

































































































































































Polyinka, young, slender and blonde, is sent
by her mistress, owner of a fashionable dress-
making establishment, to buy some lace and
buttons at Paris Novelties, a dry-goods shop.
The salesman who waits on her describes the
various items in stock, but every now and then
we hear a personal note that tells us he is in
love with the girl and is jealous because she
is taken with someone else, a student.

The conversation between the two builds
around a playful contrast of the articles on
sale and confessions of love. But the story,
instead of making you smile, makes you feel
sad as you go on reading.

At the same time that the salesman tries to
conceal his own emotions, he has to hide
Polyinka from sight when she bursts into
tears. Aloud he says, “We have two kinds of
lace—cotton and silk,” and in an undertone,
“For God’s sake, dry your tears, there’s some
one coming this way.”

In the story the humor serves to underline
the sadness, just as the salesman’s confused
shop talk accentuates Polyinka’s sobs.

Biting Satire

Tracing Chekhov’s creative path, one is im-
pressed by the firmness with which the writer
turned down those publishers and editors of
humor magazines who insisted that he confine
himself to the droll and the entertaining.
While still young he was writing bitingly
satiric stories which exposed bureaucrats and
bootlickers.

Pages of books by the mature Chekhov are
filled with charming pictures of the Russian
countryside written in a clean, terse style, with
none of the traditionally florid “descriptive-
ness”. Against this unadorned background of
natural beauty he depicts the sordidness and
emptiness of the life of his time, without goal
or meaning.

A character in one of his plays says, “Some-
times when I lie awake I think: Lord, thou
hast given us enormous forests, boundless
fields and great vistas. Living surrounded by
all this we should be giants.”

“Brevity is Talent’s Sister”

Chekhov sketched the most diverse types of
characters in the Russia of the 19th and early
20th centuries. He portrayed the intellectual
in A4 Dull Story, Teacher of Literature, and
The Black Monk; the merchant in Three Years
and his other novelettes. He chose characters
who resented the existing order, who dreamed
of a better world, located not in the heavens
but on their native earth.

He discarded long descriptions and detailed
editorial comments to explain the behavior of
his characters—a resort of the insensitive
writer who does not credit his readers with
sufficient intelligence to draw their own con-
clusions. Chekhov aimed at a pithy and suc-
cinct style. He practiced his own well-known
dictum “Brevity is talent’s sister.”

Chekhov’s great force lies not alone in his
own genius but in his faith in the reader’s
ability to perceive, feel and grasp all that the
writer wishes to say through his characters. He
believed that an idea must not be obtrusively
thrust into a story but must unfold naturally
with the characters and the plot.

His themes and characters are most diverse.
But for all their difference they have an inner
unity and a pervasive motif. Wherein does
happiness lie? How can it be found ?—this is
the keynote and underlying theme of all
Chekhov’s work.

In one of his stories, he wrote, “A harmoni-
ous duet alone does not make for personal
happiness. What is needed is a harmonious
trio with life itself as the third party. But life
never enters into an alliance. It always goes
its own way.”

The point Chekhov was making is that it is
not enough for a man and woman to love each
other. Life, too, must love them. The tragedy
of Chekhov’s heroes is that their love of life
remains unrequited. Bigotry, money-grubbing,
mercenary self-interest, exploitation, red-tape,
falsehood and violence—all these were the
typical order of things in pre-revolutionary
Russia. The happiness that Chekhov’s heroes
dreamed of came up sharp against an ugly,
mocking reality.

The best of his characters are not satisfied
with a placid, sheltered and smug “happiness”,
simply an enjoyment of the comforts of life.
They say, “A comfortable and undisturbed
existence is not happiness.” Happiness comes
with freedom to create, with the effort and
labor to build. It does not come with spiritual
complacency and indolence. Teacher of Lit-
erature, one of Chekhov’s most typical stories
has this as theme.

Teacher of Literature

Nikitin, a teacher of literature, seems to get
everything he wants. He loves Masha, she
returns his love, they get married. Only two
years ago he was a student living in cheap
lodgings. Now he is a respected teacher in the
high school with a lovely bride, and a fine
dowry of a house, 20 thousand rubles in cash
and an estate thrown in. Life is pleasant,
comfortable and very snug, he thinks,
sprawled on the Turkish divan in his study.

Masha turns out to be an efficient and eco-
nomical housekeeper. When she finds a piece
of stale cheese or sausage in the cupboard she
unfailingly finds a use for it. “They’ll eat it
in the kitchen,” she says. Her whole world is
centered in her home and family.

Nikitin and his wife are a harmonious duet,
but not a trio, for life does not enter into an
alliance with them. They have fenced them-
selves off from life. They live only for them-
selves, with no interest in anything and any-
body else.

One night Nikitin returns from his club in
bad humor. He had lost twelve rubles at
cards and as he paid up, his partner had re-
marked that he “wallowed in money,” obvi-
ously referring to the dowry. It gives Nikitin
an unpleasant feeling. The money, and the
rest of the dowry had come to him without
effort, so had his happiness come, without
effort. And suddenly all of it turns sour.

As he comes home, he sees his wife, matron-
ly and self-possessed, taking a sip of water to
wash down candied fruit. At her side is a
fluffy white cat purring away. It is all peaceful
and placid—and unendurable.

“He thought that, besides the soft lamplight
smiling upon that tranquil domestic happiness,
that besides the narrow world in which he and

that cat over there lived so peacefully and
sweetly, there was another world. . . . And
passionately, to the point of anguish, he
longed for that other world so that he would
himself work somewhere, in a factory or work-
shop, hold forth from a speaker’s platform,
compose, publish, tire himself, suffer. . . .

This is Chekhov’s vision of happiness—dis-
turbing, exacting, irreconcilable with Philis.
tine smugness—a longing for free and creative
labor.

One of his notebooks has this entry: “You
must have decent, well-dressed children, and
your children, too, must have a good home
and children, and their children also children
and good homes, and what for—the devil
knows.”

A home, comfort, good clothes, all these, of
course, are essential, but they do not make up
the whole meaning of life. Nikitin feels suf-
focated in his stuffy, Philistine world. “... To
run from here, run today, otherwise I shall go
mad!” he writes in his diary.

The Bride

Nadya, the heroine of The Bride, the last
story Chekhov wrote, also has to make her
choice between a life of comfort and well-fed
indolence and one that is a search and strug-
gle for real happiness. On the surface, Andrei,
her fiance, seems a good match—handsome,
distinguished-looking, with an elegant turn of
phrase. But when he speaks of his love, it
seems to her as though she had read it all
before in an old-fashioned novel.

One day Andrei takes her to the house
where they are to live after their marriage.
She sees a gleaming parquet floor, furniture
upholstered in bright blue, and a massive gilt
frame displaying a nude. She is repelled by
the ostentatious luxury.

Andrei puts his arm around her waist and
speaks rapturously of the happiness that awaits
them but she is conscious only of the op-
pressive vulgarity around her.

To marry this idler in love with himself, to
look at the nude in the gilt frame every day,
to lead an empty life of leisure—this is to be
her life. We are prepared to have her bid
farewell to dreams of a fuller and happier life.

But Chekhov would have her end the story
differently. On the eve of the wedding Nadya
breaks off her engagement and leaves town.
She leaves happy, her thoughts on a future
full of unknown promise in which she will
study, work and become mistress of her own
destiny.

In Chekhov’s last play The Cherry Orchard
written after Sea Gull, Uncle Vanya, and
Three Sisters, the heroine also breaks with her
life of empty idleness. Her own and her
friend’s young voices are gay and challenging
as they cry, “We greet you, new life!”

This is the motif of Chekhov’s work. He
was not a man to reconcile himself to prosaic
existence. He sat in ruthless judgment on those
who stagnated in their self-complacent little
worlds, who thought only of their own small
selves. Chekhov’s finest characters spurn such
an existence. They are intent on changing
their lives, they are searching for a happiness
that is an essential part of this world. They
live in a world of turmoil and of struggle and
of endless quest.
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no gooseberry bushes, no duck pond. There

was a river, but the water in it was the color
of coffee because the estate lay between a
brickyard and bone kilns. But my brother
Nikolai Ivanich was not a bit disconcerted by
this. He ordered two dozen gooseberry bushes
and settled down to the life of a country
gentleman.

Last year I paid him a visit. I thought I
would go and see how he was getting along.
In his letters my brother gave his address as
Chumbaroklova Pustosh or Himalaiskoye. I
arrived at Himalaiskoye in the afternoon. It
was very hot. There were ditches, fences,
hedges, rows of fir trees everywhere, and I
couldn’t figure out how to drive into the yard
and find a place to leave my carriage. As I
walked toward the house a ginger-colored dog
as fat as a pig came out to meet me. I'm sure
he would have barked if he had not been so
lazy. The cook, who was also as fat as a pig,
came out of the kitchen, barefoot, and said
her master was having his after-dinner rest.
1 made my way to my brother’s room and
found him sitting up in bed, his knees cov-
ered by a blanket. He had aged and grown
stout and flabby. His cheeks, nose and lips
were pendulous—I half expected him to grunt
into the blanket.

We embraced and wept—tears of joy min-
gled with sadness—to think that we had once
been young and were now both gray-haired
and approaching the grave. He put on his
clothes and went out to show me his estate.

“Well, how are you getting along here?”
1 asked.

“All right, thank God. I'm doing very
well.”

He was no longer the poor, timid clerk, but
a real landowner, a gentleman. He had settled
~down to country life and was really enjoying
it. He ate a lot, washed in the bathhouse and
was getting fat. He had already gotten_into
legal tussles with the parish, the brickyard
and the bone kilns, and took offense if the
peasants did not call him “Your Lordship.”
Like a good landowner, he looked after his
soul and performed good deeds pompously,
never simply. And what good deeds! He
would dose the peasants with bicarbonate of
soda and castor oil for all their ailments, and
on his name day he would have a special
thanksgiving service held in the middle of the
village and treat the peasants to half a bucket
of vodka. which he thought the right thing to
do. Oh, those horrible buckets of vodka! One
day the fat landlord hauls -the peasants to
court for letting their sheep graze on his land,
and the next, if it’s a holiday, he treats them
to half a bucket of vodka, and they drink and
sing and shout hurrah and lick his boots in
their drunkenness. A change to good eating
and idleness develops the most insolent com-
placency in a Russian. Nikolai Ivanich, who
had been terrified of having an opinion of his
own when he was in the government service,
now uttered nothing but platitudes, and these
in the tone of a minister of state. “Education
is essential, but the people are not ready for
it yet.” “Corporal punishment is harmful as
a rule, but in some cases it is beneficial and
indispensable.”

“I know the people and I know how to
treat them,” he said. “The people love me.

I have only to lift my little finger and the
people will do whatever I want.”

And all this, mark you, was said with a
kindly smile of wisdom. Over and over again
he repeated: “We, the gentry,” or “speaking
as a gentleman,” and seemed to have quite
forgotten that our grandfather was a peasant
and our father a common soldier. Even our
family name—Chimsha-Himalaisky—in real-
ity so absurd, now seemed to him sonorous,
distinguished and delightful.

But my point does not concern him so
much as myself. T want to tell you what a
change came over me in those few hours 1
spent on my brother’s estate. While we were
having tea in the evening, the cook brought
us a plateful of gooseberries. These were not
gooseberries bought for money; they came
from his own garden and were the first fruits
of the bushes he had planted. Nikolai Ivanich
laughed with joy and for a full five minutes
looked at the gooseberries with tears in his
eyes. Speechless with emotion, he popped one
into his mouth and glanced at me in triumph.
like a child who has at last been given a
longed-for toy, and said:

“Delicious!”

And he ate them greedily, repeating over
and over again: “Simply delicious! You try
them.”

They were hard and sour, but, as Pushkin
said: “The illusion which exalts us is dearer
to us than a thousand sober truths.” I saw
before me a really happy man, one whose
dearest wish had come true, who had achieved
his aim in life, had gotten what he wanted,
and was content with his destiny and with
himself. There had always been an element
of sadness in my idea of human happiness,
and now, confronted by a happy man, I was
overcome by a feeling of sadness bordering
on despair. It weighed on me particularly at
night. A bed was made up for me in the room
next to my brother’s, and I could hear him
moving about restlessly, every now and then
getting up to take a gooseberry from the plate.
How many happy, satisfied people there must
be after all, I said to myself. What a suffo-
cating force it is! Just look at life—the arro-
gance and idleness of the strong, the ignorance
and bestiality of the weak, horrible poverty
everywhere, overcrowded dwellings, degen-
eracy, drunkenness, hypocrisy, lying . . . . Yet
in all the houses and in all the streets there
is peace and quiet. Of the fifty thousand peo-
ple who live in a town, there is not one who
would cry out, who would give vent to his
indignation aloud. We see the people going
to the market for food, eating by day and
sleeping by night, prattling away, getting mar-
ried, growing old, following their dead to the
cemetery. But we do not hear and we do not
see those who suffer, and what is terrible in
life goes on somewhere behind the scenes.
Everything is peaceful and quiet, and against
it all there is only the silent protest of statis-
tics: so many go mad, so many gallons of
vodka are drunk, so many children die of mal-
nutrition. . . . And this, obviously, is what we
want. Apparently those who are happy can
only enjoy themselves because the unhappy
bear their burdens in silence, and if it were
not for this silence, happiness would be im-
possible. It is a kind of universal hypnosis.

There ought to be a man with a hammer be-
hind the door of every happy man, to remind
him by his constant knocks that there are
unhappy people and that however happy we
may be, life will sooner or later show its
claws and some misfortune will befall him—
sickness, poverty, loss—and nobody will see
it, just as he now neither sees nor hears the
misfortunes of others. But there is no man
with a hammer, and the happy man goes on
living and the petty cares of life touch him
lightly, like the wind in an aspen tree, and all
is well.

That night I understood that I, too, had
been happy and content. I, too, while out
hunting or at the dinner table, had held forth
on the right way to live, to worship, to govern
the people. I, too, had declared that without
knowledge there can be no light, that educa-
tion is essential, but that bare literacy is suf-
ficient for the common people. Freedom is a
blessing, I had said, as necessary as the air
we breathe, but we must wait. Yes, that is
what I had said, and now I ask: Why must we
wait? Why must we wait, I ask you. For
what reason? Don’t be in such a hurry, they
tell me, every idea is realized gradually, in
time. But who says so? Where is the proof
that it is so? You refer to the natural order
of things, to the law governing all phenomena,
but is there order or logic if I, a living,
thinking creature, should stand on the edge
of a ditch and wait for it to be gradually filled
up or choked with silt, when I could jump
across it or build a bridge over it? Tell me
again, why must we wait? Wait, when we
have no strength to live and yet must live and
are full of the desire to live!

I left my brother early the next morning,
and from that time on I have found it im-
possible to live in town. The peace and quiet
oppress me, and I am afraid to look into win-
dows, because there is now no more dreadful
spectacle for me than a happy family sitting
around a table having tea. I am old and no
good for the struggle, I am not even capable
of feeling hatred. I can only suffer inwardly,
get irritated and worked up; at night my
head burns with the rush of ideas and I cannot
sleep. . . . Oh, if only I were young. If only
I were still young!

—Abridged
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behind this impartiality is a profound hatred of complacency, banality,
arrogance, and a deep love for man.

It is Panova’s belief that “without material of his own drawn from a
life which he himself has lived deeply, a writer’s talent is an empty thing
of no social value.” Reading her novels you have the conviction that

everything she writes about she has herself experienced keenly and
deeply.

Her Own Life

“My childhood was barren,” writes Vera Panova in her autobi-
ography. It was the decade that Gorky called the most disgraceful in
history of the Russian intelligentsia—a period of brutal reaction that
followed the defeat of the first Russian Revolution of 1905-1907, a
period when philistinism and fear choked everything that was living.
This is how Panova remembers her childhood and adolescence in Ros-
tov-on-Don where she was born in 1905.

She lost her father when she was very young. Her mother went to
work in an office. Poverty and hardship dogged the family. But the
girl found her joys too, in play and in books. Gogol and Pushkin fired
her imagination. She began writing poetry when she was eight and
prose when she was nine, certain she was going to be a writer. Because
they were so poor her mother could not give her an education and she
had to struggle hard to teach herself.

Her interest in writing led 17-year-old-Vera to a job on the staff of
Trudovoi Don, a paper published in Rostov in the early twenties. There
she picked up experience writing feature stories, reporting and doing
make-up. She also began to write short stories.

Her reporting assignments took her around the country to factories
and farms, to the site of the farm machinery plant being built right in
Rostov and to remote villages in the mountains of the North Caucasus.
All these different impressions called for a larger outlet than brief news-
paper items,

Panova felt that the people she was writing about, with their creative
efforts, their joys and their despairs, their loves and their losses, should
be speaking for themselves. So she began to write plays. But she was
soon convinced that what she had to say could best be said in story
form. Companions was the proof.

Panova’s writing is a constant experimentation, a search for new
forms. Each of her novels is strikingly different from those that came
before. Looking Ahead is a story about workers in a Urals factory.
Bright Shores is a novel about farmers. Seasons of the Year spans two
generations—the one which came to maturity during the Revolution of
1917 and the Civil War and their children who grew up in the years
after the Second World War. Seryozha is the story of a small boy whose
world is that glowing one of happy childhood, of play and of wonderful

presents.
Seryozha’s Story

What Seryozha treasures most is the kindness and the fairness of the
adults around him. He thinks his new father, Korostelev, is the best
and wisest man in the world. The child, disturbed and frightened by
the death of his great-grandmother, asks his stepfather: “Will we all
die?” Korostelev understands what is going on in the boy’s mind.
“No, we won’t die,” he tells him. “You needn’t be afraid. I'll see to it
that you don’t die.”

The author seems to have found the precise point of correspondence in
the perceptions of the child and the adult. Although we see the episodes
of the story from the point of view of a six-year-old boy, the author
manages nevertheless to make her own attitude toward the characters
quite clear.

One day the uncle of Seryozha’s playmate comes to town. He is a sea
captain and a romantic figure to the children in his blue and white
uniform. Even when he calls his nephew a rascal and a good-for-nothing
who should be whipped, the children envy Vaska for having such an
uncle. After the captain leaves, taking Vaska with him, the children
long remember his stories and talk about the “rose-colored, singing
world” into which he has carried off their friend.

This incident is introduced to point up the difference between the
two men, even though the captain and Korostelev never come in contact
with each other. Through them Vera Panova portrays two differing
attitudes to life, two ways of rearing children, One is the way of wise
and patient understanding, of loving kindness; the other the cruel and
tyrannical way of the whip.

Another misfortune befalls Seryozha when his parents decide to move
to Kholmogory in the North where living conditions are hard. They
plan to leave Seryozha with his Aunt Pasha because he is frail and
because there is small Lyonya, Korostelev’s own son, to be looked after.
But to Seryozha life in Kholmogory, no matter how hard, would still be
easier than to be left behind by his parents.

“He was ready and willing to share all the hardships, even yearned
to endure them. Whatever happened to them would happen to him
too. No matter how he tried to persuade himself otherwise, Seryozha
could not shake off the feeling that his parents were leaving him behind
because they did not want to be burdened with a sickly child. His heart
told him that if they really loved him he would not be a burden to
them.”

This doubt of his parents’ love and the resentment against his mother
will leave the boy with emotional wounds that will never heal. Not
Seryozha’s mother but Korostelev senses this.

“Seryozha stood to one side in the falling snow. With all his strength
he remembered his promise and only sobbed now and then—long,
desolate, muted sobs. And one single tear forced its way down his cheek
and sparkled in the light of the street lamp. It was a difficult tear, not
a baby’s tear but the tear of a boy, a bitter, burning, proud tear wrung
from his heart. Unable to stand it any longer, he turned and walked
toward the house, bent with grief.”

In that moment of Seryozha’s hopeless despair Korostelev is suddenly
aware of how deeply the child is hurt. “Stop,” he shouts to the driver
and drags Seryozha into the car.

Her Latest Novel

Vera Panova seems at times to lose her sense of the whole, the total
environment, so completely does she look at the world through the eyes
of her character, in much the way that Chekhov does. But never for a
moment is she dishonest, she never loses sight of the essential truth of
her characters. For to her, “in art nothing that compromises artistic
truth is to be tolerated.”

Her latest book is Sentimental Novel, a story about the people who
built socialism—the generation that fought in the Civil War, suffered
material deprivation, lived through the unemployment of the twenties
and the hardships of the beginning of the first five-year plan, but who
held to the ideal of communism under the most adverse conditions.

Shura Sevastyanov, the hero of Sentimental Novel, had lost his parents
and suffered from want before he was 19. Happiness for him seemed a
long way off. His life was the labor exchange and jobs he could get as
porter or messenger or as a hand in a cardboard factory where he was
ashamed to be the only boy working in a room full of girls.

He wasn’t afraid of work; what he wanted was man’s work. He was
aware that a new world was being built out of this hardship and suffer-
ing, that freedom and comradeship and the determination were all there
to build this good life and that there were no limits to what could be
done with such building material.

In Sentimental Novel the author points up not alone the hardships of
those years when Sevastyanov was starting his adult life, but the drive
and enthusiasm with which young people surmounted difficulties and
personal disappointments to build a new society.

On the surface Sentimental Novel is the story of Sevastyanov’s love
for Zoya, but probed more deeply it is the biography of the common
people, the inconspicuous heroes of the time. It is the story of the
Revolution that brought light and knowledge to millions like Sevast-
yanov. The hero says to himself: “Human beings have accumulated so
much. They have populated and built up the earth with houses, words
and feelings. How wonderful it is to be able to contribute to all that!
One must leave something behind that’s worth being treasured.”

There Vera Panova might have been speaking of her own work. The
future will treasure her writing for its faith in the Soviet man, in his
strength and his devotion to the great ideals of his time.

The author now lives in Leningrad. She spends her mornings working
on a new novel The Streets of Leningrad. “l want to write a gay story
about the people of our city,” she says. “Although I was not born and
brought up in Leningrad, I have come to love the city. I like the out-

lying districts in the early morning with their buildings and chimneys

and yellow and orange smoke.”

The city and the people—the metal plant she visited a while ago, a
police station where she spent a holiday evening, a court case she sat in
on—all this and many other personal observations is the raw material
for Vera Penova’s new work.
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LENIN
through the eyes of his

contemporaries

the word, unnatched in this respect. We were always conscious of
his friendly, attentive eye and his readiness, most tactfully, to help
a comrade in difficulty. When he spent time with close friends it al-
ways meant the heartiest kind of talk and the merriest laughter. He
had a remarkable gift for singling out the personal characteristics of
each comrade and for approaching him accordingly. The only things
he would not tolerate were hypocrisy, posing and phrase-mongering.

He spent all his energy, his great mind in the service of the great-
est of revolutions the world had seen. A little while before his last
fatal illness, barely recovered from a previous painful attack, he said
to me with a diffident smile: “Yes, I think I must have shouldered
too great a load.” This he said as though he were asking a question.
Dying, he still questioned whether his life’s work had been sufficient.

TEACHER OF THE YOUNG PEOPLE

Yevgenia Gerr

Yevgenia Gerr fought in the October Revo-
lution and the Civil War. She heard Lenin
make his famous speech to the Third Congress
of the Young Communist League in 1920.

LENIN stepped to the edge of the stage, looked closely at the intent
faces and said in a quiet voice:

“Today, I should like to talk about the fundamental tasks of the
Young Communist League, and in connection with this, I should like
to consider what, in a general way, youth organizations in a socialist
republic should be like.”

The hall became even quieter than it had been and Lenin went on
as though he were talking to each one of us and to all the youth in
the country directly:

“The tasks of the youth and the Young Communist League can
be summed up in one word—learn.”

To be frank not all of us grasped the full meaning of the word.
Many delegates had come to the Congress straight from the front,
others from factories and plants, still others from the villages. To-
gether we had fought the enemy, worked, carried on propaganda, done
an endless number of things every day. Without thought of self, we
had been putting all our strength and feelings into building a new
world. It had seemed to us that this was the limit of our task. And
suddenly we were being told—learn!

Lenin saw our bewilderment. In words simple and easy to under-
stand, sometimes repeating what he had already said, emphasizing
the sense of the most profound theoretical propositions with examples
from our everyday life, from the struggle of the working people, he
explained what communism meant and why communist society could
be built only on a foundation of science, of the knowledge mankind
had accumulated.

“But this society can be built only by workers and peasants,” he
said. “The older generation won Soviet power and thereby provided
all the conditions for the construction and the triumph of communism.
But it is the generation now fifteen or twenty years old that will
build the communist society and will live in it.”

Lenin’s words left a deep impress on our hearts and minds. To
learn communism meant stubbornly and persistently to learn mathe-
matics and chemistry, history and building technology; to combine
this knowledge with productive work at factories and farms; to be-
come educated people and workers; to devote all our strength for the
victory of communism.

We listened to Lenin, and from a dream of a far off, hazy future,
communism became a tangible living thing which we could build,
could create.

ARCHITECT FOR THE FUTURE
Ivan Zholtovsky

After the October Revolution the prominent architect
and member of the Academy of Sciences lvan Zholtovsky
worked on city planning and rebuilding. He helped to
draw up the first plan for the reconstruction of Moscow
described in this excerpt from his memoires.

BY 1918 the necessary offices had been set up in Moscow to plan

and direct the city’s reconstruction—an architectural drafting
office, a legal division and departments for above-ground and below-
ground work.

. . . In talks with us, Vladimir llyich placed great stress on plant-
ing greenery in the city. He thought we ought to allow for a great
many green spots in planning Moscow anew. He advised us to study
the European capitals—London with its big green Hyde Park, Paris
with its Champs Elysées, Vienna with its picturesque Ring. Vladimir
Ilyich wanted to provide Muscovites with a permanent reservoir of
health-giving fresh air and for this purpose he suggested that we
plant greenery on the embankment of the Moscow River.

. . . Listening to him I could clearly envision the beautiful city
that Moscow of the future would be.

. . . He often spoke of our obligation, as the city was rebuilt, to
preserve the ancient and priceless architectural monuments that the
artistic genius of the Russian people had created. He took occasion
at these times and others to stress the importance of the cultural
legacy and the use that must be made of achievements in science,
technology and art.

. . . In one of our talks Lenin spoke of the direction of develop-
ment of Soviet culture and expressed himself vigorously on true
beauty in art. We must, he said, proceed from the beautiful as the
basic pattern for artistic development in a socialist society.

PEASANT-MESSENGERS

Maria Skrypnik

Maria Skrypnik was Secretary of the
Council of People’s Commissars (the na-
tional government) during Lenin’s lifetime.

EVERY DAY, from morning till evening, 1 saw dozens of people

who had come from the provinces to see Vladimir Ilyich. They
sat in the reception room at the Council of People’s Commissars,
patiently waiting to be received. Despite all reasoning, they refused
to go back home until they had seen Lenin, even if only from a
distance.

Some of them, after being received, asked the secretary for “a
paper” that would declare that so-and-so had actually been received
by Lenin. Most generally, such a document had to be issued to
peasant-messengers, who would take it up reverently, like a holy ob-
ject, wrap it in a clean rag and stow it inside their shirts.

At the time those peasant-messengers who had seen Lenin and
heard his wise advice were held to be the foremost men in the villages
and people in heavy homespun garments would flock from miles around
to hear a man “who had visited Lenin and spoken with him.”

TROUBLE IN THE VILLAGE
Stepan Gil

Lenin’s Chauffeur

NE SUNDAY, as usual, I drove Vladimir Ilyich far out of town.

Vladimir Ilyich liked to stop in an unfamiliar place to talk with
peasants he might meet. That’s what happened that morning in the
village of Bogdanikha where we stopped.

Vladimir Ilyich got out of the car and walked over to the huts.
A group of poor peasants came toward him. One was an old man
who had been a peasant-messenger and recognized Lenin. He told his
fellow-villagers and they crowded round Vladimir Ilyich and the dis-
cussion began.

Continued on page 12











































































































































































































































































article spoke of the large numbers of Moscow
workers who were using the service for a
pleasant Sunday family excursion to Kiev. A
flight like it runs between Moscow and Lenin-
grad and is so popular that seats have to be
booked well in advance.

A whole page of this issue was devoted to
books. This was a special feature requested
by readers. The response was excellent. We
got more than a thousand letters in the ten
days after publication. We printed some of
the most pertinent—one of them complained
that the reader hadn’t been able to find cer-
tain children’s books in the stores. We checked
with the publisher to find out why and com-
mented editorially.

Each issue covers a wide range of news and
feature subjects—from the latest world de-
velopment to a review of a current movie. But
our paper is not merely a mirror in which life
is reflected objectively, it takes an active hand
in changing, transforming, improving life.
Our papers have an important responsibility
as teachers, an honored responsibility, empha-
sizes the Communist Party.

If we can judge from circulation figures,
Izvestia has its readers’ approval. The num-
ber of our subscribers has steadily grown. It is
near the two million mark now, with another
half-million copies sold at newsstands all over
the country. Our illustrated Sunday supple-
ment, Nedelya (The Week), has a very big
circulation. We estimate that Izvestia reaches
some seven million people every day, figuring
conservatively that three persons read every

copy.
Planning the Issue

Our editorial board meets daily to plan the
issue. The board decides what goes into the
issue—there are none of these “orders from
above” that some foreign commentators like
to speculate about. Our conferences, though
brief—there is no time for endless debate on
a daily paper—are more often than not very
lively, sometimes heated, sessions. These are
individuals with different approaches and
strong convictions whose collective function is
to react speedily to the urgent news of the
day, and to present the news intelligently and
interestingly.

It goes without saying that Soviet jour-
nalists wholeheartedly support communism
and the Soviet system. We believe that real
freedom in creative work can come only with
the ideological understanding that foresees
and shapes the future. We guide ourselves by
communism as a philosophy and a way of life.

The editorial board is wholly responsible
for the paper. In addition to the editor-in-
chief and his assistants it includes the heads
of departments—foreign, economics, agricul-
ture, literature and so on. The staff reporters

At the request of USSR [llustrated Monthly,
popular Soviet cartoonist Ivan Semyonov sketched
his impressions of the editorial offices of Izvestia
at work. Semyonov visited the United States in

« 1958 and was made an honorary member of the

Association of American Editorial Cartoonists.

come to the department heads with ideas
prompted by their contact with people and
situations.

Here is an instance taken at random out of
my own experience. I wrote a story I called
Human Relations. It was based on a rather
simple incident I learned about during a trip
to Leningrad—about a man who almost didn’t
get married to a girl he loved because she
worked at the “unglamorous” trade of wait-
ress. It occurred to me that this situation
illustrated a hangover of the past with its false
social groupings, a contempt for people who
worked in the service trades—waiters, domes-
tic workers, and the like. I collected a good
deal of material on the subject and asked the
editorial board what it thought. The board
liked the idea and so did the readers, judging
from the very large letter response.

Letters to the Editor

It was the composer Glinka who said that
the people create music, the composer merely
writes the score. The same thing could be said
of a newspaper. The readers give us our
ideas and subjects—they do it very directly
with a continuous stream of letters to the
editor. Our daily mail from readers runs to
1000 or more. Each letter comes from a par-
ticular individual, with particular ideas, wants,
needs and with interests that are as different
and as varied as people themselves are.

A blacksmith from the Zaporozhye Region
writes us. He ponders over the word “nobil-
ity” and points out that in the past, as the
root shows, the word meant people of aristo-
cratic birth. We still use the term but its
meaning has changed. And here is what this
Zaporozhye blacksmith thinks the meaning is:

“I believe that he is noble who is free from
the feeling of envy and rejoices as much
in the happiness of other people as he does in
his own. A noble individual would never get
material profit at the expense of some other
person. Everything he possesses and benefits
from is the product of the work of his hand
and brain. Moreover, he is always willing to
share his knowledge and skill with other
people. He is fully aware of the great truth
that to give brings more joy than to acquire
for one’s self alone.”

And here is another letter. It comes from
Alma-Ata, the capital of Kazakhstan, and is
written by an accountant who complains about
the management of the factory he works for.
They could, he writes, manufacture their prod-
ucts with less labor and materials but the
management pays no attention to the many
suggestions made by the workers. He wants
us to do something about it. And of course
we do.

We call up our correspondent in Alma-Ata
and ask him to interview the letter writer
and check on the facts. If they are true, we
publish the letter and have the management
of the factory called to account.

Readers Dictate the Editorials

A number of our columns other than “Let-
ters to the Editor” get much of their material
from readers’ communications. Qur column
titled “The World of an Intellectual”—which

describes how a real intellectual thinks and

talks, as contrasted with the person who pre-
tends to knowledge he is too lazy to acquire,
gets a good deal of mail. So does “Ideas on
Education” from parents and teachers.

Letters often will dictate our editorials. Re-
cently we received one from a group of work-
ers at the Frezer plant in Moscow which was
concerned with the quality of consumer goods
on sale in the stores. The letter went on to say
that in the past when we were building up our
industry and recovering from the war damage,
our factories were mostly concerned with
quantity. When housing and clothing are in
short supply people must make do. But these
difficulties are ancient history and with indus-
try and farming moving ahead so fast, we
ought not to be satisfied with quantity alone.
Our main job is quality—more durable, more
attractive and more serviceable products.

The Frezer workers suggested the slogan
“Soviet Made Means Perfectly Made.” We
liked the slogan and used it as a banner head
for the letter. It brought in a large number of
replies. Several of them complained about the
quality of shoes being turned out. We called
a conference of footwear workers, shoe sales-
men and factory heads at which we discussed
all aspects of shoe production. We ran a sum-
mary of the conference under the head
“Make Big Strides Forward with Good-Look-
ing Shoes.”

Follow-Up on Criticism

Our press exerts a good deal of influence.
Soviet law makes it incumbent on government
officials and bodies at all levels to react with-
out delay to press statements on matters that
lie within their province. When government
bodies or officials are criticized, they are re-
quired to inform the public through the press
whether they think the criticism justified, and
if so, what measures they are taking to cor-
rect the situation. It is the job of the news-
paper to keep the public informed of progress.

Not long ago our paper carried a good many
letters from readers complaining about the
number of documents and references that had
to be presented by a person when he applies
for a job or has to take care of some kinds
of official business. After a study of the matter
by a government body, a decision was reached
that cut a lot of the red tape in these matters,
to everybody’s great satisfaction.

The fact that our articles have weight and
influence makes our responsibility a heavy
one. It is a basic precept with us that a fact
published is one which the writer has care-
fully checked as true and one for which he
is ready to answer. There is no room in our
paper for unsubstantiated rumor, gossip or
distorted information. Nor do our papers
print anything which does not measure up to
the ethical standards our society demands of
us. We do not, for example, feature sensa-
tional murder or crime stories with their lurid
details.

The Izvestia building is located on the big
square in Moscow named after Alexander
Pushkin. A statue of the poet stands in the
square. The people will long revere his mem-
ory, reads the phrase carved into the pedestal,
because his poetry aroused their finer sensi-
bilities. We too, in our way, and with our
more modest craft, work toward the same end.
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VIRGIN SOIL UPTURNED

By Mikhail Sholokhov

He scooped a handful of wheat from the cornbin and sprinkled it
round the window.

All morning Razmyotnov had been grim and somber. The prepa-
rations for the sowing were not going well. Davydov had been called
away to the village, Nagulnov had ridden out into the fields to make
a personal inspection of the land that was to be sown, and by mid-
day Razmyotnov had managed to have a terrible row with two of the
team leaders and the storehouse keeper. When he sat down at the
table at home and, forgetful of the cabbage soup getting cold in his
plate, started watching the pigeons, his face lightened somewhat under
the ruddy tan it had already acquired from the searing winds of spring,
but his heart grew even heavier.

Smiling wistfully with misty eyes he watched the beautiful young
hen-pigeon greedily pecking at the wheat while her sturdy mate kept
running round in circles in front of her, displaying tireless energy
without pecking a single grain.

Twenty years ago he, Andrei Razmyotnov as young and sturdy as
this cock-pigeon, had preened himself before his sweetheart. Then
had come marriage, service in the army, the war. . . . With what
terrible and disappointing haste had life swept by! Thinking of his
wife and son, Razmyotnov murmured sadly: “I didn’t see much of you
when you were alive, my dear ones, and I don’t visit you often now.”

The cock-pigeon did not have time for food that brilliant April day.
And neither had Andrei Razmyotnov. His eyes were no longer misty
hut blinded with tears as he stared out of the window and saw not
the pigeons, not the tender blue undertones of spring but the sad image
of the woman whom he had once loved. He had loved her more than
life itself, it seemed, and yet he had never known the fullness of that
love. Black death had parted them twelve years ago on just such a
sparkling April day as this.

Razmyotnov munched a piece of bread with his head sunk low over
his bowl, for he did not want his mother to see the tears rolling slowly
down his cheeks and adding salt to the soup that was oversalted al-
ready. Twice he lifted his spoon, and twice let it fall on the table from
his strangely weak and shaking hand.

It sometimes happens in life that human happiness and even the
brief happiness of birds rouses not envy in a wounded heart, not a
condescending smile but agonizing, grief-filled memories. . . . Razmy-
otnov rose resolutely from the table turning his back to his mother,
put on his padded jacket and crumpled his sheepskin cap in his hands.

“Lord be with us, mother, but I don’t feel like eating today somehow.”

“If you don’t want cabbage soup, shall I give you some porridge and
buttermilk ?”

“No, I don’t want anything.”

“Are you in trouble, dear?” his mother asked warily.

“What trouble! I'm in no trouble. I was once but it’s all over
now.”

“You’ve always been so close-mouthed, Andrei. You never tell your
mother anything, never complain. You seem to have a heart of stone.”

“You brought me into the world, mother, so you’ve only yourself to
blame. That’s the way you made me and there’s nothing I can de
about it.”

“Go along then,” said the old woman compressing her faded lips
in offense.

Razmyotnov went out of the gate, and turned not right, toward the
Village Soviet, but left, into the steppe. With a swinging, unhurried
stride he cut straight across the fields toward Gremyachy Log, where
since times long past only the dead had known a crowded but peaceful
dwelling. The graveyard was unfenced. In those difficult years the
dead were not in favor with the living. The old blackened crosses were
crooked or fallen, some lay face downward, others face upward. Not
a single grave was tended and the east wind sadly stirred dead weeds
on the clayey mounds and ran womanishly caressing fingers through
the strands of wilted colorless wormwood. A mingled scent of decay,
rotting grasses and thawed black earth hung persistently over the
graves.

The living feel sad in any graveyard at any time of the year, but the
keenest grief dwells there constantly in early spring and late autumn.

Razmyotnov followed a cattle track across the northern boundary
of the graveyard where it had once been the custom to bury suicides,
halted beside a familiar grave with sunken edges, and removed the cap
from his gray bowed head. Only the larks disturbed the pensive stillness
of this forgotten scrap of earth.

Why had Andrei come here on this spring day of brilliant sunshine
filled to the brim with awakening life? To stand clenching his short
strong fingers and gritting his teeth and to stare with half-closed eyes
beyond the misty rim of the horizon, as though striving to discern in
that hazy distance his unforgotten youth and short-lived happiness?
Perhaps so. The dead but beloved past can always be seen well from a
graveyard or in the dumb shadows of a sleepless-night.
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INCOME TAX
ABOLISHED

revenue had to come from taxes. The country’s economy had to be
reconstructed almost from the ground up and a foundation of heavy
industry laid. The young republic had to build almost without credits
and loans from abroad. Its only funds were its own domestic reserves,
so that part of the personal funds of Soviet citizens had to be invested
in the country’s future.

As the economy developed and its productive income grew, taxes
on the population accounted for a smaller and smaller share of govern-
ment revenue. During the Second World War, a national defense tax
was introduced temporarily and other taxes increased. The defense
tax was abolished in 1945 when the war ended.

Tax reduction has been consistent government policy. In 1953 the
Supreme Soviet passed a law reducing the agricultural tax on collective
farmers by 60 per cent. In the years following, the number of those
required to pay income taxes was cut. A good many other people no
longer had to pay the tax previously required of bachelors, spinsters,
and those with small families. The savings for the population came to
an annual 13 billion rubles.

This new bill schedules the gradual abolition of taxes altogether.
This is to be done in stages between now and 1965. First to be free
of taxes will be people in the lower income brackets. This is in line
with general government policy—to bridge the existing wage gaps by
gradually bringing the wages of the lower-paid categories of industrial
and office workers up to the level of those in the middle categories and
bringing the wages of those in the middle categories up to the
level of the higher-paid people. This is fair and equitable procedure.

The Premier’s report cited estimated tax savings for the Soviet citi-
zen of approximately 74 billion rubles annually by 1966, a significant
addition to real wages and a higher living standard.

More Consumer Goods

Tax abolition and higher family income create more purchasing
power. The retail stores must therefore stock full shelves. The seven-
year plan provides, accordingly, for large-scale expansion of the light
and food industries. Between 80 and 85 billion rubles, or more than
twice as much as in the previous seven years, has been earmarked for
new consumer goods production facilities. Output of consumer goods
over 1958 is to be increased by between 62 and 65 per cent.

Consumer goods are being turned out at a faster annual rate than
that scheduled by the seven-year plan. In 1959 more than 21 billion
rubles’ worth of manufactured articles and foodstuff over and above
the planned figures were produced for retail sale.

The volume of sales has risen sharply. In 1959 it was 709.6 billion
rubles, 47.6 billion more than in 1958. This year another increase of
about 56 billion rubles is expected.

Nikita Khrushchev said in his report that the country faces the task
of meeting the growing demand for goods. This demand will be met very
much sooner than had been figured on earlier. It is planned to saturate
the domestic market with both foodstuff and manufactured goods.

The target figures for the first two years of the plan were overful-
filled. Time saved means money saved—more than a billion rubles.
That additional sum has been invested in capital construction in the
sugar, meat and textile industries.

Also available because of savings are some 25-30 billion rubles
more than had been originally figured on for capital investments in
the textile and shoe industries and their raw material sources.

In the course of the seven-year period consumer demands for food,
clothing and footwear will be met and to spare. By the plan’s end the
Soviet Union will have overtaken the most highly developed capitalist
countries of Western Europe in per capita consumption of many major
consumer items. The task then will be to catch up with and surpass

the United States in per capita consumption of textiles, footwear and
other goods by 1970.

Corollary of a high living standard is the short workday. The Soviet
Union has done much to reduce working time while increasing wages.
In the past two years chemical, nonferrous metals and other industries
have switched to a shorter workday and a new and better pay schedule.
They followed the lead set by coal and iron and steel. Today about
16 million Soviet people work a 7- or 6-hour day.

Shorter Workday—Higher Wages

The new law specifies that during 1960 all other industrial and office
workers are to make the same switch, this without any cut in wages.
Quite the contrary, in a majority of industries wages are on the rise,
especially for lower-paid workers.

The law was drafted and introduced by the government and the
USSR Central Council of Trade Unions. It is characteristic of social-
ism, said Deputy Alexander Volkov, Chairman of the State Com-
mittee on Labor and Wages, that a shorter working day does not mean
a drop in production. More commonly it means a rise. Higher pro-
ductivity with a shorter workday does not come from speedup but
from labor-saving machinery and devices that make work faster and
easier.

In the USSR a remarkably large number of people make efficiency
suggestions to help improve the machinery they work with. Last year
alone more than 2,000 new types of machines were designed and manu-
factured and more than 1,400 automatic and semi-automatic machines
and production lines and conveyors were set up. All told more than
three and a half million efficiency suggestions were submitted.

By the end of 1962 factory and office workers will be working a
40-hour week and beginning with 1964 will come the gradual transfer
to a 6- or 5-hour day—the shortest workday in the world.

The ways in which to spend this new leisure time are infinite,
and the facilities for putting it to good use are within everybody’s reach
in the USSR. Books, newspapers, radio, television, motion pictures,
the theater, music and sports are part and parcel of Soviet life.
The country now has more than 500 professional theaters, 90,000
motion picture installations, some 400,000 libraries and 250,000
community centers and the number keeps growing.

The trade unions carry on a large educational and cultural program
at palaces of culture, clubs and libraries of their own. Last year their
amateur groups put on a million or more performances. The unions
run more than one thousand adult education centers called “People’s
Universities” at which half a million workers attend classes in literature
and the arts. '

The People Speak

Deputies by the score from all parts of the country took the floor
to speak in favor of both bills. Nikofor Kalchenko, deputy from the
Ukraine, said that the tax law would put an added nine billion rubles
into the pocketbooks of Ukrainian workers.

Deputy Vera Ivanova from Moscow said that the people in her
factory had been working a 7-hour day for more than two years now.
She noted that wages had risen in the meantime. “Our factory is a
good example of the way living standards keep going up. In the past
few years five big modern apartment houses have been built to house
700 families of workers at our plant.”

Pyotr Bykov, excavator operator from the Urals, Chelyabinsk Region,
said that the miners in his town of Korkino were all for the new bills,

Zhumabek Tashenev, deputy from the Kazakh Republic, spoke of the
historic significance of the law to abolish taxes. “It is one of many illus-
trations” he said, “for the whole world to see, of the advantages of
the socialist system.”

The Soviet parliament received thousands of letters and telegrams
enthusiastically approving the bills. “We are proud of our beloved
country and what socialism can do for our people,” read a telegram
from workers in an electric clock factory in Leningrad. Oil refinery
workers from Omsk telegraphed, “we have just heard a radio broad-
cast of Nikita Khrushchev’s speech. Abolition of taxes and the short
working day is possible only in our country, the country that is build-
ing communism.”

Altogether appropriate to this session of the USSR Supreme Soviet
with its emphasis on peace and the better life was the time it convened
~—in spring, a season filled with the promise of new growth.
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the lyric quality of the fairy tale sung, sometimes they sound as though
each of the characters were introducing his own musical theme! Very
expressive is the description of the scene where Morgunok discovers
that his horse has been stolen. Nearly all the verse in this section is
built around a single rhyme. That together with the cadence of the re-
peated phrase “And the horse is gone” leave an unforgettable image
of the poor peasant’s despair.

The final section of the poem is a picture of a collective farm bril-
liantly peopled with three-dimensioned characters. There is the village
handicraftsman Grandfather Danila, an endless practical joker but also
a wise man when the occasion requires wisdom. Portrayed are the wo-
men whose strength and beauty are enduring despite hardship and priv-
ation. There are the young people faced with great new choices who
push aside the old and petty village rivalries and jealousies.

Vasili Tyorkin

By the time the war broke out, Alexander Tvardovsky was one of
the most widely-read Soviet poets. From the first days of the war he
served as correspondent. Together with the troops he covered thousands
of miles during the bitter months of retreat, during the great offensives,
during the liberation of the country and during the thrust to Berlin.
Reporting events at the front lines he wrote innumerable articles and
sketches and verses which appeared in army and Moscow papers. To-
ward the end of the war he completed a new large poem, Vasili Tyorkin.
It was first published serially in newspapers and magazines.

Tvardovsky created in this poem so lifelike a character that readers
by the thousands mistook him for a real man—one of many unnoticed
war heroes. The people wrote to the newspapers asking: “Who is this
Vasili Tyorkin? Where is he fighting? At which front? With which
regiment?”

Vasili Tyorkin, of course, had the features of many soldiers, qualities
borrowed from many people. He was a composite of the men Tvardov-
sky had seen in action, but the writer had fused and merged them into
the living character, the Soviet soldier defending his country against
the Nazi invasion. Why were so many people persuaded that the char-
acter was real? Perhaps because one would have to look hard to find
in wartime literature a figure that more fully and sharply embodies the
Russian character. In scene after scene Tyorkin is placed in situations
where he must make decisions—situations in which war often places a
man—and in each case he makes the choice that one would expect a
man with his concept of duty and his principles to make.

Many of the incidents show Tyorkin a fun-loving hearty fellow, one
who has been around, whose initiative, knowledge, steadfastness have
come the hard way, through experience. He has learned to take obstacles
in stride. He does everything without fanfare, so simply that you almost
believe it the most natural thing in the world for him to down an enemy
plane or swim across a freezing river in the late fall.

Alongside an incident that portrays him as a simple-hearted prankster
is another where he looms as heroie, almost larger than life-sized. This
is artful contrast, of course. Folk art and folklore reflect the many-sided
spirit of the people they spring from. We have the same juxtaposition
there of crude farce with magnificent saga and lyric song.

Here we have Tyorkin playing a mad prank with an unexploded shell
and then we see another Tyorkin who engages Death in a profound and
subtle debate. He lies wounded and freezing on the battlefield. Death,
bending over him, tries to persuade him not to cling to life, pictures the
futility of his returning home a cripple, staring helplessly at the ruins
of his home. Tyorkin barely has the strength to answer but he sum-
mons up all his ebbing powers and shouts defiance at Death. He will
never abandon this life of his own will, he will never surrender to the
grim reaper of his own accord.

Vasili Tyorkin has won unprecedented popularity. Even a writer so
alien to communism as Ivan Bunin who left his country after the Revo-
lution, a master of language in his own right, was impressed. “This is
really a rare book,” he wrote. “What freedom and boldness! How apt
and precise it is in all things! And what an extraordinary soldier’s
vernacular it has! There is not a jagged piece anywhere! Not a trace of
forced humor!”

Vasili Tyorkin, like Land of Muravia, is full of fresh dialogue and
vigorous earthy folk humor. But where the writer stayed behind the
scenes in the earlier poem, here he moves into the action with his char-
acters. There are many lyrical asides, some of them with superb rhythms.
The description of the Smolensk forest where the poet reminisces of the

time his native region was invaded by the enemy reads almost like music
with its alliterations and inner consonances.

House by the Road

Soon after the war, in 1946, Tvardovsky published another large
poem, House by the Road. This is the story of a farm family like count-
less others that suffered through the war’s hardships and sorrows. For
the truth of its characterization and its wealth of connotative detail, this
may very well be the most finished of Tvardovsky’s works.

The changing rhythms in the poem express the changes that war
brought to man and nature. The graceful flowing verses subtly orches-
trated to convey the moods of peaceful living make way for other
motifs—the sounds of a great stream of refugees in flight, the wailing of
children, the creaking of wheels, a bucket scraping the sides of a well
dried up by weary people.

The major characters are a man and wife, separated by the war. He
makes his way home through the encircling enemy lines, stays for a
short while, then returns to join the country’s defenders. She and the
children are among the many thousands driven off to Germany by the
fascists. She gives birth to a son in a concentration camp barracks.
Although she and the other Soviet people in the camp are starving and
worn out, they manage to keep the tiny spark of new life burning.

She holds imaginary—intensely moving—conversations with her son,
now bewailing his weakness, now swearing to keep him safe from all
harm. Amazing is a small detail the poet found to show how feeble that
little life was: when the boy saw a dandelion for the first time, he kept
blowing on its fuzzy head but did not have strength enough to blow
the fuzz away. And nevertheless this weak child stays alive, he wins
the struggle against death—and fascism.

The poem does not picture the family’s reunion. The mother and her
children are freed by the Soviet Army. They are still making their way
home, wandering over the interminable roads. The father is back home
wounded. His fighting over, he is rebuilding his house razed by the
enemy—and waiting, waiting.

The House by the Road is a passionate cry against war, a tragic
reminder of the price paid by the Soviet people for their hard-won
victory.

Distant Vistas

Tvardovsky is now completing Distant Vistas, a poem he started
writing in the early fifties. It is quite different from anything he has
done before. This is something like a diary in which the poet notes his
impressions as he travels across the great expanse of the Soviet land
from west to east. He describes life and people he observes en route,
he thinks back to the long and difficult years of his growth and the
country’s, he muses over various problems of literature. He seems to be
searching for ties between the significant events in his own life and
those of the nation, for the relation between man’s destiny and the great
projects under way in Siberia.

Peering througlr a train window at the lights twinkling off in the
distance, the poet wonders what sort of people these are who have been
able to light up this once wild taiga. To find the answer, he breaks his
journey to watch the great dam being built across the Angara River.
Here are people with faces of all sorts. Some are familiar, they remind
him of faces he had seen during the war, faces of old childhood friends,
others are the faces of the new generation.

Although Tvardovsky humorously advises his readers not to speculate
on the book’s ending before he has finished writing it, one conclusion
may safely be drawn. In this book, as in all his previous poems,
Tvardovsky’s themes are the problems of our time, of our difficult but
vastly mutable century.

Tvardovsky is not a hurried writer. He works thoughtfully and is
not inclined to rush into print. He tests his conclusions by time and
therefore they carry particular weight. His ideas are strikingly original
and his statements are sharp. His point of view, once presented, he does
not surrender easily.

Tvardovsky sees the world through the clear eyes of a poet reared in
a socialist society. He does not hide away from life with all its infinite
and disturbing complexity. He has experienced its sharp edges and
written about them in his poems. But what he sees also is the grandeur
of the struggle for man’s happiness, the challenge of our time and the
promise of the future.
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DEATH and the HERO

Excerpt from the poem

Vasili Tyorkin

By Alexander Tvardovsky

From beyond a distant hill
Came the battle’s roar and glow,
But our friend Vasili Tyorkin
Lay alone upon the snow.

Where the wounded hero lay
Scarlet stained the frozen snow.
Ugly Death approached him saying:
“Well, my soldier, time to go.

Now you’re mine, you’re mine forever.
Let me lead you through the gale.
Blizzard blowing, blizzard blowing
Gusts of snow to hide our trail.”

Tyorkin shuddered feeling colder
In his freezing bed of snow.

“Who invited you?” he whispered,
“I’m a soldier, still alive.”

Death, detecting some misgiving,
Laughed at him: “I see you strive,
But you won’t be with the living
Just because you're still alive.

It’s my shadow that has touched you,
You are freezing, deathly weak.
Don’t you see that falling snowflakes
Lie unmelting on your cheek ?

Why, indeed, refuse my darkness?
Night is just as good as day.”

“That’s all right, but what exactly
Would you like to have me say?”

This remark, so unexpected,
Disconcerted Death a bit.

“What I'm asking,” she reflected,
“Is a trifle, you'll admit.

Just a sign that you are willing
To give up your life forever.
And desert all living men.”

“Do you want my written statement?”
Death considered. drawing nearer:
“Well, why not?

Sign the statement and relax.”

“I refuse. My life is dearer.”

“Foolish boy, why should we bargain?
All the same your time is measured.”
Death approached his shoulder closer.
“All the same your lips are withered
And your teeth in pain are clenched . . .”
“Get away.”

56

“Look how fast the night is falling
And the weather is growing mean.
That’s the reason I keep calling.

Why suffer here? Come with me.”

“I can stand it!”

“Don’t be silly, you are freezing

And you won’t survive the storm.

I will wrap you in my blanket

And forever keep you warm.

Here are tears, they show you trust me
And you like me better now.”

“Your concern does not deceive me

And I cry because I'm cold.”

“Tears of joy or tears of pain

This is all the same. Now look,

Can’t you see the blizzard’s raging?
They will never find you here.

And if they did, what’s there to gain?
Would your happiness be greater?
And your troubles cease?

Why refuse to die in peace?”

Tyorkin turned his wounded shoulder:
“Don’t you trap me with your net.

I mean to live, and that’s for sure.

I have hardly lived as yet.”

“And if you live, what is the use?”
Death bent lower to his ear.

“You think you’ll love it?

Love the cold, the dirt, the fear?

Life is not a bed of roses.

Think it over, just once more.”
“Think of what? It’s all familiar.
You forget that this is war.”

“Once again the same old troubles

Where’s the family and how’s the house?”

“That’s the reason I must hurry
Kill the Nazis and then get home.”

“Home? Well, let’s admit it,
But what’s in store for you?
All is ruined in your village,
All is ashes, that’s a fact,

All deserted.”

“I can build it all anew.

Once I’'m home, I'll fix it all.”
“But your house—it lies in ruins.”
“I'll &ix it.”

“All the rest is plundered.”
“Never mind.

Jack of all trades, so they call me.
Once I'm back, I'll fix it all.”

“Let me tell you what might happen:
Just suppose you lost an arm

Or were crippled by a bullet,

You yourself would want to die.”
Tyorkin drew a fearful breath.

Was Man strong enough for Death?
He was ready for submission

Worn and weary, night at hand . . .

“Listen, Death . . . On one condition . . .

I’ll submit to your command.”
And the boy, as he lay bleeding
So alone, so young, so weak,
Started quietly to speak

In a tone of earnest pleading:

“I’'m no better than the others,

I can die as well as they,

But when all the fighting’s over,
Will you free me for a day?

Will you let me go to Moscow

For the victory salute?

Will you let me hear the salvo
That triumphant guns will shoot?
Will you let me join the living
As they celebrate the peace?

Will you let me go to places
Where I lived before the war?
And when they come to meet me
At some old familiar spot,

Will you, Death, grant me permission
For a word, half a word?”

“No, I will not.”

Tyorkin shuddered, feeling colder
In his freezing bed of snow,
“Then get away, and quickly,
You wicked Reaper—Go!

I’'m a soldier, still alive.

I may cry out in my anguish,
I may perish on this field,

* But you’ll never see me captive,

I will never, never yield.”

“Wait I'll find another reason,
Then you shall agree with me.”

“Stop your speeches! They have found me!

It’s the medics here at last.”

“Where do you see them, fool, where are they ?”

“There,” he said, his eyes aglow.
Death went weak with laughter then:
'1’

“That’s the squad that comes to bury!
“Just the same they’re living men!”

One came over, then another,
With a crowbar and a spade.
“Here’s another stiff to cover.
Much too many for this day.”
“Let’s sit down here on this body,
All my bones, I think, are broke.
If we can’t fill up our bellies,

We at least can have a smoke.”

“How’d you like a sup of something—
Cabbage soup with cream on top?”
“How’d you like a sip of something?”
“I’d be willing—just a drop.”

“Maybe two . ..”

































