entirely for a
p~pular audience, also shows t:hat
standards of scholarship can be maintained no matter how large the audience. Anyone who can call this
an historical masterpiece would be
capable of ranking "Portnoy's Complaint". with "War and Peace." •

Freedom at
Midnight
By Larry Collins and

Dominique La Pierre.
Illustrated. 572 pp. New Yorll:
Simon and Schuster. $12.50.

By /AMES CAMERON
No worse luck could have befallen
-a book recalling the deeply moving
story of India's achievement of freedom from an outside ruler than for
it to make its appearance so soon
after that freedom had suddenly and
brutally been destroyed from within.
There is a very cruel irony in this
that no one could have possibly foreseen.
It .is probably too soon to say that
India's democracy died untimely in
its 28th year. It is also clearly too
late to hope that it can survive and
grow uncrippled, because what happened to Mrs. Gandhi's India between
the conception of this book and its
birth would have rocked even the
most mature political society, and India's was always fragile and insecure.
Overnight "Freedom at Midnight,"
which should have been a salutation,
turned into a requiem.
All this gives an especial poignancy,
and perhaps even importance, to the
book in question, whose very title
now has unintentionally sad undertones of mockery. Those of us wh~
have been ineradicably involved in
India for generations-including the
very period this book defines-must
now read it less critically than nostalgka'lly, as though that Midnight of
1947 had been a century ago. Indeed
to me, who personally shared that
moment of hope, it almost seems
as though that were so.
.
However, this is a book and not
a lament. The celebrated and successful double-act of Larry Collins and
Dominique Lapierre, historians-in-ordinary to the 20th century, who have
already encapsulated (far from the
right \ word) the liberatjon of Paris
and the siege of Jerusalem, have now,
in the 'publisher's words, "re-created
the tumultuous days in which a subcontinent and its 400,000,000 people
became free, only to find that the
price of their fEeedom was partition,
war, riots, and murder. Their subject
is the end of the British Raj and
the birth of independent India and
Pakistan."
It is a stupendous subject. The independence of India from the British
James Cameron,· a British journalis~.
is author of "An Indian Summer."
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'shed in Russian, in Paris, the tions would inevitably be lost in
translation. But the translation
ollowing month.
"The
American
edition is insensitive to the rhythms of
bot1ld -have -appeared iimmedi- -stnightforward. -English -speech
ely after the Russian," he and stumbles along with an
mplains in "The Calf." "I odd, foreign gait. The footad done everything for that," notes are inadequate to explain
1e continues, "but the manu- the vast number of unfamiliar
ript I had dispatched in 1968 references, acronyms and outad been reduced to dust by. landish borowings from the
rwo or three cold, mercenary Russian, of which zek (prisonople brought up in the ways er) is perhaps the least objecf the West. The American edi- tionable. The biographical notes
ion came out six months later; supply the last thing the
his delay is the only reason American reader needs: the
hings turned out as they did." patronymics of persons men:olzhenitsyn is ref-erring t-o his tioned in the book.
rest, ross of Sovi-et citizenship
Still, Solzbenitsyn br-eaks
b d deportation in February through the language barrier
974. He insists that the Soviet by the force, it seems, of his
eaders would have been will to bear witness. For the
Jesitant to move against him sake of presenting unmediated
'if an America bad been read- testimony, be put aside the
ng 'Gula~· Qy the New Year." fictional _genre in which he exBoth volumes of "Gulag" cels. Although "Gulag" is unrave been delayed by transla- mistakably the work of a
'on problems: "Gulag II" ap- great V(riter, some have la>ears in English nearly a year mented Solzhenitsyn's progreslfter the French and German sion from "The First Circle"
~itions . The British <
translator and "One Day in the Life of
!.fichael Scammell was called Ivan Denisovich" to the docupon to make revisions in the mentary mode of "Gulag." A
.ranslation of the complete work reply was suggested in a letter
that Thomas P. Whitney ap- he wrote to his editor, Alexk>arently undertook in 1968. ander Tvardovsky: "My ways
While the translation of "Gulag are those of a convict, of a
II" is better in every respect prisoner at hard labor. I will
!han that o! "Gulag I," it say plainly that I belong as
;carcely approximates Solz- much to the camps as I do to
enitsyn's lively, richly collo- Russian literature and that I
!1Uial style. The author's use owe them as much. There is
f f-olk and eoncentr.ation camp where 1 was formed, and for
diom and his linguistic innova- all time." •

