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A BODY OF WORK:
BUILDING SELF AND SOCIETY AT STALIN’S WHITE SEA-BALTIC CANAL
Julie S. Draskoczy, PhD

University of Pittsburgh, 2010

The dissertation concerns the construction of Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal (Belomorsko-
Baltiskii Kanal imeni Stalina), one of the most significant and infamous forced-labor projects of
Soviet Russia. In just twenty months from 1931-1933, political and criminal prisoners built a
227-kilometer-long canal in extreme environmental conditions, without the help of any modern
equipment. This early Gulag project differed greatly from others in its broad use of art and
creativity as a motivational and propagandistic tool. Prisoners performed in agitbrigady
(agitational brigades), participated in camp-wide competitions of poetry and prose, worked as
journalists at the camp newspaper Perekovka, and attended theatrical performances completely
produced by fellow prisoners. Art, in turn, not only served as entertainment but also had the
capacity to transform human beings through the ideological process of perekvovka (re-forging),
which supposedly re-fashioned wayward criminals into productive members of Soviet society.
Through extensive use of archival documents, the dissertation aims to highlight the experience of
criminal prisoners in the Gulag, a long understudied demographic of the Soviet prison camp
system.

Self and society were both re-created at the Belomorkanal with the help of aesthetic
products, and what was begun as a laboratory for Soviet culture becomes a utopian vision. This
dystopian utopia was riddled by the paradoxes surrounding it—in an environment of supposed
re-birth and creation there was ubiquitous death and destruction. This explains the important
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roles that collage, montage, and assemblage play as artistic styles and metaphorical concepts.
Collage exemplifies the shredding of the world in order to create a new, unified whole; montage
in film and photography promises the creation of non-existent—and idealized—worlds;
assemblage, in its three-dimensionality, is used in contemporary artworks about the Canal and
can be understood metaphorically, with the Canal’s various bits of lock, dam, and dike pieced
together and subsequently stitched with other waterways. From the outset, the significance of
the Belomorkanal was seen within the larger industrial context of Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan,
and the project has important cultural significance not only for the history of the Gulag but also

for the study of Stalinism and the Soviet Union as a whole.
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PREFACE

Their [survivors’] testimony reveals a world ruled by death, but also a world of actual living
conditions, of ways of life, which are the basis and achievement of life in extremity.
—Terence Des Pres, The Survivor

The poor and middle peasants were all working with a furious zeal for life, as though they were
seeking eternal salvation in the abyss of the foundation pit.
—Andrei Platonov, The Foundation Pit

I am accustomed to people’s reactions when I tell them I research the Gulag, the vast network of
prison camps that stretched across the Soviet Union for much of the twentieth century. More
often than not, I am met by furrowed brows and quizzical expressions: “That must be really
depressing,” and “Why would you want to immerse yourself in such tragedy?” or “Couldn’t you
have chosen a topic that is a little more light-hearted?”” While the questions are plentiful, the
idea is the same: to devote oneself to a difficult, gruesome topic—especially when it is not one’s
own national history—seems strange and inexplicable. In the face of such recurring
exclamations of surprise, I remember that there is much more to this story than death counts,
torture practices, and back-breaking labor. Amidst a landscape of death, life persists, and it is in
service to the victims of the Gulag to remember not only that they died but how they lived.
Horrific statistics often anesthetize the mind to the true scope of tragedy; as mere numbers, the

reality of individual experience cannot be brought into relief and the human element is lost. An



investigation of the complex cultural processes at work at Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal'—
both the regime’s ideology and the prisoners’ responses—makes the story of the Gulag more
vivid and accessible for public discussion.

The ability to withstand unbelievably difficult circumstances offers incredible insight into
the human will to live. At the White Sea-Baltic Canal certain prisoners did not merely survive,
but somehow found a way to continue living by writing poetry, performing plays, and learning
languages. Some inmates produced art works after splitting apart solid rock with picks and axes
during a ten-hour, physically exhausting day of work. Others took advantage of the contact with
new, foreign populations to further their own research. Still other prisoners found ingenious
ways to evade authorities. The Gulag, in turn, became a foundry for inventions, and a creative
spirit permeated life behind barbed wire.

Thomas Lahusen writes, “People, their deeds and works, are remembered by History only

if they succeed as story.””

For too long, the stories of the prisoners who constructed Stalin’s
White Sea-Baltic Canal have been forgotten; stories of women forced into prostitution at an early
age to feed their siblings, stories of men who turn to crime because they are heartbroken over the
loss of a spouse, stories of criminals who practiced their trade with pride and flair before being
imprisoned. While the equally interesting and complex story of the construction of the Canal
itself has been repeated and analyzed many times, the human faces behind—or beneath—the

Canal, many of whom perished in the building process, have been lost. The present work

attempts to rectify this oversight by foregrounding the individual stories of the people who built

! While the official, full name of the Canal is Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal, or Belomorsko-Baltiiskii kanal imeni
Stalina, Belomorkanal will be used as a shorter term referring to the project. There are several additional ways to
refer to the Canal: BBK, an acronym for Belomorkso-Baltiiskii kanal; Belomorstroi, which refers specifically to the
construction of the Canal; and BelBaltLag, which refers to the camp site where the prisoners lived.

* Thomas Lahusen, How Life Writes the Book: Real Socialism and Socialist Realism in Stalin’s Russia (Ithaca:
Cornell UP, 1997). 2.
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the White Sea-Baltic Canal. Once their narratives have been established, they can be placed
within the wider context of non-prisoner cultural representations of the Canal as well as within
the fabric of Soviet society itself. In this way, these drowned voices, often complex and

contradictory, can live again.

Monumental change swept the Soviet Union in the early 1930s. The implementation of
Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan—completed, symbolically, in four years, from 1928-1932—
necessitated a massive reconfiguration of the country’s economy and culture. Everything was to
be remade: society, industry, and even people. The Belomorkanal® served as a kind of laboratory
where this reformation of Soviet society could be tested. The most important penal philosophy
at the camp was the idea of perekovka, or re-forging, which maintained that the moralizing
power of physical labor could transform wayward criminals into upstanding Soviet citizens.

The reshaping of man and landscape occurred simultaneously at the site of the labor
camp, with the war against nature and the battle for human psyches echoing each other. For both
people and place, such a dramatic transformation was difficult. The challenges of the project
were legitimately enormous: a mostly untrained work force composed mostly of criminals, a
remote location with no infrastructure, a dearth of materials, virtually no mechanized equipment
or tools—all in light of the command from above to complete the entire project cheaply and in
under two years. Art, a most surprising bedfellow, would become the motivator behind the
sweat and blood literally poured into the project. Art took multiple forms—poetry and short

stories, plays and paintings, mobile agitational performance groups (agitbrigady) as well as

? As mentioned in the first footnote, Belomorkanal will be used as an abbreviation for Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic
Canal, or Belomorsko-Baltiiskii kanal imeni Stalina.
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formal theater productions. The displacement of self into a cultural arena and the escape that
creative inspiration provided were vital to the completion of the White Sea-Baltic Canal.

It eventually becomes clear that the reconstruction of humans and the taming of nature
cannot be separated from one another; instead, they exist in dialogic conversation, constantly
implying and reinforcing each other. Both self and society were violently built at the Canal
according to Stalin’s grand design, and the brutality inherent in the project is reflected in art
emerging from the Canal experience. Creativity takes on a raw, physical quality and art cannot
be separated from the notion of violence. This characteristic in part explains the important role
of collage (in addition to montage and assemblage) as both technique and metaphor in the
present research. A style that reached its apogee as a direct consequence of the aggressive,
transformational force of industrialization, collage embodies a violent destruction and
subsequent re-formulation of the world—one way in which art and culture can express the
dizzying, and life-altering, speed of modernization. Collage performs a similar function at the
camp site. The construction of the Canal is an industrial project that will change the face of the
economy, nature, and especially people.

Yet at the heart of the Canal’s construction was an unavoidable paradox: construction
was meant to take place in an atmosphere of annihilation; people were to be re-made as they
were destroyed. This absurdity reverberates throughout the entirety of the project and becomes
unavoidable in any analysis of its legacy. It seemed as if the world was turned upside down or
inside out on the banks of the Belomorkanal: criminals, including former rapists and murderers,
were given positions of authority; incarcerated prisoners were responsible for developing hydro-
technical designs for what was intended to be a grand industrial achievement; artistic

performances accompanied hard physical labor. Upon closer inspection, such seemingly
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impossible incongruities are a testament to Soviet culture—in particular Stalinist culture—itself,
in which mathematic rules were transformed, time was pushed forward, and history was re-
written. A glorious facade often disguised sinister and complex contents. Nevertheless, such an
order of things should not preclude the possibility of analysis, as Stalinism remains a fertile

ground for new research and fresh approaches to its many complexities.
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1.0 OVERVIEW AND METHODOLOGY

For me, the White Sea-Baltic Canal construction is a second homeland.
—Maksim Gor'kii, ed., et al, The History of the Construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal’

How do you define official and unofficial? All that depends on your point of view. All that,
Nikanor Ivanovich, is arbitrary and relative. Today I’m unofficial, but tomorrow I might be
official! And vice versa, of course, or even something worse.

—Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita®

1.1  INTRODUCTION

The construction of Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal (Belomorsko-Baltiiskii Kanal imeni Stalina),
completed in just twenty months from 1931-1933, remains one of the most significant and
infamous forced-labor projects in Soviet Russia. This is due, in large part, to the complexity of

cultural-historical narratives surrounding its construction: the project represents an important

4 «ms mens, benomoperpoit — BTopas ponuHa.» Averbakh, L., Firin, S., and M. Gor'kii, eds., Belomorsko-Baltiiskii
Kanal imeni Stalina: Istoriia stroitel'stva (OGIZ, 1934), 428. The 1998 re-printed version of the Istoriia
stroitel'stva is used in this and all subsequent citations. Most of the original copies of the monograph were
destroyed or hidden after the official prohibition of the text three years after is original publication. Original copies
of the manuscript are also contained housed at the GARF archive in Moscow, Russia.

> «UTo TaKoe o(HIHMATBHOE JIUIO WK Heo(uumanbHoe? Bce 3T 3aBHCHT OT TOr0, ¢ TAKOH TOUKH 3PEHHS CMOTPETH
Ha nipeaMeT. Bcee aTo, Hukanop MBanoBud, 3610K0 1 ycioBHo. CerofHs s HeopUIuaibHOE JHIO, a 3aBTPa,

s anIs, opuimansHoe! A ObIBaeT M HA00OPOT, U eme Kak ObiBaeT.» Mikhail Bulgakov, Master and Margarita,
trans. Diana Burgin and Katherine Tiernan O’Connor (NY: Vintage, 1996), 79, with modification by author. M. A.
Bulgakov, Master i Margarita (Moscow: Slovo, 2000), 434.
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chapter in the overall history of the Gulag as the first large construction project to use forced
labor,’ wedged ideologically between Solovki and the construction of the Moscow-Volga
Canal;’ its propaganda fuses art and work to an unprecedented degree in the creation of
motivational tools; the building of the Canal is memorialized in numerous artistic endeavors both
during and after its completion; the ideological backbone of the project, perekovka (re-forging),
has important parallels with larger Soviet societal trends; and traces of the Belomorkanal still
exist in the material culture of contemporary Russia. In its many roles, the White Sea-Baltic
Canal is presented in various prisoner and non-prisoner sources as a university, a country, a
family, a lover, a factory—but rarely as a prison.

Although the topic is clearly a historical one, the present research has an interdisciplinary
focus, concentrating on the literary, artistic, and cultural footprints of the Canal while relating
them to broader cultural trends. This Gulag project differs greatly from most others in its
extensive examination of art and creativity as a motivational and propagandistic tool. Prisoners
performed in agitbrigady (agitational brigades), participated in camp-wide competitions in
poetry and prose, worked as journalists at the camp newspaper, and attended theatrical
performances completely produced by fellow prisoners. The udarniki, or shock-workers (the
laborers with the highest work output), on the Canal existed almost as a separate social class;
countless artistic works were written in their honor, and they received a host of special
privileges. These privileges were often cultural ones, with the udarniki treated to orchestral

accompaniment during work and given access to special libraries and cultural centers. The

® For the important influence of the White Sea-Baltic Canal in the overall history and development of the Gulag, see
Paul R. Gregory and Valery Lazarev, eds., The Economics of Forced Labor: The Soviet Gulag (Stanford: Hoover
Institution Press, 2003).

” The phrase “wedged ideologically” is here meant to underscore the fact that—while being different from these
other projects—the Belomorkanal both borrowed from the experience at Solovki and influenced the one at the
Moscow-Volga Canal. Many prisoners went from Solovki to the the Canal construction, just as many continued on
to Dmitlag to work on the Moscow-Volga Canal.



Kul'turno-vospitatel'nyi otdel (Cultural-Educational Department), or KVO, was specifically
responsible for the implementation of cultural and artistic projects on the Canal as well as for the
perekovka, or re-forging, of prisoners into productive members of society. Art, therefore, served
as both entertainment and reward, and it supposedly had the capacity to transform human beings.

Not only were prisoners active members in creative projects, but the Canal itself was also
memorialized in an artistic fashion. Most notable is the literary work The History of the
Construction of Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal (Belomorsko-Baltiiskii Kanal imeni Stalina:
istoriia stroitel'stva, 1934)—the propagandistic bible of the Canal’s construction—written
collectively by well-known authors including Vladimir Kataev, Boris Pil'niak, Viktor Shklovskii,
and Mikhail Zoshchenko, and organized by the writer Maksim Gor'kii. This tome, indispensible
to understanding the ideological and philosophical underpinnings of the Canal, will subsequently
be referred to as the History of the Construction (Istoriia stroitel'stva).®

Gor'kii was an essential figure both in terms of the literary representation of the Canal
and more broadly as a spokesperson for the status of Soviet literature in the 1930s. In the
atmosphere of industrialization promoted by the first Five-Year Plan, literature was often
portrayed as a product of labor (which Gor'kii himself reinforced with his stringent work ethic),

and writers as “engineers of the human soul.”” The construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal

8 The History of the Construction has been printed four times. The first run of just 4,000 copies was specifically for
delegates to the Seventeenth Party Congress in January 1934. The next run was larger (80,000 copies, also in 1934)
and with an embossed portrait of Stalin; the subsequent run of 30,000 copies was printed in 1935 without the Stalin
cover. The most recent re-issuing of the book in 1998 will be the version used throughout the dissertation; there is
little variation between the editions. This most recent edition most faithfully attempts to re-create the first editions,
including Mikhail Kozakov’s name as one of the authors in the collective; his name had disappeared from the 1935
edition without any explanation. All translations from this work into English are mine.

? The writer Zelinskii recalls the October 1932 meeting of writers at Gor'kii’s house with Stalin saying the
following, «EcTk pa3Hoe Ipon3BOJICTBO: apTHILIEPH, aBTOMOOMIIEH, MalliiH. BBI TOXKE ITPOU3BOIUTE «TOBAp,»
«BEIIb,» IPonyKIHio». OueHb Hy)KHa HaM Bewlb. VHTepecHyro Bemp. Jymm smoaeii. Toke oueHb BaxkHOE
«npou3BOACTBO». OUeHb BAXKHOE «IIPOM3BOACTBO» NyILU JtoAeh. Bbl nHxeHepsl uenoBeyeckux ayur» [“There are
different types of production: artillery, automobiles, machines. You also produce a good, an item, a product. A very

3



was an appropriate testing ground for experimentation with this new understanding of aesthetic
capability—a place where creativity and labor truly went hand in hand. The active and often
violent process of perekovka transformed a criminal into a productive Soviet citizen, destroying
his past life in order to create a new socialist self. The process of identity formation, therefore,
occurred at the very site of the labor camp, and the act of self-narration became a crucial
component in the attempt to define one’s “new” persona. The import of the physical body and
the violence of the camp experience had a profound impact on creative work produced both by
and about the camp, and the very act of inspiration could be an aggressive one.

Most importantly, this project will foreground the experience of criminal prisoners at the
Canal.'® Political prisoners have long been favored in scholarly research, since the availability
of resources regarding this group is much greater; these prisoners often corresponded with family
members, wrote memoirs, or participated in interviews, whereas criminal prisoners were
frequently illiterate or were not necessarily interested in leaving behind a record of their
experiences. The legacy of criminal prisoners, therefore, still needs to be fully addressed,
especially since this group represents a much larger portion of the overall Gulag population.''
Given the fact that for the most part only criminal prisoners were allowed to undergo the

transformative process of perekovka'’ at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, there actually exists a

necessary thing. An interesting thing. The souls of people. This is also a very important product. The production
of human souls is very important. You are engineers of people’s souls.”] RGALI, f. 1604, op. 1, d. 21, 1. 32.

!9 The distinction between criminal and political prisoners is defined here by their sentences. Those charged with
counter-revolutionary activity—any of the punkty contained in article 58—are considered political prisoners.
Prisoners charged under any other article are counted here as criminal prisoners.

"' In 1934, only .7 percent of the camp population had higher education and in 1937-38—the years of the Great
Terror—political prisoners comprised only 12-18 percent of the prisoner population. During Stalin’ reign, political
prisoners never accounted for more than a third of all prisoners, and there were more often much fewer than this.
Anne Applebaum, Gulag, 292.

"2 In general, only criminal prisoners were allowed to participate in cultural-educational work, taking up roles as
vospitateli (educators), performers in agitbrigady (agitational brigades), journalists at the camp newspaper
Perekovka, and leaders of trudkollektivy (work collectives). There were, however, exceptions, and prisoners
sentenced under article 58 who exemplified good behavior and were deemed politically safe were allowed—albeit

4



larger body of archival materials regarding the criminal population at the Belomorkanal. The
criminals were the target of a massive propaganda campaign: they were taught to read and write,
they enrolled in technical training programs, they were encouraged to compose their
autobiographies, and they participated in camp-wide literary competitions. Although certainly
not all of the criminal population partook in these endeavors, all the udarniki (shock-workers)
were encouraged by the KVO to take part in such activities.

In this unusual atmosphere, where people of various nationalities, ethnicities, and
criminal backgrounds were joined together in a massive construction project in the far reaches of
isolated Karelia, creativity took on the form of labor just as the work itself was often cast in
artistic terms. Physical labor and artistic inspiration became inextricably connected, and the
artistic narratives written at and about the Canal ultimately have a violent physicality in their
tone. The History of the Construction portrays the Canal not merely as a construction project,
but as tvorchestvo (creation), with the camp at times described sarcastically as a “cultured prison,

. 13
a boarding house.”

The prisoner Vladimir Kavchin aptly describes this hybridity in a poem
submitted to the camp newspaper Perekovka for a literary competition, “I with the pen, you with
the shovel—together we built the canal.”'* In addition, the violent, aggressive nature of the
criminal lifestyle lends itself easily to a similar expressiveness in art. The criminals, in turn,
often interpret their past occupations as highly artistic; in order to be a successful pickpocket or

triumphant thief, you have to be creative and thoughtful. '

rarely—to also participate in these activities. See V. G. Makurov, ed., Gulag v Karelii: sbornik dokumentov i
materialov 1930-1941 (Petrozavodsk: RAN, 1992), 14.

" «— Ky/bTypHas TIOpMa, TAHCHOH, — TOBOPIJI KTO-TO SA3BUTENBHO.» L. Averbakh, et al., 97.

e | mepoM, a ThI Jonatoii / 0ba crpomnu Mbl kKaHairy RGALIL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 34, 1. 100.

' This topic—the artistic nature of crime—will be discussed at length in the second chapter.
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Alongside the focus on the criminal population and the exploration of the often violent
connection between art and labor, this research will also offer an unprecedented model of the
Gulag itself. While there has recently been an increasing amount of historical research
concerning the Soviet prison camp system, '® there is still the possibility for fresh interpretations
and new models. The “classic” of Gulag literature, Aleksandr Solzhenitysn’s The Gulag
Archipelago (Arkhipelag GULAG, 1973-75), interprets the camps as islands, completely
separated from society and operating by their own rules. Marina Goldovskaia’s documentary
film Vlast' Solovetskaia (Solovki Power, 1988), portrays a similar notion of the Gulag, since
interviewees recall the camp site as a type of country, where Solovetsky—and not Soviet—
power was in force. This model has been adapted by researchers such as Anne Applebaum, who
presents the Gulag as a type of miniature prison within the larger prison, or “bol'shaia zona” of
the Soviet Union,'” an idea that is common among camp prisoners themselves. This model,
however, still presents the Gulag as somehow separate from the rest of Soviet society, even if
both spaces are analogously oppressive. More recent analyses have offered yet another point of
view—that the Gulag is porous and malleable and not necessarily separate at all from larger

Soviet society.'® Given the many releases of prisoners, camp culture inevitably interacts with,

'°A few such notable and influential titles to recently appear regarding the history of the Gulag include: Anne
Applebaum, Gulag: a History (NY: Doubleday, 2003); Michael Jakobson, Origins of the Gulag: The Soviet Prison
Camp System 1917-1934 (Lexington, KY: U P of Kentucky, 1993); G. M. Ivanova, Gulag v sisteme totalitarnogo
gosudarstva (Moscow: Moskovskii obshchstvennyi nauchnyi fond, 1997); Oleg V. Khlevniuk, The History of the
Gulag: From Collectivization to the Great Terror (New Haven: Yale UP, 2004); and document collections such as:
A. I. Kokurin and Iu. N. Morkurov, eds., Stalinskie stroiki GULAGA 1930-1953 (Moscow: Materik, 2005); V. G.
Makurov, GULag v Karelii. Sbornik dokumentov i materialov 1930-1941, (Petrozavodsk: RAN, 1992).

7 Applebaum, xxix.

' See, for example, Steven A. Barnes, ““In a Manner Befitting Soviet Citizens’: An Uprising in the Post-Stalin
Gulag,” Slavic Review 64 (2005): 823-50.



and perhaps even influences, Soviet culture at large.19 In addition, the often porous boundaries
of the Gulag allow for mingling between incarcerated convicts and free citizens.”

While these new interpretations are highly researched and well-founded, I would like to
offer a somewhat different model for the Gulag that is related specifically to cultural production:
that of the laboratory.”' Rather than a separate space, a space-within-a-space, or a continuous
space, the Gulag as represented by the Belomorkanal produces a revolutionary, experimental,
forward-thinking laboratory where ideological constructs could be explored in a zone separate
from the rest of society. This idea is not meant to imply that the White Sea-Baltic Canal is
revolutionary in a positive sense; given the high mortality rate and unbelievable cruelty at the
Canal, it would be misguided to make such a statement.>* Instead, it is important to understand
how the administration experimented with concepts at the Belomorkanal that would later
permeate socialist society as a whole, and also how pre-existing ideals of the Soviet experience
were enacted there with an intensified force. Some of these phenomena, which will be explored
at length in the course of the dissertation, include the birth of socialist realism, the concept of the
novyi chelovek (New Man), Stalin’s Cultural Revolution, and the trope of “war against nature.”
All of these very broad and highly significant historical-cultural trends find a home on the banks

of the Belomorkanal in an exaggerated or concentrated format, and at times even predate their

' Arch J. Getty, Gabor T. Ritterspoon and Viktor N. Zemskov. “Victims of the Soviet Penal System in the Pre-War
Years: A First Approach on the Basis of Archival Evidence,” American Historical Review 98 (1993): 1017-49.

%% Alan Barenberg, “From Prison Camp to Mining Town: The Gulag and Its Legacy in Vorkuta, 1938-65" (Ph.D.
diss., University of Chicago, 2007).

*! The notion of Gulag as laboratory is not an entirely new one, although here it will be used in a more expansive
sense. Hans Giinther addresses the idea of the laboratory in terms of perekovka in his article “Der Bau des
Weillmeerkanals als Laboratorium des neuen Menschen,” Biicher haben ihre Geschichte, eds. Petra Josting and Jan
Wirrer (Hildesheim: Olms, 1996). In addition, accounts of the Gulag from different time periods and in different
countries address the notion; in the film Beyond Torture: The Gulag of Pitetsi, Romania the prison in Pitetsi,
Romania is portrayed as a laboratory in an even more scientific sense, as the infamously cruel authorities engage in
drugging and torture, using the human inmates as “experiments” for their efforts of “re-education.” Alan Hartwick,
dir., 2007.

** For a particularly disturbing account of death and cruelty on the White Sea-Baltic Canal, see Orlando Figes, The
Whisperers: Private Life in Stalin’s Russia (NY: Picador, 2007), 114.
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appearances in Soviet society. Although this new conception of the Gulag would not necessarily
apply to all prisons within the very diverse Soviet camp system, it is nevertheless helpful in
understanding both prison life and Soviet society in a fresh way.

The present research is indebted to the work of many previous scholars, both historians
and literary specialists. The reformulation of Stalinism by Sheila Fitzpatrick has undoubtedly
influenced my thinking and approach,® and recent work by Stephen Kotkin* has allowed me to
see parallels between the White Sea-Baltic Canal and other, not entirely prisoner-populated,
construction projects. Jochen Hellbeck, with his work on Stalinist-era diaries and Soviet
subjectivity, has informed my work in crucial ways by offering a new model of socialist
dedication and highlighting the role of the personal, individual narrative.”> Orlando Figes’s
recent monograph explores a somewhat different view of Soviet subjectivity, lessening the
emphasis on the Stalinist desire for self-improvement, which makes an interesting comparison
for the present research.”® In terms of literary scholarship, Katerina Clark’s The Soviet Novel:
History as Ritual and Karen McCauley’s article ‘“Production Literature and the Industrial
Imagination” have served as important touchstones.”’ Finally, Boris Groys and Alexei
Yurchak’s work have both helped me to formulate my ideas in a larger cultural context.”® Groys,
with his reconfigured notion of the avant-garde’s connection to Stalinism, and Yurchak, with his

deconstruction of the many dyads we use to understand Soviet culture, both bring fresh ideas and

*3 Sheila Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism. Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet Russia in the 1930s (NY:
Oxford UP, 1999).

** Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as Civilization (Berkeley: U California P, 1995).

* Jochen Hellbeck, Revolution on My Mind: Writing a Diary under Stalin (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2006).

*% Orlando Figes, The Whisperers: Private Life in Stalin’s Russia (NY: Picador, 2007).

*7 Katerina Clark, The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1981) and Karen A. McCauley,
“Production Literature and the Industrial Imagination” The Slavic and East European Journal 42 (1998): 444-66.

*¥ Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-Garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship and Beyond, trans. Charles Rougle
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1992) and Alexei Yurchak, Everything was Forever, until It Was No More (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 2006).



interpretations to an era that has often been plagued by assumptions and static models of
interpretation.

In addition to works that have facilitated my formulation of a theoretical framework,
there is also a substantial body of research that concerns specifically the construction of Stalin’s
White Sea-Baltic Canal. Most notable is Cynthia Ruder’s monograph Making History for Stalin:
The Story of the Belomor Canal,” which provided the original inspiration for my work on the
subject. Ioakhim Klein’s recent article, “Belomorkanal: Literatura i propaganda v stalinskoe
vremia,” is another outstanding interpretation of the cultural artifacts surrounding the Belomor
project.®® From a more historical point of view, Nick Baron’s and Ivan Chukhin’s research
provide excellent analyses.”’ Despite the availability of texts regarding Stalin’s White Sea-
Baltic Canal, the present project offers an original, innovative approach. Unlike the existing
historical sources, it will focus exclusively on the art and culture surrounding the building of the
Canal; unlike the available literary sources, it will privilege the prisoners’ contributions to the
body of texts regarding the Belomorkanal. Both Ruder and Klein make the officially-sanctioned,
collectively-written tome History of the Construction their central focus, while also including
discussions of other non-prisoner produced texts, such as Aleksandr Pogodin’s play Aristokraty
(The Aristocrats, 1936). Although Ruder does include some discussion of prisoner memoirs,
they are mostly contributions from political prisoners. The present research will include an in-
depth analysis of criminal prisoners’ texts: their autobiographies, poetry, plays and short stories.

The role of the camp newspaper Perekovka and the psychological tools used as motivators for

** Cynthia Ruder, Making History for Stalin: The Story of the Belomor Canal (Gainesville: UP of Florida, 1998).
See in particular pages 86-153 for Ruder’s analysis of the History of the Construction.

%% Joakhim Klein, “Belomorkanal: Literatura i propaganda v stalinskoe vremia,” Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie 71
(2005): 231-62.

*! Nick Baron, “Conflict and Complicity: The Expansion of the Karelian Gulag, 1923-1933,” Cahiers du Monde
Russe 42 (2001): 615-48 and Ivan Chukhin, Kanaloarmeitsy (Petrozavodsk: Kareliia, 1990).
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working on the Canal will be investigated. These texts will in turn be analyzed alongside non-
prisoner works and both groups will be related to Soviet society as a whole. It is crucial,
however, to begin with the criminal prisoners’ personal experiences, highlighting this
fundamental component of the overall project. It is precisely this focus that separates the current

project from previous research on the White Sea-Baltic Canal.

1.2  HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The impetus to build a waterway connecting the White and Baltic Seas has a long history. In the
second half of the sixteenth century, mercantile ties were already established between Western
Europe and Russia, and in 1584 the Karelian city of Arkhangel'sk was founded as a trading port.
English explorers were the first to propose a canal in order to open Moscow to northern trading
routes.”> The Russia Company, the major English shipping company to trade with Russia,
understood the need for an uninterrupted waterway in northern Russia so as to shorten their trade
route and make it less dangerous.33 It was not until Peter the Great, however, that the idea
gained more credence; in July of 1693, Peter made an arduous voyage by land and sea to
Arkhangel'sk and realized the necessity of establishing an independent Russian fleet, given the
vast number of foreigners in northern Russia. He traveled on what became known as the
Osudareva doroga, or the Tsar’s road, dragging his newly built fleet of ships overland from the
White Sea to the Baltic Sea, where there was as yet no waterway.” The Tsar’s Road would

eventually become the pathway of the White Sea-Baltic Canal; Mikhail Privshin’s 1957 novel

kY
Baron, 636.

3 T.S. Willan, The Early History of the Russia Company (NY: Augustus M. Kelley, 1956). 48-49, 67.

3* Konstantin Gnetnev, Kanal: Belomorsko-Baltiiskii Kanal 1933-2003 (Petrozavodsk: PetroPress, 2003), 6-10.
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The Tsar’s Road (Osudareva doroga), although focusing on the time period of Peter the Great,
also manages to offer oblique commentary on the egregious power, suffering, and loss of human
life at the White Sea-Baltic Canal as a parallel example. Even before the actual construction of
the Canal, therefore, physical hardship and injustice had marred the natural landscape.
Thousands of people traveled the Tsar’s Road in August 1702 during the Great Northern War in
the horrible conditions of penal servitude; as one participant recalls, “There were three doctors
on the entire expedition. The first—Vodka. The second—the Lash. The third—Death, that

35 These extreme conditions were not so different from what would become life at

good aunt.
BelBaltLag (the name of the OGPU camp for the construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal).
The first quarter of the nineteenth century began with a genuine battle for the
construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal, and in February 1827 the fisherman and supplier
Fedor Antonov delivered a letter to the Karelian minister, asking for a canal to be built. Local
residents saw promise in the potential construction project, hoping that a waterway connecting
the Karelian region with central Russia would end their economic and social isolation. Various
parties submitted no fewer than fifteen proposals for such a project, but the government cited
lack of funds and inappropriate timing as reasons for rejecting them. In 1868-69 private
companies put together their own funding in light of the state’s inaction, but they were not able
to raise enough money for the completion of a waterway. Finally, on 8 March 1886, the
government reacted positively to the idea of the waterway, and they began expeditions to explore
the economic impact and feasibility of developing a canal, eventually publishing the results of

37
1,

the survey.”® Despite the growing discussion of a White Sea-Baltic Canal in 1900-01,%” with the

Pl A JeKapel Ha BCIo aKcreauiuio Tpoe. Omun — Bonka. Btopoit — [lnetka. [la Tpetnii — cMepTh, mo0pas
tetka.» Chukhin, Kanaloarmeitsy, 9.
3% Gnetnev, 11-16.
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subsequent outbreak of World War I and the building of the Murmansk railroad in 1915 both
underscoring the strategic and technical advantages of such a project, the canal was never begun
in Tsarist Russia.*®

The Canal project gained popularity after the 1917 revolution, as it assumed the potential
for Soviet Russia to highlight the technical progress of the newly socialist country; what was
projected for hundreds of years in Tsarist Russia, as Soviet officials would claim, was realized in
just twenty months, thanks to the foresight of Stalin and the efficiency of socialist labor. On 5
May 1930, the Politburo approved a resolution that would finally allow work to begin on the
project; in the initial plan, the Canal was divided into two sections: southern and northern. The
southern section was to be built to a depth of eighteen feet and completed in two years, with
work beginning in 1931; the northern section, between Lake Onega and the White Sea, was to be
handled by the OGPU, with costs minimized, given the potential exploitation of prison labor.>
Stalin himself, in a message to V. M. Molotov, suggested the use of prisoner labor in order to cut
costs after the 5 May presentation of the project.*” After several further decrees, with additional
revisions to the plan and the organization of operating and administrative committees for
Belomorstroi (the Belomor Construction), authorities approved the work plan in its final form on
18 February 1931. The new plan reduced the depth of the Canal to 10-12 feet in order to
minimize costs,*' set the completion date as no later than the end of 1932 and estimated a total

cost of 60-70 million rubles for the project.*” In November 1931 work officially began on the

%" The Belomorsko-Baltiiskii Vodnyi Put' project is shown at the Paris Exposition n in 1900, where it wins a gold

medal. Gnetnev, 17.

* Ibid, 18.

3 Baron, 639.

40 Kokurin and Morkurov, eds., 30-31.

*! This is a disastrous amendment to the plans for the Canal’s construction, as the completed waterway is only deep

glough to allow the passage of barges and tourist boats, severely limiting the economic capabilities of the Canal.
Ibid, 32.
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Canal, and Genrikh Iagoda, head of the OGPU, took control of the project, signing the official
decree in which other heads of the project are enumerated: Lazar Kogan (director of the Belomor
construction project), lakov Rapoport (assistant director of the Belomor project), and Nefteli
Frenkel' (director of labor) were among the most visible supervisors on the Canal. On 28 May
1933 the ship The Chekist sailed through the waterway, marking the first navigation of the Canal,
even as work on the project was still being finished.” On 2 August 1933 Viacheslav Molotov
signed a decree announcing the official opening of the Canal, and on 4 August 1933 the Soviet
Union awarded various prizes and honors to the best officials, engineers, and workers on the
Canal.**

A brief survey of the history of interest in building a White-Baltic Sea waterway makes it
possible to draw parallels between the Tsarist and Soviet-era ambitions. The documented
suggestions for the project in the 1800s include the notion of “civilizing” the wild reaches of
Karelia, and argue that the connection of northern Russia to its central portion would allow
money and people to flood into the region, introducing “culture” into the remote area.* This
remained one of the key ideological motivators during the construction of the Canal in the 1930s;
in an August 1933 memo signed by V. M. Molotov, he notes the importance of the “kolonizatsiia
kraia” (“‘colonization of the area”) and the increase of the population that should occur with the
influx of workers.*® Both the rehabilitation of prisoners and the stimulation of economic activity

5947

in the far North “would serve to transmit Soviet civilisation to the frontier. The importation

of a massive workforce to a sparsely-inhabited area also allowed for the potential of freed

* Ibid, 35.

* Ibid.

4 Gnetnev, 13.

46 Kokurin and Morkurov, eds., 36.
7 Baron, 637.
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prisoners to remain in the region and build the population base. The grand Soviet project of the
“war against nature” (bor'ba s prirodoi), in which the physical landscape was to be harnessed
and tamed with the introduction of human achievements and technology, exemplified the desire
to wrest wild Karelia from the primordial grip of nature. The inherently violent, aggressive
rhetoric promoted to accompany such a battle against the natural world allows for the
introduction of war-like diction in many of the texts about the Canal—perhaps the most obvious
example is the creation of the new word kanaloarmeets (canal-army soldier) as the name given
to the prisoners who worked on the Canal. In addition, prisoners and authorities alike used the
ubiquitous and highly popular word shfurm (assault) for the intense work drive to finish the
Canal. Authorities encouraged the prisoners to tap into an aggressive, war-like mentality in
order to complete the seemingly impossible task of building a 227-kilometer long Canal in only
twenty months.

Closely connected to the idea of the “war against nature” is the changing map, as
cartography offers proof of the human progress made in bending nature to its will. The map,
therefore, is highly prevalent in cultural artifacts regarding the White Sea-Baltic Canal. The
History of the Construction opens with a map, the image second only to Stalin, and the
commemorative Canal issue of the monthly glossy magazine USSR under Construction (SSSR na
stroike) features a map on the cover as well as several others within its pages. The infamous
Belomorkanal papirosy (cigarettes) show the well-recognized image of the map on its packaging,

along with its sister-in-sin product, Belomorkanal vodka (Figures 1 and 2).** The ability of the

* For a more detailed explanation and analysis of Belomorkanal products, see Chapter Four.
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Figure 1: Belomorkanal cigarette package. Photograph by author.

Figure 2: Belomorkanal vodka bottle. Photograph by author.

Soviet Union physically to change the map, permanently altering the natural environment, is a
source of ideological pride because it offers highly visible evidence of socialist ambition. At the
famous October 1932 meeting of Soviet writers (with Stalin in attendance) at Gor'kii’s home, the
alleged “father” of socialist realism makes it clear that the Belomorkanal is a great achievement

precisely because it redrew the map: “Even geography is changing. Here is the Belomor Canal.
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This is already a change in geography. Early in the History of the Construction, the

nachal'niki (bosses) look at the map and marvel at how all the locks, dams, and dikes are as yet

0 Later, after

simply on paper, wondering how the achievement of the project will be possible.’
the Canal’s completion, Comrade Rapoport gestures to the newly-created map as he underscores
the connection between Soviet greatness and the completion of the project, “From time
immemorial conceived, but only socialism could complete the path, newly and widely, through

the northern waters in the Baltic.””!

Significantly, the book ends with a map of the Moscow-
Volga Canal, the next project that is to carve out Soviet domination on the physical landscape,
with many former Belomorkanal prisoners and officials there to help complete the task.”

This Soviet obsession with mapping, of course, is not exclusive to the White Sea-Baltic
Canal project. Moscow was the center of the utopian desire to build a new socialist world, with
city maps in 1935 depicting not buildings that had already been completed, but, rather, the
construction projects that would be finished ten years hence.”> Despite the fact that this
changing of the map is clearly due to human endeavor, at times the History of the Construction
presents the creation of the Canal in a naturalized manner: “The dikes went down under the
water, everything was lodged in place, as if it had always been like this, as if Karelia itself was
born with the canal.”®* This time, the Canal’s very existence—and not just the people who

create it—is presented in the organic terms of life and death, these paired, yet opposing,

experiential moments that have a crucial impact on the culture surrounding the Belomorkanal.

* «Memstes naxe reorpapus. Bor Benomopckumii kanan. JTo yxke n3Menenne reorpaguu.» RGALL f. 1604, op.
1,d. 21, 1. 21.

91, Averbakh, S. Firin, and M. Gor'kii, eds. 181.

> 310 M3apEBIIE 3aIyMAHHbIA 1 TOIBKO COLUAIA3MOM MO-HOBOMY U Ky/Ia IIAPE BHIIONHEHHBI MyTh H3 TOJSAPHBIX
Boz B bantuky.» Ibid. 554.

> Ibid, 593.

>3 Figes, The Whisperers, 189.

>* «JlamMGbl YIIUTH TI0]T BOLLY, BCE BPOCIIO, BCE KaK OYITO TaK ¥ ObUIO, Kak OYATO Tak M pomwiack Kapemus c
kanajaoM.» L. Averbakh, S. Firin, and M. Gor'kii, eds, 542.
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The Karelian landscape played an important role in the Canal’s construction, since its
particular characteristics created hardships for the project’s completion, which were in turn
exploited by the authorities as a further testament to the success of socialist labor in the face of
difficulties. In particular, the hard, dense Karelian rock proved extremely difficult to break up
and remove, especially since the project began in the winter (November 1931), when the ground
was frozen solid. Karelia is famous as an area of lakes and rivers, with water covering over a
quarter of its territory. Water has a symbolic value for the region, as an exhibit in the State
Museum of Karelia makes clear, “Water is the single most valuable element. Water is not only a
mineral material, it is not only a means for the development of industry and agriculture, water is
an effective conductor of culture, is living blood, which created life where there was none

before.”>

It is important here that water is portrayed not simply as a chemical compound or
element of nature; rather it is a culture-bearer, closely linked to the blood of life. The
philosopher and former Belomorkanal prisoner A. A. Meier interprets water with similar
importance while linking it to human blood, claiming it is the beginning of all life and represents
the fertility of the world, without which life is not possible.”® Viktor Shklovskii, a participant in
the collectively-written History of the Construction, remembers his visit to the Belomorkanal in
terms of water; he describes how the water levels would rise and fall in the locks, and how the
earth would drink the water and, in turn, water would overtake the earth. He draws a profound

parallel between this phenomenon he observes at the White Sea-Baltic Canal and the role of the

Soviet writer, “I think that in Soviet literature, the soil is the writer. He drinks water for a long

> «Boja — 5T0 caMoe JParoLeHHoe HeKonaeMoe. Bojia — 9T0 He MPOCTO MUHEPATbHOE ChIPhE, STO HE TOIBKO
CPEICTBO TSl pa3BUTHSI MPOMBIIIICHHOTO U CEITLCKOTO X03SHCTBA, BO/IA — 3TO ICHCTBEHHBIH MPOBOMHUK KYIBTYPEI,
9TO JKMBast KPOBb, KOTOpasl co3/1aja )U3Hb TaM, riae ee He O0bi10.» (A. P. Kaprinskii). From exhibit on water in the
State Museum of Karelia.

5 A. A. Meier, Filosofskie sochineniia (Paris: La Presse Libre, 1982), 143.

17



time, taking a very long time to absorb it, but then the sudden emergence of the writer rises up,
and this unexpected high level of the writer is explained by the fact that he has already consumed

a large quantity of time.””’

This description sounds not unlike the mechanism by which a canal
operates, with water filling a lock’s chamber in order to lift a vessel to the next level of the
waterway, and here, metaphorical understanding.

Obviously, the water motif is essential in works about the Belomorkanal, since the
harnessing of water is the project’s end goal. Yet water here often represents death rather than
life, since the prisoners working at the Canal, “along with the forested banks and flooded cliffs,

5958

also drown [their] past life. In fact, one of the slogans of the Canal itself is precisely this idea

of “drown[ing] [one’s] past in the depths of the canal,” as the camp newspaper Perekovka makes

5
clear.”

In this reversal of life, water is no longer something natural that allows for human
existence; instead, it is something to be conquered, signifying death. It is significant that both
interpretations of water contain a direct link to the physicality of human existence—water
ultimately either creates or destroys life; it is the blood associated either with birth pains or with
death throes. At the White Sea-Baltic Canal, where thousands of people perished on a landscape

already marred by death and cruelty,® this violent extremism in the interpretation of water is part

and parcel of the overall physicality of cultural narratives surrounding the Canal. An exhibit on

>7 «51 nymaro, 4TO B COBETCKOIT TUTEpAType 3eMJIsl — mucaTenb. OH OYeHb JOJITO MIJT BOJLY, O4EHb J0JITO MOrIOMAL
€e ¥ BOT TO HEOXXHMJAHHOE TIOTHSATHE ITHCATeNs], HEOXKUIAaHHBIN BEICOKUIH YPOBEHD ITHCATENsI OOBSICHAETCS TEM, UTO
OH TOIIIOTHIN yXke MHoro Bpemenu.» Viktor Shklovskii, Sovetskaia literatura na novom etape (Moscow: Sovetskaia
literatura, 1933), 169. Sincere thanks to Sasha Senderovich for his assistance with this and other translations.

%% «...KOTOpBIE BMECTE C JIECHCTHIMH OeperaMi | CKallaMH 3aTOMIIIM | ee MPOLLTYIo XKu3Hb.» L. Averbakh, S. Firin,
and M. Gor'kii, eds., 536.

3 «[loTonum cBoE MIPOILIOe Ha THE KaHana.» Perekovka, 5 June 1934.

5 Although this is not the present aim of the current research, approximate mortality rates at the White Sea-Baltic
Canal have been attempted by several scholars. Nick Baron estimates around a 10% death rate, with 25,025 deaths
among the total 175,000 prisoners. Baron, 643. Others break down the death rates by year, with 1931 and 1932
having approximately 2% death rates, and 1933 having more than a 10% death rate. Kokurin and Morkurov, eds.,
34.
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the Belomorkanal in the local history museum in Medvezh'egorsk dramatically portrays the idea
of death inscribed in banks of the Canal, as a visual representation of the project shows bodies

drowning in water (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Exhibit on the White Sea-Baltic Canal at the local history museum in Medvezh'egorsk.
Photograph by author.

These harsh physical conditions and subsequent high fatality rate link the construction of
the White Sea-Baltic Canal with the Tsarist-era project of a boat conduit. Both the Tsar’s Road
and the pathway of the Belomorkanal come to be known colloquially as the doroga na kostiakh,
or the “road of bones,” underscoring the interconnectedness of these two historical experiences
and the brutality imbedded in the landscape. Interestingly, the doroga na kostiakh is mentioned
in the History of the Construction, but only in order to contrast the supposedly humane, Soviet
approach to the project with the deadly road-building done by prisoners during the Tsarist era,
“The road of bones! says Deli. Karelians say that war captives, working on the building of the

road, were dropping by the hundreds. Every meter there is a grave. But we have ten thousand
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without a single death, only stomach aches.”®!

Despite the fact that the Tsarist and Soviet-era
ambitions to build a waterway share commonalties in terms of motivation and implementation,
they are contrasted in the History of the Construction in order to distinguish Soviet ideology
from its Tsarist precedent.

Given this earlier interest in building a canal, the Soviet Union used the finished
Belomorkanal for its own propaganda purposes, claiming that what had been impossible to
complete in the Tsarist era was achievable only with the organization and determination of the
socialist labor force. Although in a very literal sense this was indeed true, one must also take
into account that the Soviet Union exploited the free manual labor of prisoners, thereby
drastically cutting costs. They also built the Canal to such a shallow depth—another cost-saving
measure—that it is barely navigable.®> Nevertheless, the Canal was completed—on budget and
on time—and hydro-technical engineers continue to marvel at the Canal’s construction even
today, with its unusual system of wooden locks.”” The engineering feat of the Canal’s
construction exemplifies the notion of Gulag as laboratory, where new techniques, such as the
all-wooden locks developed by the engineer V. N. Maslov, could be attempted.®* The prisoners

accomplished other technological feats at the Canal precisely because of the lack of equipment,

which led to innovation: the development of wooden trucks (ironically called “Fords”), the

o1 «— I[opora Ha KOCTsX! TOBOpUT HGJ'II/I. - KapeJ'H)I PacCKa3bIBarOT, YTO BOCHHOIJICHHBIX, pa6OTaIOHII/IX Ha

MIOCTPOMKE JIOPOTH, XOPOHMIIM COTHSIMU. Kaskaplil MeTp — Moruia. Ay Hac Ha AECSTh THICSY HU OJHMH HE yMep,
TOJIBKO KuBOTaMu Ooinenn...» L. Averbakh, S. Firin, and M. Gor’kii, eds., 291.

62 After the completion of the Canal, there was interest in building a second, deeper Canal that would parallel the
White Sea-Baltic Canal’s route exactly 1 km to the east, but the project was never pursued, most likely out of
embarrassment. Gregory and Lazarev, eds., The Economics of Forced Labor: The Soviet Gulag (Stanford: Hoover
Institute Press, 2003), 167.

%3 Konstantin Gnetnev, conversation with author, 28 March 2007.

% Gnetnev, 30, 33.
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construction of primitive derrick furnaces, and the on-site production of iron.® The successful
completion of the Canal project, in turn, popularized the idea of continued Gulag construction
projects awarded to the OGPU’s control.®® It is impossible, therefore, to simply write off the
existence of the Canal as a bloody memory in Soviet history that, once memorialized, should be
forgotten; the psychological mechanisms and their effectiveness must be assessed in order to
understand fully the significance of this Gulag project. As Russia continues to confront (or avoid
confronting) its Stalinist past, it is necessary to comprehend—and not merely document—the
White Sea-Baltic Canal and its implications. This is why some Russian scholars of the Karelian

Gulag claim that the recognition of sin is not enough; there must be full and true repentance.®’

1.3 PEREKOVKA AS CAMP PHILOSOPHY

Perekovka (re-forging), the transformative process that supposedly reshaped professional
criminals into upstanding Soviet citizens through the moralizing power of physical labor, was
undoubtedly the ideological backbone of the Belomorkanal project. This concept is vital for
understanding the construction of the Canal because many cultural motifs emerge from its
implementation: the idea of death and re-birth, the importance of autobiography, the role of art in
transforming human beings, the centrality of construction and building metaphors, and the

prevalence of violent transmogrification. In addition, perekovka has important precedents in

%5 Mikhail Morukov, “The White Sea-Baltic Canal,” The Economics of Forced Labor: The Soviet Gulag, Eds. Paul
R. Gregory and Valery Lazarev (Stanford: Hoover Institute Press, 2003), 151-62, 160.
66 T
Ibid, 162.
%7 Anatolii Tsygankov, Ikh nazyvali KR: Repressii v Karelii 20-30x godov (Petrozavodsk: Kareliia, 1992), 19.
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Soviet culture as well as subsequent adaptations, demonstrating the malleability and applicability
of the construct.

The KVO was directly in charge of the re-forging of prisoners. The department was
divided into sub-divisions, or chasti, each of which was headed by a different vospitatel’
(educator-reformer). These vospitateli were key figures on the Canal, frequently mentioned in
prisoner autobiographies and stories. The authorities encouraged vospitateli to pen their own
biographies, as their experiences were to be important lessons for others. Given the important
role of these educators, official sources claim that their backgrounds must be thoroughly
verified.®® Despite this supposed vigilance on the part of the authorities, criminals sentenced
under article 58 could actually be entrusted with the job of vospitatel’, ironically educating other
prisoners on socialist mores despite their own incarceration for anti-Soviet crimes.®® The fact that
the OGPU had a difficult time filling posts in the KVO partially explains this highly unorthodox
arrangement.70 After all, these figures had an ideologically-charged, highly important role;
directly in charge of remaking criminals’ consciences, they were the true “engineers of the
human soul,”71 echoing Stalin’s famous statement on the role of writers in the Soviet Union.
The KVO handled all aspects of the re-educational process: it helped to abolish illiteracy among
the convicts, organized professional-technical courses for the re-training of the incarcerated,
maintained the “red corners” in the barracks and established social and recreational groups for

the prisoners.’>

% 1. L. Averbakh, 42.

% Makurov, ed., Gulag v Karelii, document 8, 10.

7% Christopher Joyce, “The Gulag in Karelia,” The Economics of Forced Labor: The Soviet Gulag, Paul R. Gregory
and Valery Lazarev, eds. (Stanford: Hoover Institute Press, 2003), 181.

"' L. Averbakh, Ot prestupleniia k trudu (Moscow: OGIZ, 1936), 45.

7> Ibid, 58, 60, 73, 75.
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If the History of the Construction is the literary-cultural “bible” of the White Sea-Baltic
Canal, the monograph From Crime to Labor (Ot prestupleniia k trudu, 1936) is its sociological-
psychological companion in promoting the ‘“religion” of perekovka. Although the volume
focuses more prominently on the Moscow-Volga Canal, it acknowledges the Belomorkanal as an
important antecedent, claiming that the prisoners who went through the “school of the Belomor
construction” have an important influence on the workers at the Moscow-Volga Canal and that
their experiences are highly consequential on this other great waterway project assigned to the
OGPU.” The leaders of many of the work collectives at the Moscow-Volga Canal came directly
from the White Sea-Baltic Canal, with officials acknowledging their previous experience as an
important asset.”* The volume discusses the penal philosophy of the 1930s, with chapters on
remaking prisoners’ attitudes, the organization of cultural-educational work, the importance of
collectivity as a work principle, and udarnichestvo as a method of work stimulation—all of
which are key components of the Belomorkanal program. Most importantly, perekovka concerns
the transformation of human consciousness; prison is not just about economics or punishment.”
Soviet incarceration, therefore, is presented as a means rather than a goal, since the supposed

remaking of people is more important than causing them to suffer.”

This idea is not entirely
new; the Bolsheviks believed that crime was simply a byproduct of an unfair capitalist system’’

and that the reformation of all prisoners was possible, instituting a maximum five-year sentence

for all criminal offenses.”® The term “corrective” (ispravitel'nyi) labor is substituted for forced

73 «...marepHMKH, Hpouremue mKory beromoperpos.» Ibid, 27.

" Ibid.

7 1bid, 4.

" Ibid, 15.

77 This concept finds a precedent in French utopian socialist thought, in particular the work of Charles Fourier.
Fourier is referenced numerous times in Fedor Dostoevskii’s 1872 novel The Possessed and is credited with the
foundation of the idealistic community in Utopia, OH.

78 Jakobson, 5.
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labor in 1921, but the name change becomes mainly an issue of semantics; by 1929, many
prisoners are not considered to be re-educable (excluding inmates at the White Sea-Baltic
Canal).” Other scholars, however, argue that “years of Gulag propaganda” stressed that
“prisoners were temporarily isolated from society but could be reeducated and reintegrated into
that society.”*”

In the flattering portrayal of the Soviet system in From Crime to Labor, the penal
methods of the USSR are compared with those of capitalist countries. While Fascist Germany
presents crime as something inborn and biological and thus impossible to change, the Soviet
Union, as the book claims, believes in the possibility of reforming even the most difficult
portions of the population.®’ The Soviet penal system is also contrasted to its Tsarist precedent,
with images of whips and bodily punishment meant to drive home for the reader the high degree
of cruelty in pre-revolutionary Russia.® Similarly, the History of the Construction includes
pictures of prison cruelty in the Western world, such as Sing-Sing (located in Ossining, New
York), and addresses the ineptitude of punishment during the Tsarist era, where the book claims
the focus was on suffering rather than rehabilitation.” Following these ideals, the key to
reformation was hard physical labor, and it was most effective when it could be done on large
construction projects with a concentrated group of prisoners, such as with the White Sea-Baltic
Canal or Moscow-Volga Canal.®® The stress on a very strict work ethic has a chilling resonance
with the infamous slogan, “Arbeit macht frei” (“work makes you free”) and is echoed in the

Soviet labor slogan published on the top of the front page of every camp newspaper: “Labor in

" Ibid, 86.

80 Barnes, 840.

81 1. L. Averbakh, 14.

52 Tbid, 8.

83 1.. Averbakh, S. Firin, and M. Gor'kii, eds., 60.
8 1. L. Averbakh, 21.
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the USSR is a matter of honesty, glory, valor, and heroism.”®’ Any comparison between Nazi
concentration camps and the Soviet Gulag, however, must be accompanied by strict
qualifications. *®
Although attempting to underscore the inherent humaneness of the socialist method as
opposed to penal techniques employed in “bourgeois” (capitalist) countries, the volume From
Crime to Labor does not refrain from acknowledging the strict discipline and physical duress in
the Gulag:
Labor in the camps is hard work, the discipline is most strict and demanding. The
shock-worker labor, the conscious relationship to responsibility, and the genuine
striving towards re-forging find absolute encouragement; the breaking of camp
discipline, the refusal to work or a lackadaisical approach to work, and even more
importantly, the attempts to undermine the realization of corrective-labor politics
and the sortie by the class enemy meet a decisive opposition in various forms—
from measures of coercion by the camp elite to strict disciplinary measures.”’
Following up on this sense of warning, the volume notes that this remaking of prisoners’

consciousness cannot be considered a philanthropic or sentimental endeavor; instead, the path to

85 «Tpyn B CCCP, nemo gecTH, IeNo CIaBhl, JeJI0 J0OJIECTH U TepoicTBa. »

% The debate concerning the feasibility of a comparison between Nazi concentration camps and the Soviet Gulag
continues to the present day. If one emphasizes the role of the Gulag as a machine of political repression—not its
only characteristic, since the camps also have an economic function whereas Nazi concentration camps had virtually
no profitable component—the comparison has some weight. See Paul R. Gregory and Valery Lazarev, eds., The
Economics of Forced Labor: The Soviet Gulag, 191. For a discussion of Soviet labor camps and Nazi concentration
camps in the same context, see Terrence Des Pres, The Survivor: An Anatomy of Life in the Death Camps (NY:
Oxford UP, 1976). For a recent monograph comparing the Soviet and Nazi experiences, see Sheila Fitzpatrick and
Michael Geyer, eds., Beyond Totalitariansim: Stalinism and Nazism Compared (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2009).
87 (Tpyn B marepe — TP/ TSKENbIH, TUCIUIUIMHA CTpOXKaiias 1 TpeGoBaTenbHas. Eciu yrapHas pa6ora,
CO3HATENBbHOE OTHOILICHUE K 0053aHHOCTSIM, UICKPEHHEE CTPEMIICHHE K TIEPEKOBKE HAXOAST BCIYECKOE TOOIIPEHHE,
TO HapyIICHHE JIATEPHOMN JTUCIUILIMHBL, OTKa3 OT paboThI, HeIOOPOCOBECTHOE K HEH OTHOIIEHHE, a TeM Ooree
TIONBITKH MOZ0PBATh OCYIIECTBIICHNE UCIPABUTEILHO-TPYIOBO ITOJUTHKY M BBUIA3KH KJIACCOBOT'O Bpara
BCTPEYAIOT PEIINTENEHOE IIPOTHBOJICHCTBIE B pa3HOOOpa3HBIX (hopMax — OT MEp BO3JEUCTBHUS JIAT€PHOM
OOIIECTBEHHOCTH JI0 JKECTKUX AUCIMIUTMHAPHBIX Mep.» . L. Averbakh, 29.
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reformation is a “strict and harsh route” where the “iron discipline” of the camp holds sway.™
As the above passage suggests, the class enemy plays a particular role, demonstrating how a type
of Soviet ideological school is “in session” at the White Sea-Baltic Canal and other Gulag
construction projects. The prisoners were not simply building a Canal and re-building
themselves—they were also being indoctrinated in “Soviet speak” while in the secluded,
collective laboratory, where propaganda could easily be disseminated and carefully controlled.
The Marxist conception of class struggle assumed primary importance at the camp site, and the
prison’s cultural-educational division (KVO) had to address such political questions closely.*’
Several components comprised the cultural-educational work intended to assist in the
goal of reformation of inmate consciousness through physical labor. The elements of
sorevnovanie (competition) and udarnichestvo (shock-worker mentality) were essential in the

implementation of perekovka.”

The notion of socialist competition, with all its psychological
and sociological undercurrents, became a key motivating force for the prisoners. Since prisoners
worked together in brigades and phalanxes, the measure of success was a collective matter.
Gulag officials commented upon this phenomenon, encouraging group, rather than individual,
measurements of work so as to facilitate a “collective psychology” that was in line with Soviet

ideology.”!

This emphasis on group responsibility also had a secondary, pragmatic function: it
made it virtually impossible for prisoners to refuse to work. If a loafer is not doing any work and

holding up the brigade, he will, in theory, look to the other prisoners working diligently

alongside him and feel ashamed about his own non-participation. Eventually, this shame will

8 (IlyTh mIepenesKu — CypoBOI 1 KECTKHMil myTh. [1oTUMHEHHE XKeTe3HOM NMCIUILIMHE narepeii...» Ibid, 36.
* Ibid.
90 Tps
Ibid, 35.
% Jakobson, 96.
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supposedly coerce even the laziest of prisoners into adopting a work ethic.”” Aleksandr

Solzhenitsyn discusses the matter in his landmark Gulag novella, One Day in the Life of Ivan

Denisovich (Odin den' Ivana Denisovicha, 1959):
To outsmart you they thought up the work squad—but not a work squad like in
freedom, where Ivan Ivanych receives his separate pay and Petr Petrovich
receives his separate pay. In the camps the brigade was arranged such that it was
not the administration that hurried along prisoners, but rather the prisoners hurried
along each other. It was like this: either you all got a bit extra or you all croaked.
You’re not working, you bastard—because of you I will be hungry? Put your
guts into it, slob.”?

Not limited to individual hardship, work brigades also had a negative impact on the
collective camp population. The work-for-food system institutionalized cruelty in the Gulag,
making survival nearly impossible for the malnourished or feeble—the less food you have, the
weaker you become and the less you are able to work, so you continue to receive less food—a
deadly circle from which there is no exit.

The prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal formed work brigades (or brigady, smaller
groups with 25-30 members) and phalanxes (or falangi, larger groups consisting of 250-300
prisoners), and these teams competed actively, trying to outdo one anothers’ norm-fulfillment
percentages, with the standard norm unearthing 2.5 cubic meters of rock per day.”* The

formation of work collectives improved everyday conditions, and they were encouraged strongly

°21. L. Averbakh, 52.

%3 «Ha To mpumymana — 6purana. [la He Takas Gpuraja, Kak Ha Boue, rie Vsan MBaHbIMy OTIENBHO 3apILIaTa U
[erpy IleTpoBuuy oraensHO 3apmuiara. B marepe Opurazsa — 3To Takoe yCTPOMCTBO, YTOO HE HAYAIBCTBO 39KOB
TIOHYKAJIO, a 39KH APYT Apyra. TyT Kak: WM BceM JOMOJIHHUTENBHOE, WM Bee mojpixaiire. Thl He pabortaenip, raf, a
s u3-3a TeOs TOMOMHBIM cueTh Oymy? Her, BkambiBait, mamo!» A. 1. Solzhenitsyn, Odin den' Ivana Denisovicha,
46. Translation based on H. T. Willetts 1991: 48, with modifications by the author.

% A. 1. Kokurin and Tu. N. Morkurov, eds., 34.
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by the authorities; however, prisoners sentenced under article 58 (counter-revolutionary crimes)
were in theory not allowed to participate in these groups.”” The importance of collective work
and its supposed positive effects as demonstrated at the White Sea-Baltic Canal set an example
for future projects, influencing the work system developed at the Moscow-Volga Canal.”®
Workers, therefore, had multiple incentives for overfulfilling their norms: increased food rations,
monetary bonuses, and shortened prison terms (the most powerful of all motivations).”’
Shock-worker labor, or udarnichestvo,”® also played a key role in the apparatus of re-
forging. Similar to the concept of socialist competition, the amount of work produced led
directly to material advantages and increased food rations, with the udarniki (shock-workers) at
the White Sea-Baltic Canal existing almost as a separate social class, enjoying a host of special
privileges. The emphasis on the udarnik phenomenon anticipates the Stakhanovite movement
that was to flourish rapidly in the Soviet Union beginning in 1935, another way in which the
Belomorkanal environment forecasted larger trends developed in the Soviet Union as a whole.
The rewarding of shock-workers alongside the promotion of work brigades and collectives
created tension between the individual and the collective. Although many of the officials
recorded percentages of work fulfillment according to brigade, the public boards on display at
the Canal listed individual names in order to create either a sense of shame or pride, according to
whether one was on the chernaia doska (black board of disgrace) or krasnaia doska (red board of

achievement).

5 Makurov, Gulag v Karelii, 14.

*°1. L. Averbakh, 72.

7 A. 1. Kokurin and Tu. N. Morkurov, eds., 34.

% Shock-worker labor, or udarnichestvo, refers to ultra-productive and enthusiastic physical labor. The
phenomenon was ubiquitous at the Belomorkanal and often led to accusations of fufta (falsified work reports). The
emphasis and privileging of shock-workers anticipates the Stakhanovite movement that begins in 1935 with Aleksei
Stakhanov’s feat in coal mining.
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Records of worker percentages were documented publicly on chalkboards for everyone to
see, and graphic diagrams around the Canal were a constant reminder of the shame inherent in
sub-par labor output. The emphasis on the fulfillment of norms—as would be expected, since
the Canal’s construction was part of Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan—also allowed for the
development of tufta, a term that refers to the exaggerated, inaccurate reporting of completed
work quotas. The authorities recognized the problem of fufta and addressed it directly,
threatening harsh punishment—including reduced food rations, imprisonment in RUR (rota
usilennogo rezhima),” or even sometimes a trial—for anyone who prevaricated regarding his or

her labor output.'®

Nevertheless, the issue continued to be a problem and led to one of the more
well-known sayings concerning the Canal, “esli b ne tufta 1 ne ammonal, ne byl by postroen
Belomorkanal” (“without padding and ammonal [explosives], there wouldn’t be a

Belomorkanal™).'"!

The elements of sorevnovanie and udarnichestvo will be explored further in
the analysis of prisoner artwork on the Canal, since the psychological mechanisms of these two
phenomena are explored at length in convict narratives.

The idea of the New Man (novyi chelovek) is one of the key ideological projects under
Stalin, and the creation of this Soviet persona shares many qualities with the re-forged prisoner at
the camp site: both abjure their past in order to adopt a brighter future, both come to this
realization through “correct” ideological training and education, and both are used as a metaphor

for the overall greatness and reformability of the Soviet Union itself as a country. The creation

of the New Man exemplifies the key tenets of socialist realism’s master plot, where an

% RUR, mentioned in many of the prisoners’ autobiographies and essays, consisted of a separate barracks where
those refusing to work would be housed. These prisoners would be visited constantly by members of the Cultural-
Educational Department in the attempt to convert them to working life. There are various accounts of the
atmosphere at RUR; while some recount how prisoners were indeed transformed by visits from vospitateli, others
describe the barracks as a type of criminal den, where convicts loafed about, drank vodka and played cards.

100" A 1. Kokurin and Tu. N. Morkurov, eds., 34.

1%1Zhak Rossi, Spravochnik po GULagu (London: Overseas Publications, 1987), 27.
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unreformed, uninitiated main character comes to profess a new, ideological way of life given the
help of a tutor or trainer, fulfilling the mythical narrative of the mentor-disciple dyad.'® This is
much like the process of perekovka at the White Sea-Baltic Canal. A newly arrived, often
untrained, prisoner might refuse to work or participate, setting up the task.'”> The vospitatel’ acts
as the mentor, guiding the prisoner along the path of reformation. While there may be setbacks
along the way, eventually a symbolic initiation occurs. This narrative, so similar to the socialist-
realist master plot,'* forms the key structure of most of the prisoner autobiographies from the
Belomorkanal, which were mostly written in 1933, a year before the full definition and formal
declaration of socialist realism as official literary method at the August 1934 First All-Union
Congress of Soviet Writers.

The notion of perkekovka—in the form of the New Man—has other important parallels in
Soviet culture; one of the most interesting, and relevant to this research, is the phenomenon of
besprizorniki, or homeless orphans, in Russia. Not surprisingly, children were at the forefront of
the campaign to indoctrinate individuals with socialist ideology; as in many strictly-controlled
regimes, it is common to begin with the youth—their consciousness is not yet fully formed and
so represents a tabula rasa for ideology.'” Gor'kii promoted this point of view at the First
Congress of Soviet Writers in 1934, acknowledging children’s literature as “the most important

995106

‘front’ of socialist creative labor and a natural ground for creating the ‘new Soviet man. In

terms of Soviet literature of the time period, one needs to think only of the slogan-chirping

192 Clark, The Soviet Novel, 167-76.

!9 Clark uses this terminology in her breakdown of the socialist realist master plot, 257.

1% See Clark, The Soviet Novel, 167-76 and 255-60.

1% For a more general treatment of the problem of homeless children in newly-industrialized countries, including the
attempt to substitute the family with the state, see Hugh Cunningham, Children and Childhood in Western Society
Since 1500, Harlow: Pearson, 2005. For an excellent treatement of the Russian situation specifically, see Catriona
Kelly, Children’s World: Growing up in Russia 1890-1991 (New Haven: Yale UP, 2007).

1% Marina Balina and Larissa Rudova, “Introduction, Russian Children’s Literature: Changing Paradigms,” Slavic
and East European Journal 49.2 (Summer 2005), 193.
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Nastia in Andrei Platonov’s Kotlovan (The Foundation Pit, 1930)'"7

or the strapping soccer
player Volodia in lurii Olesha’s Zavist' (Envy, 1927) to see just how easily younger members of
society can become thoughtless ideological containers. The topic of the New Man was essential
to children’s literature of the late 1920s and early 1930s, since “children’s writers were expected

»108  This children’s literature often

to produce books that reflected the new Soviet values.
contained industrial themes that linked visual and textual images in an homage to the Russian
avant-garde, just as it was also, in a paradoxical move, being streamlined and institutionalized
along Party lines.'” This transitional period in children’s literature reflects the nature of artwork
produced at the White Sea-Baltic Canal adeptly, since the industrial, collage elements of many of
the texts from the Belomorkanal speak to an avant-garde legacy, while the content of many of
the narratives are more ideological rather than innovative.

With the evolving role of children’s literature also came a new interpretation of
childhood. Spearheaded by none other than Gor'kii himself, childhood became an “anti-utopia,”
a space of suffering and sadness, as is the case with the author’s own childhood memoir, which
mostly documents his harsh treatment by neighbors and relatives. The idea of a happy childhood
was seen as anti-socialist and bourgeois, an outdated notion linked to the gentry class. Instead,
Soviet authors chose to portray one’s upbringing as lonely and difficult, with separation and

alienation from parental figures.''" These unhappy children characters, who use their sorrow and

displacement as sources of strength and vitality,''" are not so different from the criminals and

' Interestingly, Andrei Platonov also wrote a short story entitled “The Sluices [Locks] of Epiphany” (“Epifanskie
shliuzy,” 1927), which focuses on Peter the Great’s attempt to build a waterway connecting the Baltic, Black and
Caspian Seas. The title page of the short story was on display in the Gor'kii House-Museum during a 2007 visit.
1% Balina and Rudova, 190.

' Tbid, 191-92.

"9 Marina Balina, “Troubled Lives: The Legacy of Childhood in Soviet Literature” Slavic and East European
Journal 49 (2005), 249.

! Ibid, 251.
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thieves at the White Sea-Baltic Canal; they come from broken homes, have certainly had
unfortunate childhoods filled with hunger and want, and eventually use this troubled past as a

"2 The criminals at the White Sea-Baltic Canal were very

springboard to begin a new future.
often parentless, or if they still had a mother or father alive they were estranged from them
because of their unlawful lifestyles. Both groups, the young orphans and the abandoned
criminals, were ideal targets for perekovka because they had no family structure on which to
rely; the Soviet Union, therefore, could easily become their ancestral replacement. Mikhail
Nikolaev, orphaned in 1932 at the age of three, recalled:
After all, we were deprived of family events, of conversations around the kitchen
table—that non-official, and, in my opinion, most important, source of
information that forms man’s notions of life and his relationship with the world.
Our ‘window on the world’ was the teachers, the educators, the camp councilors,
the radio in the red corner, and the newspaper The Pioneers’ Truth.'"
Not only were both groups a type of tabula rasa for Soviet ideology, but the two were

strategically targeted for reformation, since both wayward orphans and professional criminals

represented a threat to the well-being of Soviet society at large.'"

12 A parallel could also be drawn between the trajectory of the prisoners’ or children’s transformations and that of
saints; in the sacred tradition of hagiography, a future saint undergoes a period of trial and separation where he is
outcast from society and/or family members. Eventually, however, the gifted one goes through a type of re-forging
in the monastery setting, where a new life and family is adopted. One example of such a zhitie would be the life of
the Saint Theodosius, written by the monk Nestor.

'3 «Betb MBI GBUTH JIMIIEHBI CEMEHHBIX COOBITHIA, PA3TOBOPOB 3a JOMALIHAM CTOIIOM — TOi HEODUIHAILHOI 1, Ha
MO B3IJISL, CAMOM BaXKHOM MH(OpMAIHK, KoTopasi opMHUpYeT IPEICTABICHHS YeJI0BEeKa O XKHU3HU H €ro
OTHOILIEHHE K MHUpYy. Harre «OKHO B MUp» — yUUTEINs, BOCIIUTATEN!, TMOHEPBOXKATHIE, PAHO-TapeIKa B KPACHOM
yroike, [Tuonepckas npaeoda...» Mikhail Nikolaev, Detdom (NY: Russica, 1985), 89.

14 In addition, the criminal and childhood experiences at times directly overlap; for example, Nikolai EKk’s famous
1931 film Putevka v zhizn' (Road to Life) deals specifically with delinquent children trying to forge a new path for
themselves.
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Anton Makarenko’s pedagogical classic, The Road to Life (Pedagogicheskaia poema,
1935), tells the story of the appropriately-named Gor'kii colony for young delinquents, where
orphans were taken in and “reformed” through education and hard work. Once again, the theme

of the New Man comes to the fore, since one of the key goals at the colony centered upon the

59115

fact that “we have to find new methods for the creation of the new man. Here the parallels

with the Gulag prison camp are even more striking, since the orphanage is likened to a den of

116

thieves, where crime and hooliganism runs rampant. The old forms of instruction—such as

the rod in Tsarist Russia—are compared to the progressive education of the present day, just as

official works about the White Sea-Baltic Canal contrast incarceration there with its capitalist

117

counterpart. ' The importance of strict, military-type training at the Gor'kii colony for juvenile

delinquents''®

also has an important parallel with the previously-discussed war-like language
that various writers and officials use in narrating the Belomorkanal experience.

As with the convicts on the Canal, it is supposedly a new life of construction and physical
work that allows the children to change their lives and habits.''” By extension, while rebuilding
outhouses or clearing paths in the forest, they can take these physical actions metaphorically, and
see them as analogies for their rebuilt lives. This notion of the reconstructed life has important
precedents, such as the construction metaphors inherent in Freemasonry, which was very popular

120

in nineteenth-century Russia. = The orphan-thieves of the Gor'kii colony admired the namesake

'3 «3HaunT, HYKHO HOBOTO YeJIOBEK O-HOBOMY JenaTh.» A. S. Makarenko, Pedagogicheskaia poema (Moscow:

ITRK, 2003), 16. Anton Makarenko, The Road to Life, trans. Ivy and Tatiana Litvinov (NY: Oriole, 1973), 4.

16 Thiq, English translation, 20, 43. Russian original, 24, 35.

7 Ibid, 7. Russian original, 17.

"8 1bid, 321. Russian original, 170.

"9 Ibid, 15, 317, 319. Russian original, 21, 162, 169.

120 According to the tenets of Freemasonry, Masonic members are all in the process of “working the rough stone” to
various degrees; that is, hewing their lives and passions until they become more refined and contained. Masonry
tools, such as the trowel, are used symbolically in order to represent the smoothing of the cracks and crannies in the
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of the institution because they could identify with his life and see it as not so different from their
own. They idealize his rough-and-tumble biography as well as the romantic portrayal of thieves
and criminals in his early short stories and plays. Once again, Gor'kii seems to have become a
symbolic persona for the era and its various hopes and struggles. The boys are reported to have
reacted positively to Makarenko’s explication of Gor'kii’s life:
At first they didn’t believe me when I told them the real story of Maxim Gorky’s
own life. They were stunned by the story, suddenly struck by the idea: ‘So Gorky
was like us! I say, that’s fine!” This idea moved them profoundly and joyfully.
Maxim Gorky’s life seemed to become part of our life. Various episodes in it
provided us with examples for comparison, a fund of nicknames, a background
for debate, and a scale for the measurement of human values. 121
It is important here that it is specifically Gor'kii’s life story that plays such an inspiring
role in the boys’ lives. In regards to the re-forging of prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal,
autobiography plays an essential role and often serves as a motivational device, as will become
clear in the next chapter.
The Gor'kii colony gave many of the juvenile delinquents a new lease on life, offering
them new opportunities and support networks. However, some students leave without ever
really changing or were forced to depart because of their continuously mischievous behavior.

Although the transformative process occurring at the orphanage is quite similar to the notion of

heart. See Joseph Smith, Working the Rough Stone: Freemasonry and Society in Eighteenth-Century Russia
(DeKalb: Northern Illinois UP, 1999), 41.

12! «Cuauvana e BEPIUTH MHE, KOT/]a paccKa3all IeHCTBUTEIEHYIO HCTOPHIO XU3HU Makcuma ['opbkoro, Opuim
OILIETIOMJIEHBI ATOM UCTOPEN U BHE3AITHO YBIIEKIMCh BOMPOCOM: — 3HAYUT, BEIXOAUT, ['opbkuii Bpone Hac? Bor,
MTOHUMAEIITh, 3I0pOoBO! DTOT BOMPOC WX BOITHOBAN ITyOOKO U pamocTHO. JKu3Hp Makcuma ['oppKoro crana xKak
OyATO YachTIO HameH )u3HU. OTHENBHBIC €€ SMU30bBI CICNIAIICh Y Hac 00pa3iaMu JJisi CPaBHEHUH, OCHOBAHUSIMU
JUTSI TIPO3BHIIL, TPAHCIIAPAHTAMH TSI CIOPOB, MacCIITa0aMH ISl H3MEPCHHUS YeIOBEUYCCKOM eHHoCTH.» Makarenko,
79. English translation, 135-36.
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perekovka, there are some key differences. The charges living at the colony were not prisoners
and could technically leave of their own free will, according to Makarenko’s text. More
importantly, there was a decided lack of emphatically ideological instruction in their re-
education that was absolutely imperative in the re-forging of White Sea-Baltic Canal prisoners.
Even though the boys living at the colony expressed interest in becoming Komsomol members,
this path was initially forbidden to them, as Party members saw them as delinquents and so not
eligible for consideration. Only after their departure from the colony and certifiable reformation
could the topic of their inclusion in the youth communist club be discussed.'** This is quite the
opposite from the situation at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, where the prisoners were encouraged
from the very beginning to be trained ideologically, to understand Soviet mannerisms, speech,
and traditions, because officials believed that the more a previously-debased convict could take
pride in his newly upstanding socialist status, the more he or she would likely be transformed

completely and permanently.'>

The students at the Gor'kii youth colony were eventually
allowed to join the Komsomol, and they secured the service of a political instructor to help them
achieve this goal.'** Since this happens in 1923, a full decade before the Canal’s completion, it
is not surprising that there are some major philosophical differences between the two
experiences. In 1923, Lenin’s New Economic Policy (NEP) was newly in place, and there was
not yet the type of ideological severity that characterizes the beginning of Stalin’s rule in 1928.

The political component of becoming a New Man, which is absolutely essential when it comes to

perekovka, is not yet fully active in this earlier version of re-forging.

122 Makarenko, 381.

123 This attempt to transform not just the working ethic, but also the everyday life and culture of the prisoners,
resonates with the overall scheme of Cultural Revolution in Stalin’s Russia from 1928-1932.

124 Makarenko, 390.
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In certain cases, juvenile delinquency and incarceration as reformation followed parallel
tracks; the OGPU, in charge of operating the Gulag, also headed children’s colonies in order to
garner favorable publicity. In 1929, the OGPU sent juvenile delinquents to the Solovki prison
camp in an attempt to quell rumors about the abominable conditions in the Gulag; such problem
children were also sent to the White Sea-Baltic Canal. In addition, just as Belomorkanal
prisoners were ultimately viewed as wares processed by the “factory of life,” so did Makarenko
interpret unruly children as products in his pedagogical writings, “Every person reformed by us
is a product of our pedagogical production. Both we and society must examine our product very
intently and carefully, to the last tiny detail.”'* Although the homeless-children problem had
diminished somewhat by the mid-1920s, juvenile criminality soared in 1929 during the brutal
process of collectivization.'*® Since most of the prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal were
peasants incarcerated for being kulaks (i.e., wealthy peasants), it is the state itself that created the
massive homeless population. In an appropriate twist of fate, both groups—homeless, now
basically orphaned children and their convict parents—were subject to the same propaganda of
re-education and re-forging in the name of Soviet power. These families, broken apart by the
very institutions attempting to indoctrinate them, were now supposed to look to the state itself as
a replacement for their family that may at some point have been intact.

The word perekovka, in its very morphological structure, emphasizes the notion of
remaking or redoing. At Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal, everything would be made new:

geography, industry, nature, economy, country, culture, and, of course, people. The people

125 o o
«Ka)K,HI)II/I BOCHUTAHHBIM HAMH YCJIOBCK — 3TO IMPOAYKT HAIICTO MEAArOrnICCKOro rnpon3BoaACTBaA. u MBI, U

00IIECTBO JOJKHBI PACCMATPHIBATH HAIll IIPOAYKT OYEHb ITPUCTAIBHO U MOJPOOHO, JI0 TOCIETHET0 BUHTHKA. )
Anton Makarenko, “Opyt metodiki raboty detskoi trudovoi kolonii,” Sochineniia, Vol. 5 (Moscow: Akademiia
pedagogicheskikh nauk, 1951), 339-463, 441. Translation mine.

126 Jakobson, 123.
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would be forged alongside the construction of the Canal, and both would be equally important.'?’
At the Canal, the administration could make people into honest Soviet citizens just as easily as
they could make them into cement mixers, claims the History of the Construction."*® The
frequent use of the prefix “pere-” reflects this near obsession with reconstruction. Since this
prefix often refers to the repetition of some action with a better completion as the outcome, the
idea of perekovka is echoed literally thousands of times while being applied to all different
words and situations in the History of the Construction: perestroit' (to rebuild), pererozhdenie
(re-birth), perezhit' (to survive), perereshat’ (to change one’s mind), “rabota ikh pereuchit” (work
will re-teach, train them), perevypolnenie (overfulfillment), peredumat' (to change one’s mind),
perechuvstvovat' (to experience), pereshchegoliat’ (to outflaunt); the list could go on and on.'*’
The emphasis on remaking—with the prefix pere- as its vehicle—is so strong that there is an
overall sense of forward motion in the book as a whole. Everything is in the process of being re-
done and re-made, and it is not simply to make the same object or perform the same action over
again; rather, it is to do it bigger and better. Not surprisingly, some of the most ideologically-
charged chapters of the History of the Construction contain the most pere- prefixed words:
“Chekists,” “Canal Army Soldiers,” and “Crush the Class Enemy” are a few examples. In this
new society, the old life—social customs, historical facts, class divisions, criminal life, language,
politics—must be destroyed violently in order to accommodate the new. Birth and death are the
defining moments of any experience; they are the bookends of life, rich in ritualistic meaning. In
addition, the presence of death and re-birth within the context of perekovka ritualizes the

phenomenon, since the majority of rituals cluster around these two foundational life events. In

1271, Averbakh, S. Firin, and M. Gor’kii, eds. 180.
128 Ibid, 177.
129 1bid, 185, 187, 197, 231, 132, 263, 197, 197, 390, 390.
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turn, perekovka in some ways resembled an initiation rite; in initiation ceremonies, as the
anthropologist Mircea Eliade notes, the old must be destroyed in order to be created anew, with
the initiation process allowing one to grasp a positive aspect within death itself. ">

Perekovka was not a peaceful process. It was a violent, aggressive experiment in human
transformation where one’s past life was annihilated to make room for a new one; the re-forging
story of the prisoner Rottenberg is defined in medical terms, “Now we will try a new surgery

with the knife, that is, to cut the tissue of the surface.” 3!

In Gorkii’s introduction to the History
of the Construction, he claims that he fights “not to kill as the bourgeoisie does, but rather to
resurrect laboring humankind into a new life, and I will kill only when there is no longer the
possibility to blot out man’s former habits of feeding on the flesh and blood of people.”'** Not
only is violence an inherent component of the re-forging process, but prisoners may be met with
violence if they do not subject themselves to the demands of perekovka. A human being, in turn,
is physical matter that can be melded and shaped or otherwise tossed away, “It is immeasurably

more difficult to refine human raw material than wood, stone, or metal.”

It is acknowledged,
however, that the process is not an easy one, nor is it simple to describe: “There is not a supply
of words sufficient for the various and complicated processes of re-forging and its feeling,

. 134
senses, and habits.”

The re-forging process is violent, physical, difficult, supposedly
permanent and very strong language is used to describe the procedure in the History of the

Construction.

130 Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation: The Mysteries of Birth and Rebirth (Woodstock, CT: Spring,
1958), xiii.
B! «Teneps monpobyeM HOXKOM XHpPYpra, TaK cKa3aTh, pa3pe3aTh TKAaHb MOBEpXHOCTH.» L. Averbakh, S. Firin, and
M. Gor’kii, eds., 523.
132 «s1 Goproch He 1Sl TOro, YTO0 YOUTH, KaK 9TO JeIaeT GypiKyasHs, a JUIsl TOro, 4T00 BOCKPECHTh TPYIOBOE
YeJOBEYECTBO K HOBOH JKH3HH, 51 YOMBAIO TOJILKO TOT/a, KOT/Ia Y’K€ HET BO3MOKHOCTH BBITPABUTD U3 YEJIOBEKA €r0
JIPEBHIOI0 MPUBBIYKY ITUTATHCS IUIOTHIO U KPOBBIO Jtojei.» Ibid, 12.
ii «YenoBeyeckoe chpbe 00padaThIBaETCsl HEM3MEPUMO TPYIHEE, YEM JIEpEBO, KaMeHb, MeTaiuL.» Ibid, 609.

Ibid, 14.
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Perekovka, with its goal of the “production” of new people, injects an industrial emphasis
into the process of re-forging prisoners—an entirely appropriate tone, given the concentration on
manufacturing during Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan. One prisoner likens the Canal to a “life
factory” (fabrika zhizni), where people are remade like so many products on a conveyor belt—
albeit in a highly unusual way: “Yes, strange, unusual transformations are made here.

Miraculous transformations, nothing about which you could even find in fairy tales.”'

Despite
the technical association inherent in perekovka as an industrial, metallic procedure, texts often
portray the process as organic in order to strengthen its claim to veracity; its supposedly

6

spontaneous occurrence makes it seem like a natural phenomenon.'*® The attempt to make

Initiation rites seem organic is quite common in general, even though the new birth is anything

but natural, instead representing a societal, cultural construction.'*’

In the irrevocably changed
environment where nature is plundered for its bounty and people are transformed for their
psyches, the Soviet Union proclaims itself the victor in the “war against nature,” and in the
process a new version of nature is created, which has its own laws, rules, and processes.

The process is so complete and totalizing that the “new” person might not recognize the
“old,” symbolizing the utter finality of the transformation, “The engineer Magnitov thought

138
” The raw,

about the old engineer Magnitov—for him this man was already a stranger.
physical acts of death and birth, in turn, were both inherent components of re-forging,

underscoring the violent nature of artistic and ideological works concerning the White Sea-Baltic

Canal. Perekovka also reveals the essential role that autobiography plays in the cultural

135 «I[a, CTpaHHBIC, HeOoObIYaliHbBIE MPEBpALICHUA TBOPATCA 31ECh. qyﬂeCHI)Ie MPEBPAIICHUS, O KOTOPBIX OaXKC B

cKa3kax Hu4ero He Hangemb.» RGALIL f. 1885, op. 33, d. 3, 1. 285.

136 “Hans Giinther, “Der Bau des WeiBmeerkanals als Laboratorium des neuen Menschen,” Biicher haben ihre
Geschichte, eds. Petra Josting and Jan Wirrer (Hildesheim: Olms, 1996), 63.

137 Bliade, xiv.

138 1. Averbakh, S. Firin, and M. Gor'kii, eds., 542.
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narratives about the Canal; in order to articulate one’s new life and devotion, it was necessary to
recall where you came from and who you used to be. Just as the map could assess change in
landscape and geography, the material text of the autobiography could document the change in a
human being. The phenomenon echoed the construction of the Canal itself; like “working the
rough stone,”" building the person is a process that happens over time, “in the creation of great
new projects the new great man is created.”'*" Finally, perekovka demonstrates the important
role of creativity at the White Sea-Baltic Canal—not only do artistic and cultural works
document examples of re-forging, but even the act itself was achieved with the assistance of
cultural texts in addition to physical labor, since these two elements were the most important

instruments of transformation in the Soviet toolbox.

1.4 MONTAGE, COLLAGE AND ASSEMBLAGE AS STYLISTIC AND

IDEOLOGICAL DEVICES

It is important here to address in more detail the importance of montage and collage as specific
artistic terms and also as philosophical/theoretical constructs. Collage and montage are often
collapsed as categories, but they are different terms with specific applications. Collage—from
the French word coller, to glue—combines different media in order to draw attention to the

relationship between art and everyday life, with a characteristic pieced-together quality.

13 This turn of phrase emerges from the Freemason movement that spread rapidly in eighteenth-century Russia and
asserts that people could smooth the roughness of their passions just as a stone setter hews rock. For more on this
subject, see Thomas Smith, Working the Rough Stone: Freemasonry and Society in Eighteenth-Century Russia
(DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois UP, 1999).

0B TBOPYECTBE HOBBIX BEITUKUX JEJ CO3AAaeTCS HOBBIN Bemukuil uenoBek.» L. Averbakh, S. Firin, and M. Gor'kii,
eds., 342. Note also that the Russian word fvorchestvo used here also refers to creativity as well as creation,
beautifully capturing the artistic-industrial hybridity inherent in the canal’s construction.
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Montage, on the other hand, refers not to the external intrusion of foreign elements but rather to
an intra-medium phenomenon whereby contrasting elements are integrated within one form, and
it is most often used in reference to film.'*' Although montage plays an important role in non-
prisoner narratives regarding the Belomorkanal, especially in the documentary films of
Aleksandr Lemberg to be discussed in Chapter Three, collage remains more relevant to prisoner-
written texts; the word itself indicates the cobbling together of disparate elements with rough
edges still showing—an apt metaphor for prisoner narratives.'**

The cubists Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque are largely credited with developing the
style of collage and making it into a legitimate art form in pre-war Europe. Following the
cubists, the futurists continued to expand the technique for their art experiments. Since the often
jarring juxtapositions inherent in collage collapse the low-culture guotidien and high-culture art
world, the style is apt for the futurists who have as their goals the abolition of museums and the
delivering of art to the people in the street; as the futurist manifesto “Slap in the Face of Public
Taste” (Poshchechina obshchestvennomu vkusu, 1912) proclaims, “The past is restricting. The
Academy and Pushkin are less intelligible than hieroglyphics. Throw Pushkin, Dostoevsky,

»143 This formulation echoes the

Tolstoy, etc., etc., overboard from the Ship of Modernity.
philosophy of the avant-garde itself, which asserts that both art and literature must become

components of everyday life.'* Collage represents the “falling together” of modernism, with its

! Weisstein, 137.

142 Collage can also serve as an apt metaphor for the construction of biography; for more on this topic, see Cristina
Vatulescu’s interpretation of secret police files as examples of collage and montage, “Arresting Biographies: The
Secret Police File in the Soviet Union and Romania,” Comparative Literature 3 (2004): 243-61.

3 D. Burliuk, Alexander Kruchenykh, V. Mayakovsky, Victor Khlebnikov, “Slap in the Face of Public Taste,”
Russian Futurism through Its Manifestoes, 1912-1928, eds. Anna Lawton and Herbert Eagle (Ithaca: Cornell UP,
1988), 51. «IIponutoe TecHo. Axanemus u [TymknH — HenmoHsiTHee Tueporaudos. bpocuts [TymknHa,
Jocroesckoro, Toncroro u mpod., ¥ Mpod., ¢ Mapaxojia COBPEMEHHOCTH. »

144 McCauley, 456.
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qualities of disintegration and fragmentation leading to a subsequent integration.'* As a style,
collage refutes norms and tradition, strengthening its connection to the avant-garde

- 146
worldview.

The presence of collage as an artistic style in so many of the artworks on the
Canal attests to the avant-garde inheritance that forms a substantial component of the creative
drive at the White Sea-Baltic Canal. Collage promotes the Canal in a tourist pamphlet called
“Foto-turist” (“Photo-Tourist””). While the cut and pasted-in paper titles may represent a simple
technical necessity, the end result is still the same, with the photographs having a fractured,
piecemeal appearance.

Collage embodies the precarious tension between important pairs of opposites: high and

low culture, the individual and the collective, truth and fallsity.147

Such oppositions were
symbolically ubiquitous at the Canal site, and collage as an art form may have served as an
appropriate way to channel this tension between opposites: freedom and incarceration, life and
death, individual and collective, prisoner and non-prisoner. The inherent reproducibility of
newspapers, as well as their capacity to transform language into a commodity, makes them a
suitable and frequent insertion in collage pieces.'*® Many collage artists incorporated them into
their works; Picasso and Braque often included newspaper fragments in their works. Similarly,
prisoners and officials at the Canal often cut out poems and slogans from the camp newspaper
Perekovka and glued them onto other texts.'*

Collage emphasizes the active process behind art rather than the finished product, and the

focus shifts from the result to the ongoing artistic process. The labor involved in creating a

145 K atherine Hoffman, ed., Collage: Critical Views (Ann Arbor: UMI, 1989), 3.

1 Ibid, 4.

“"1bid, 5, 7.

5 Ibid, 171, 177, 184.

9 GAREF, f. 7952, op. 7,d. 72,1. 1, 26. In both of these instances, poems from the newspaper Perekovka are cut out
and literally glued into the margins of the original manuscript of the Istoriia stroitel'stva.
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collage, therefore, is part and parcel of the art object itself. The primacy of labor in this context
makes it an even more appropriate style for Belomorkanal narratives, “Time is not necessary for
the collage artist to achieve mastery, itself an ideological token. Rather, he or she plugs directly

into the instantaneous present of cultural artifacts. Craft becomes equivalent to labor, which is

59150

time itself in a material sense. Collage, therefore, reconfigures the relationship between

space and time. With its unique potential to address and assess society, collage has the

possibility of not just commenting upon the contemporary world but can also “interact with it so

59151

as to change it. This capability points to collage’s potential revolutionary quality—a world-

changing capacity, not surprising given collage’s challenge to the art world’s privileging of

painting as preferred medium. >

In this important transitional moment in art history, creativity
is no longer mimetic, and works no longer need to produce a mere copy of the outside world.
Instead, art faces and challenges the multiplicity of contemporary realties, with an infusion of the

153

everyday creating, but not dictating, an art piece. In this newly constructed reality, art may

have the guise of realia—defined here as “things in themselves and their immediate reality”'>*—
but it instead challenges and puts into question the very possibility of the “knowable” world and
its various documentary materials, rather than merely recreating it.">’

Although the prisoners and non-prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal would probably

not have considered their personal artworks as collages, their texts embody many of these same

principles. The notion of realia comes into play in a controversial way; the documents have an

150 Hoffman, 220.

! Ibid, 221.

"2 Tbid, 63.

" Ibid, 60-61.

154 Nora, 23.

135 pPerhaps such artworks—which have the guise of reality but are clearly artistic fictions—can actually more
accurately represent a particular reality as a type of lieu de mémoire. The current obsession with the documentary
fragment and archival trace, as Pierre Nora would argue, demonstrates that all representations of memory are mere
fabrications. Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire” Representations 26 (1989): 7-24.
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illusion of veracity while nevertheless remaining creative, imaginary works, complicating their
status as historical documents. The History of the Construction is a prime example of this
phenomenon, evident in its very title. While the “History of the Construction” of the White Sea-
Baltic Canal leads the reader to believe this will be a documentary, encyclopedic source, the text
is far from representing an objective, historical reality. Even other contemporaneous, more
sociologically-based sources emphasize that the book is a mere “fictional sketch” (iavliaetsia
khudozhestvennym ocherkom) and should not be taken seriously as a theoretical model.'>® The
text itself is a collage of various materials: chastushki (ditties), prikazy (orders), menus, life
stories, photographs, agitational slogans, newspaper articles, and poetry. The collage style of the
work appears not only in its content, but also in its form, since the History of the Construction is
an “experiment” of collective writing where various segments of contributors’ words are literally
pieced together."’

The integration of radically different elements serves as a metaphor for the Canal
population, with its profound diversity representing a type of human assemblage—the medium
that is collage’s three-dimensional twin—including a pastiche of criminal and political prisoners,
rapists and priests. The end product of the prisoners’ labor, the Canal itself, is a type of
assemblage, since the project was built according to the metro-metod (subway method) whereby
various punkty (points) were brought together as workers built coming towards one another,

158

rather than simply in a straight line. ™ Interestingly, “great armies of labor” who erect a wall in

01, L. Averbakh, 31.

"7 This phenomenon becomes especially clear when working with the original copies of the book in GARF. There
you can see paragraphs cut and pasted together (montage) as well as poetry cut out from the Perekovka newspaper
and pasted into the margins (collage).

*% My thanks to Mikhail Dankov of the Karelian History Museum in Petrozavodsk, Russia, for this insight.
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Franz Kafka’s short story “The Great Wall of China” employ this same work method, which
ultimately proves problematic both literally and metaphorically in the text.'”

The varied languages, customs, backgrounds and religions on the Canal became a single
working organism, however oddly shaped, toiling in the name of building socialism and
completing the first Five-Year Plan. This very direct and intense encounter with various
nationalities and ethnicities often had a marked impression on the prisoners. The priest,
historian, and convict P. A. Florenskii writes in a letter to his wife about how the large barracks
in which he is living is filled with natsmeny (national minorities),'® and he sits back listening to

. . . 161
their various languages with awe and wonder.

The diversity of the prisoner population could
also be a source of tension and conflict. Apparently, the mullahs (mully) in particular proved to
be a challenge to authorities, since they frequently disrupted the camp’s discipline.'®® These
episodes demonstrate not only the difficulties created by a diverse prisoner population but also
the officials’ lack of control in unruly situations.'®® Tt also shows another battle faced by prison
authorities—the fight to liquidate religious devotion. Yet this diversity could have quite positive
effects on the other prisoners incarcerated at the Belomorkanal, since this unusual exposure

introduced them to situations that would otherwise not be possible in their everyday lives. One

such beneficiary would be the linguist Teodor Shumovskii, who was able to further his research

13 In Kafka’s story, this method allows for many gaps in the wall, and the announcement of the completion of the
project comes before it has actually been finished. What was meant to be the primary purpose of the wall—
protection—is undermined by the fact that the wall is full of uncompleted sections. Art, indeed, imitates life, since
the Canal was also not built properly for its intended purpose. Franz Kafka, “The Great Wall of China,” The Great
Wall of China: Stories and Reflections (NY: Shocken Books, 1970), 83-97.

10 The designation natsmeny, which is an abbreviation for natsional'nye men'shinstva, or national minorities,
merited its own specific attention during the construction of the canal and GARF holds archival documents relating
specifically to the challenges this group faced at the work site.

1! Makurov, ed., Gulag v Karelii, 22.

'21. L. Averbakh, 77.

19 Official documents pertaining to the White Sea-Baltic Canal note a rise in criminal activity and banditry, a
phenomenon that is partially blamed on the darkness of Karelian nights. In addition, the prisoners’ refusal to work
and obstinate behavior are blamed on the lack of prison guards. Makurov, ed., Gulag v Karelii, documents 3, 6. and
documents 11, 14, respectively.

45



on the connections between the Arabic and Russian languages thanks to the time he spent as a
tree-feller among the highly diverse, often eastern, population at the White Sea-Baltic Canal.'®*
At the Belomorkanal, punkty (points) and uchastki (sections) divided areas of the work
site just as trudkollektivy (work collectives) and brigady (brigades) delineated various groups of
prisoners. Despite the fact that prisoners constantly identified their lagpunkt, otdelenie, and
brigada or trudkollektiv in their texts as the Canal’s version of a home address, they often
considered themselves not so much as individuals, but rather members of the larger working
“family” of the Belomorkanal or the Soviet Union itself, reiterating official ideology.'® The
prisoner G. Mel'nikov, in an essay entitled “Ot belogo do baltiiskogo” (“From the White Sea to
the Baltic”), likens the Canal population to one large ant colony working together, using the
diction of war to explain their unity: “Along the route of the great path [the Canal] there aren’t
Uzbeks, Tatars, Armenians, Ukrainians, Russians, Georgians, Belorussians, Poles, and Germans,

here there are only soldiers in the Canal army and their commanders.”'®

While this passage
emphasizes the holistic nature of the workforce, it also unwittingly points out the diversity of the
group by individually listing their ethnicities. On an even larger scale of assemblage, the White
Sea-Baltic Canal—with the subsequent completion of its ‘“sister project,” the Moscow-Volga
Canal—demonstrates the “uniting of five seas,” an important slogan inspiring the completion of

both waterways, as the nachal’nik of the eighth division of the White Sea-Baltic Canal

construction, S. L. Moiseev, remembers it.

164 Teodor Shumovskii, conversation with author, 18 February 2007.

1% RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 36, 1. 2.

1% «Ha Tpacce BeTHKOro IyTH HET Y36EKOB, TaTap, apMsH, YKPAHHIEB, PYCCKHX, IPY3HH, 6EI0pYCCOB, NOJISKOB, H
HEMIIEB, 3]IeCh TOJIBKO OOMIIEI apMuM KaHama, M ux komaHmupel.» RGALIL f. 1885, op. 3., d. 33, 1. 143.

"”NARK, f. 365, op. 1, d. 12, 5. The tenacity of the slogan also became apparent in my interview with Teodor
Shumovskii, who emphatically repeated the phrase several times during our conversation together.
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The term montage in Russian (montazh) beautifully captures the art-labor divide so
important in the Canal’s ideology, since the word refers both to the assembly of machinery and

the artistic technique.'®®

The concept can be found in other construction projects touting the
moralizing force of perekovka; the prisoner Vasilit Azhaev at the Baikal-Amur camp titles a
report about his life and transformation “The Montage of Life” (Montazh zhizni).'® Aleksandr
Rodchenko uses constructivist montage in much of his photography of the Canal, in particular in
the 1932 issue of USSR under Construction (SSSR na stroike) dedicated to the Canal. One of the
prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal who most clearly embodies the stylistic device of both
collage and montage is Igor' Terent'ev, a key figure in the Russian futurist movement and
important agitbrigady organizer at the Belomorkanal. Agitational propaganda in the Soviet
Union itself often used montage, with agit-prop trains representing a giant, moving montage.'"
Terent'ev espoused the revolutionary theatrical practice of “litomontazh” in his organization of
agitbrigady.'”" The innovation was popular enough to become its own category for competition
in the newspaper Perekokva, where the “litomontazh”'’* entitled “How to Build a Waterway”
(Kak stroit’ vodnyi put'), a text that will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Two, won a
prize of 75 rubles.'”

Whether along literal or metaphorical, artistic, or historical lines, the terms montage,

collage, and assemblage can help the researcher to understand the complex ideological landscape

of Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal in a new and productive way. This theme will continue to be

1% See also Cynthia Ruder’s linking of montage with The History of the Construction: Cynthia Ruder, “Modernist in
Form, Socialist in Content: The History of the Construction of the Stalin White Sea-Baltic Canal,” Russian
Literature 44 (1998): 469-84.

' Thomas Lahusen, How Life Writes the Book, 46.

70 Ibid, 11.

17 Igor' Terent'ev, Sobranie sochinenii, 299.

172 The term “litomontazh” basically refers to the application of montage techniques to theatrical performance, and
the phenomenon is explored more thoroughly in Chapter Two.

'3 Perekovka, 21 August 1932.
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addressed closely, and in a more text-specific way, in the chapters that deal with prisoner and

non-prisoner narratives.

1.5 AVANT-REALISM AS LITERARY STYLE

The first Five-Year Plan as a specific era in Soviet history not only allowed for the
commencement of the White Sea-Baltic Canal, but also figured directly into its subsequent myth-
making. The atmosphere of acceleration made the Belomorkanal’s construction a newly relevant
project; here, as the propaganda would affirm, it became apparent how industrial projects could
be achieved in the Soviet Union that earlier were impossible. The central motifs of the White
Sea-Baltic Canal project—re-forging, the New Man, the building of socialism, and the war
against nature—are also evident in the general cultural atmosphere of the time. The period of
literary history under discussion here reaches beyond the dates of the Canal’s construction to
span the years from 1924 (Lenin’s death) to 1933 (the last year before the declaration of socialist
realism as official doctrine and the time of Canal’s completion), exemplifying a style I will term
“avant-realism” to underscore the blending of avant-garde and socialist realist motifs. This
decade marked a transitional period in Soviet literature; the apogee of the avant-garde had passed
and the permissive atmosphere of NEP (Lenin’s New Economic Policy) was fading, yet the
ideological rigidity of Stalin was not yet fully entrenched. Literary and artistic works from this
era have an interesting hybridity, seemingly avant-garde in form—employing techniques like
collage and montage—and socialist-realist in content—emphasizing the transformative potential

of socialist labor and the ideological goals of the Soviet Union.
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In order to understand the idea of avant-realism, it is necessary briefly to survey the
avant-garde and several of its splinter groups, including Lef, the constructivists, and the
productionists, several of whose members have a direct relationship to the White Sea-Baltic
Canal. Boris Groys, in his landmark work The Total Art of Stalinism (1992), reconfigures the
position of the avant-garde in Russian culture. Rather than corroborating the idea that the avant-
garde represents “good” art that is experimental and “pure” because it is not entirely in service to
the state, he claims that the avant-garde actually made socialist realism possible, with the latter
serving the former: “Under Stalin the dream of the avant-garde was in fact fulfilled and the life

of society was organized in monolithic artistic forms.”'"*

Instead of the traditionally-conceived
great break between the avant-garde and socialist realism, Groys makes the convincing argument
that the logic and experience of the avant-garde organically grew into socialist realism, a claim
buttressed by this analysis of the cultural texts surrounding the White Sea-Baltic Canal, where
the artistic works seem to accommodate both avant-garde forms and socialist realist motifs.

The avant-garde, as Groys would claim, requires that art “move from representing to
transforming the world.”'” The devices of montage, collage, and assemblage, therefore, tend to
have avant-garde characteristics and embody the revolutionizing potential of art. Art, as the
avant-garde ethos asserts, is no longer to be mimetic, but, like collage, should interrogate and
call into question the very existence of reality. The Russian revolution provided avant-garde
artists with an unprecedented historical opportunity—the chance to translate their experiments

into reality. Aleksandr Rodchenko, who played a key role in documenting the White Sea-Baltic

Canal with his artistic photography, developed the program of constructivism in 1919 in which

174 Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism, Princeton: Princeton UP, 1992. 9.
175 1.
Ibid, 14.
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art was detached from everyday reality and likened to a subconscious machine.'’® This line of
experimentation parallels the desire to recreate the world at the Belomorkanal, and it becomes
understandable why Rodchenko was so sympathetic to the project,'’’ “The constructivists
themselves regarded their constructions not as self-sufficient works of art, but as models of a
new world, a laboratory for developing a unitary plan for conquering the material that was the
world.”'”® This formulation contains numerous tropes relevant to this research: the construction
of a new world and ethos, the experimental laboratory, and the war against nature.
Constructivism, with its emphasis on the materiality of art, lent itself naturally to the
development of productionism, or “the production of utilitarian objects and the organization of

55179

production and everyday life by artistic methods. Constructivists such as Boris Arvatov

maintained that societal life should be organized down to the smallest detail according to artistic

180
forms

and that art itself should be utilitarian and maximally functional. Some of the Lef
theorists—a large and important group of Soviet artists, including Vladimir Maiakovskii, Osip
Brik, and Aleksandr Rodchenko—<clearly resonate with the officially-proposed ethos of the
White Sea-Baltic Canal. The theoretician Nikolai Chuzak titled his article in Lef “Under the
Sign of Life-Building” (Pod znakom zhiznestroeniia) in order to demonstrate how art could
build, rather than simply know, life.'®" Chuzak’s formulation becomes a motto for the Lef group,

due in part to the essay’s prominent placement in the first issue of the group’s journal.'®* In his

essay, Chuzak defines art as a method of life-building as well as a type of engineering, aligning

70 Ibid, 21-22.

"7 According to some sources, Rodchenko was so enthralled by the Canal that he was bored after leaving it on his
two-month assignment, and he returned to the work site to take more than 2000 pictures. See L. Volkov-Lannit
Aleksandr Rodchenko risuet, fotografiruet, sporit (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1968), 127.

'8 Groys, 22.

"7 Tbid, 24.

"0 Ibid, 25.

! Tbid, 27.

'82 Hans Giinther, “Zhiznestroenie,” Russian Literature 20 (1986): 41.
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the creative with the mechanical and practical.'®®

The most important aspect of zhiznestroeniie
(“life-building”) is the emphasis on art’s transformative properties, a model that is at least
partially indebted to the symbolists Andrei Belyi and Viacheslav Ivanov, to whom Chuzak owes
part of his inspiration.'® This trajectory makes the avant-garde even less detached from the time
periods surrounding it, since the term is related both to the pre-revolutionary symbolists and
elements of Stalinist culture. Zhiznestroeniie proves to be an enduring concept, influencing
twentieth-century Russian art in general,'® and the term “life-building” itself echoes elements of
perekovka."®  Since the Lef artists promoted the “literature of fact,” privileging documentary
sources over purely aesthetic or artistic ones, the pragmatic appeal of life-building seems
evident.

The members of Lef were not just artists; instead, they fashioned themselves as engineers
who had as their goal the transformation of the whole world. This complete intersection of
societal goals with the mechanics of art makes an interesting parallel with the ideological
atmosphere at Belbaltlag, where physical labor and artistic production were inseparable
categories, where engineers and hydro-technicians became artists, and where dikes and dams
became artworks, both literally and metaphorically. This new formulation of art allowed
ideological concerns to overtake the artwork itself, political nuances being unavoidable. Art now
had a higher objective—rather than reflecting reality or serving as entertainment, it could recast

the world and transform it in the absence of God. As the avant-garde waned and socialist realism

became the new literary doctrine, there is a shift from restructuring the world to restructuring

'83 N. F. Chuzak, “Pod znakom zhiznestroeniia,” Lef'1 (1923): 12-13.

184 Giinther, “Zhiznestroenie,” 42.

' Tbid, 41.

18 “Symbolists dreamed of ‘transfiguration’ of man, the Futurists took up the task of ‘reforging’ (perekovka) of
man.” Irina Gutkin, “From Futurism to Socialist Realism,” Creating Life: The Aesthetic Utopia of Russian
Modernism, Eds. Irina Paperno and Joan Delaney Grossman (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994), 167-198, 195.
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. 187
human beings,

a move that underscores the notion of perekovka and allows for Stalin to
become the key transmogrifier of the world.

Productionism, as the term itself makes clear, is related to the category of production
literature that flourished in the 1920s and 1930s. The chief genre of this artistic style was the
novel, and it is at least partially for this reason that production, or industrial, novels are so
commonly included in the category of socialist realism. As Karen McCauley adeptly argues,
however, the production novel actually has stronger ties to the avant-garde inheritance rather

than to socialist realism.

The need to redraw the trajectory of Russian literary history is once
again made clear; the avant-garde cannot be entirely separated from socialist realism, just as the
artistic works in the approximate period of 1928-1933, or what I choose to call avant-realism,
cannot be equated with the socialist realist doctrine. Production novels, usually included in the
category of socialist realism, often have avant-garde motifs and tendencies, as in the case of Ilya
Erenburg’s Den' vtoroi (The Second Day, 1933)"% and Marietta Shaginian’s Gidrotsentral’
(Hydrocentral, 1930)." In the production novel, the site of the factory often not only composes

the space of the action, but also serves as a socio-cultural center. ?

The foregrounding of an
industrial space for a work of art echoes the constructivist, productionist, and more general
avant-garde designs for a mechanically-inspired world.'”> The factory as space is important to
the production novel and to the White Sea-Baltic Canal in a metaphorical as well as a literal

sense. While it is obvious that an industrially-themed work would have a factory as its backdrop,

it is more important and interesting that it is not merely cement, spools, or skirts being made at

"7 1bid, 37.

'8 Karen A. McCauley, “Production Literature and the Industrial Imagination,” Slavic and East European Journal 3
(1998): 444-66.

'% The English title of Erenburg’s novel is often not translated literally, using instead the title Out of Chaos.

%0 McCauley, 454-58.

! Tbid, 447.

1 Ibid, 448.

52



the factory in question. Instead, people become the products of the factories in which they work,
and new Soviet citizens are produced alongside, and with no difference from, manufactured
goods. Such a move likens the industrial factory line to both the organic life cycle and the
creative process.

Viktor Shklovskii, one of the contributors to the History of the Construction, recognizes
the shortcomings of the life-as-factory in his book Third Factory (Tret'ia fabrika, 1926), where
human beings and their consciousness become unsuccessful commodities, “As a factory, the

factory is right. As life, the factory is a flop.”'”

In Shklovskii’s commentary on the role of the
artist and his product, he defines the first factory as his school and family, the second as OPOlaZ
(The Society for the Study of Poetic Language), and the third as his life, which continues to
“process” him. Shklovskii’s book is full of production-related vocabulary (commodity, semi-
processed, labor), but more importantly it speaks about the new, and often confusing, role for the
artist in the Soviet Union:
At the moment, there are two alternatives. To retreat, dig in, earn a living outside
literature and write at home for oneself. The other alternative is to have a go at
describing life, to conscientiously seek out the new society and the correct world
view. There is no third alternative. Yet that is precisely the one that must be
chosen. An artist should avoid beaten paths.'**

In his book, full of contradictions, Shklovskii at once rejects and wants to embrace the

newly-created cultural arena, “Don’t tell us who we are. We are the stones on which the truth is

3Viktor Shklovksy, Third Factory, trans. Richard Sheldon (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1977), 77. «Kak (a6puxa —
(abpuxka npaBa. Kaxk »xm3Hb — oHa Heynmauna.» V. Shklovskii, Tret'ia fabrika Moscow: Krug, 1926), 137.

"4 Ibid, 47. «Ectb 1Ba myTH ceifuac. YiiTH, OKONAThCA, 3apabaThiBaTh ICHBIU HE IHTEPATYPOIl U IOMA IHCATh JUIS
ce0s1. EcTh myTh — MOWTH ONMUCHIBATH JKU3HB U IOOPOCOBECTHO MCKATh HOBOT'O OBbITA M MPABUIIEHOTO
MHUPOBO33peHHs. TpeThero ImyTH HeT. BOT 1o HeMy M Hajo UTTH. XYIOXKXHHK He JIOJDKEH UTTH 10 TpaMBaiHbIM
muausM.» Shklovskii, 84.

53



sharpened [...] I am not denying my own time. I want to understand it—how it needs me and
what it means to my work [...] If a bad school is good schooling, then the first factory was right.

To the second, we gave our labor and our life. Were we sown for fiber or for seed?” ?

Not only
is art a commodity, but so is the human being; a raw material harvested for some type of
economic gain, whether it is a finished product or the potential to recreate it. His treatment of
the factory motif is also morbidly humorous, “Take me, third factory of life! But don’t put me in
the wrong guild.”"® Shklovskii’s brazen commentary on the relationship between production
and literature demonstrates his shrewd foresight in addressing the political environment of his
day, highlighting the specific struggles of the artist in the ideological landscape of the Soviet
Union. Shklovskii addresses topics in his work that continue to resonate years later with the
texts created at the White Sea-Baltic Canal.

The narratives from the White Sea-Baltic Canal are connected culturally to socialist
realism as well as to the avant-garde, and the unique space of the prison camp, allows for a
particular blend of the two styles. Many of the features inherent in socialist realist novels are
apparent in the re-forging narratives of White Sea-Baltic Canal prisoners: the
spontaneity/consciousness dialectic, the struggle with nature, and the substitution of the state for
the biological family. In addition, the plot structure of socialist-realist novels, as outlined by
Katerina Clark, matches almost identically the narratives of perekovka. The “separation” occurs

when the prisoner arrives at the camp site, the “setting up the task™ is the acknowledgement of

the work that needs to be completed, the “transition” and “trials” occur when the vospitatel’ visits

195 Ibid, 38. «He oOBscHsIiTE HAM, KTO MBI Takue. MBI KaMHH, O KOTOPBIE TOYAT UCTUHY [...] Sl He oTpuIaro cBoero
BpeMeHHU. Sl X049y MOHATH €ro, — U4eM s eMy HY)KEH U 94TO OHO JUTI MoeH paOoTsl [...] Eciu moxas mkona — xoporas
KO, TO TiepBast (habpuKa rnpaBa. BTopoif — MBI Tayd CBO# TPy U )KU3Hb. Ha BOJIOKHO WM HA CeMs MBI ObLTH
nocestHel?» Shklovskii, 71.

1% Ibid, 78. «IIpumu menst, TpeThs (abpuka sxusau! He crymaii Tonsko moero rexa.» Shklovskii, 139.
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the prisoner and convinces him or her of the moralizing power of physical labor, the
“incorporation” and “initiation” occurs when the prisoner is considered completely re-forged and
vows never to return to his or her earlier, criminal lifestyle, and the “finale” happens when the
prisoner is awarded a prize or honor as recognition of his or her work, with many re-forged
prisoners going on to become vospitateli or heads of trudkollektivy themselves, re-enacting the
process once again with their own students in a ritualistic repetition of the master plot. In
Chapter Two, specific examples of these prisoner narratives will be analyzed within this
socialist-realist framework.

The ritual phenomenon, which concerns itself so much with beginnings and ends,
introduces the violence of life’s transformations into the cultural narratives concerning the Canal,
echoing the process of perekovka, “The symbolism of death and rebirth lies at the heart of any
rite of passage; one self must die so that the other may be born. When the Soviet hero sheds his
individualistic self at the moment of passage it could be said that he dies as an individual and is
reborn as a function of the collective.”'®” Similarly, when a prisoner undergoes perekovka, his
old self is supposedly vanished forever and irrecoverable; instead he is now a member of the
“working family” of the Soviet Union, indistinguishable from the masses toiling in the name of
socialist greatness. Although the form of avant-realist works may be quite different from those
within socialist realism, employing avant-garde techniques like collage and shorter narrative
forms such as the ocherk (sketch), the narrative nugget of ideological transformation endemic to

socialist realism is certainly present within these works.

7 Clark, The Soviet Novel, 174.
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1.6 RE-CONSTRUCTING THE “OFFICIAL” AND “NON-OFFICIAL”

CATEGORIES

In discussions of the Soviet era, it is very common to use the terms “official” and “non-
official” to distinguish underground culture from its state-sponsored counterpart. These terms
reveal their severe limitations when employed in discussing the White Sea-Baltic Canal
construction. A belief in the absolute quality of this dyad stems from a specific historical
moment and was originally used in reference to samizdat (self-publishing) during the 1970s

8 While an alternative to the official/non-official construct could be

dissident movement. '’
proposed as censored versus non-censored materials, this re-formulation is inadequate, as
Yurchak suggests, because it “reduces Soviet reality to a binary division between the state
(censored) and the society beyond it (uncensored).”'” Instead of substituting one binary for
another, it is necessary to posit altogether different categories.

Specific examples from the White Sea-Baltic Canal make clear how difficult it is to
extricate the official from the non-official; for example, the prisoner Sergei Alymov participated
in the collectively-written History of the Construction alongside “official,” state-sponsored
voices such as Maksim Gor'kii and Leopold Averbakh. This state-ordered OGPU publication,*”
however, also contains surprisingly non-official elements: chastushki, prison menus, detailed
descriptions of criminal life and thieving techniques. Given the need for ideological materials to

201

be invisible and ideally seamless with real life, © the inclusion of such everyday materials could

¥ Yurchak, 6.

" Tbid.

29 The Istoriia stroitel'stva book was officially commissioned by the OGPU, see Belomorsko-Baltiiskii Kanal imeni
Tov. Stalina (Belmorstroi: 1933), 11.

201 Foulkes, 2.
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be explained by the psychological mechanics of propaganda.®”* The situation, however, is more
complicated than this, since the History of the Construction is a singular, highly unusual text that
employs a complex set of literary styles and techniques. Not only the artistic texts about the
White Sea-Baltic Canal but also the historical reality of its construction point to frequent
interaction between the authorities and the prisoners, typically considered the “official” and
“non-official” realms. During the construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal, a “tradition of
cooperation between Chekists and skilled prisoners took shape,” which influenced models for
later camps where former prisoners actually worked in the central camp apparatus and current
prisoners—even those sentenced under article 58—could be living in their own apartments or

. 203
residences.

Despite the relatively friendly relations between Chekists and certain prisoners at
the White Sea-Baltic Canal, such attitudes became more controversial in the second half of the
1930s, and fraternization between authorities and prisoners became a punishable crime.***

Given the impossibility of a strict distinction between official and non-official, the much
simpler categories of prisoner and non-prisoner will be employed here. Although this
reconfiguration is technically another binary, this proposition will not erroneously categorize
what are very complex issues. Instead, this straightforward model will aid in organization of the
materials to be analyzed without distorting them. Some type of division is necessary for a proper

analysis of the cultural narratives surrounding the Canal, and these broad categories make the

most sense—either you are a prisoner or you are not. This reformulation is not meant to imply

292 Fyrther complicating the situation, the administration would at times quite consciously create seemingly non-
official texts. A particularly vivid example is the creation of “fakelore,” or official fakelore. See Frank Miller,
Folklore for Stalin: Russian Folklore and Pseudofolklore of the Stalin Era (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 1990).

*% Galina Mikhailovna Ivanova, Labor Camp Socialism: The Gulag in the Soviet Totalitarian System, trans. Carol
Flath (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 2000), 151-52. See also the Chapter Two discussion of Vatslav Dvorzhetskii’s
prisoner memoirs, in which he discusses the possibility of actors in the camp theater being permitted to stay at a
hotel for periods of weeks or even months.

% Ibid, 151.
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that all non-prisoners are alike and all prisoners are alike; just as each category unto itself is not
homogeneous, strict boundaries do not exist between the two categories. In addition, the terms
“official” and “non-official” will not be disposed of altogether; they will simply not be used as
static, oppositional terms but rather as starting points for more in-depth discussions.

Prisoner artworks and memoirs often reiterate the official messages of state-sponsored
propaganda, adding to the complexity of this discussion. Should a text be considered “official”
if it parrots official themes, even if it might come from an underground source? Should a text
not be taken seriously or thought of as “genuine” because it was submitted to camp authorities
for review, thus inevitably changing the status of its content? While prisoner enthusiasm was
certainly feigned in order to secure material advantages such as better food rations, extra pay, or
an early release, I believe it is important to look beyond these motivations and not necessarily
assume they were the only driving forces behind the prisoners’ actions. The situation is certainly
more complicated than this, and while a prisoner might pen a short autobiography for material
gain, the extrapolation of his or her story and details of newly-found Soviet devotion often
exceed what would be necessary to secure special privileges. There is a certain amount of
genuine enthusiasm among the prisoners for Soviet ideology, even if for no other reason than
that the propaganda machine in operation at the Canal was so pervasive and unavoidable that
people simply could not be entirely impervious to it, despite all the death and misery surrounding
them. There is also evidence of sincere belief in perekovka from other Soviet construction

projects that used re-forging as an ideological, motivational tool. >

295 L ahusen, 46-52.
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Although some of these claims might seem controversial,>”® it is important to attempt to
understand the prisoners’ predicament from a social point of view. Many of these criminal
prisoners, who had never had much of a home life or experienced any sense of safety or
affection, could find appealing the notion of becoming part of the large Soviet “family,” where at
last they felt as if they belonged and had some guise of security. Despite cruel treatment and
harsh conditions, it is possible to take pride in physical work and human capabilities; after all, if
it is not possible to do this, there is not much for which to live within a prison camp. This
explains how Ivan Shukhov attacks building a wall in One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich as
if it were his own handiwork, risking his life and well-being in order to stay late and continue
building the wall correctly and evenly.

When the attentive scholar compares documents, it is possible to make an educated
deduction, looking for deviations from patterns, about which prisoner might be writing merely to
pander to the State and which one has some level of genuine emotion for the Belomor project. It
is also possible to risk conditional suppositions about dissatisfaction and even dissent among the
prisoners’ writings. This speaks to the particular atmosphere at the White Sea-Baltic Canal,
where the authorities sometimes openly admitted to a surprising degree of powerlessness and
disorganization and where some prisoners were able to live rambunctiously, refusing to work and

207

instead playing cards and drinking vodka.”™" Rather than a strict master-slave relationship, the

2% Agserting that some prisoners may have genuinely believed in the potential of perekovka or taken pride in their
contributions to the White Sea-Baltic Canal’s construction is in no way meant to belittle or denigrate the real
suffering and cruelty that occurred at the camp site. This analysis is only trying to grapple with—and more fully
understand—the complex set of issues at work in a more comprehensive and objective way.

27 Oleg V. Khlevniuk, The History of the Gulag: From Collectivization to the Great Terror (New Haven: Yale UP,
2004). Document 40 (before 6 September 1934), a report to the head and deputy head of the Gulag, notes the
tendency of juvenile delinquents to cause disturbances in prison camps; at Belbaltlag, it was necessary to use armed
force to control the minors (124). Such disputes would often arise after card games. In addition, Document 66 (29
April 1940), a memorandum on the disruption of camp life, notes the high level of unruliness at Belbaltlag (218).
Although this document is much later, 7 years after the completion of the Canal, a culture of undisciplined behavior
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interactions between authorities and prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal occurred during a
period when, according to one Gulag scholar, “the dividing line between slave and owner was
nearly eradicated and their relations were built on a businesslike, fully amicable foundation.”?%
There is no evidence to assume that all voices in support of the regime must necessarily
be mendacious, simple masks worn to gain advantages and hide their “true” beliefs. As the
anthropologist Alexei Yurchak makes clear, the actors in masks theory sets up yet another
problematic binary that is attempting to access the “real” thoughts of a Soviet citizen.”” The
complex system of motivations and belief systems inside an individual’s head are inaccessible to
the researcher. While it may seem counter-intuitive to believe that prisoners could voice support
of an oppressive regime imprisoning them, it is also misguided to assume consistently the
opposite in that these prisoner narratives—often with gushing support of the state—are all
fictitious tales that hide their “real” opinions. All too often, the History of the Construction and
other works concerning the White Sea-Baltic Canal are dismissed as mere propaganda that does
not merit serious scholarly analysis. Instead, we might consider doing away with such
judgments in order to interpret these textual materials and to understand how the mechanisms of
propaganda operate. Only this will allow for a richer comprehension of the White Sea-Baltic
Canal construction as well as of the Soviet Union. As the opening epigraph of this chapter
indicates, the Belomorkanal construction was not intended to be an isolated project or singular
experience, but rather to mimic the complex set of allegiances and emotions invoked by the
notion of “homeland,” thereby amplifying its symbolic reach and making it possible to draw

comparisons between the labor camp and the country as a whole.

had already been in the process of development— a tendency that many of the prisoner-written texts corroborate (to
be discussed in chapter 2).

208 Ivanova, 151.

** Yurchak, 17.
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2.0 PRISONER NARRATIVES

Everyone who feels himself capable of doing so is required to compose treatises, epic poems,
manifestos, odes, or other compositions dealing with the beauty and grandeur of OneState.
—Evgenii Zamiatin, We*'’

Their feet didn’t feel the cold, that was the main thing. Nothing else mattered. Even the breeze,
light but piercing, couldn’t distract them from their work.
—Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich*"!

In the re-forging of prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, art—coupled with labor—played an
integral role, since creative expression “inspired” by physical work was intended to spur the
transformative process of perekovka.212 Prisoners, therefore, were officially encouraged to
participate in a variety of cultural activities; figures and calculations for cultural production were
included alongside, and were just as important as, the technical figures regarding the Canal’s
construction.”” These activities took place across a wide range of media and disciplines—a

collage, one might argue, drawing from the material in Chapter One—including everything from

210<<BC$IKPII>'I, KTO YYBCTBYCT cebs B chiiax, 00s13aH COCTaBUTh TPAKTAThI, ITIOOMBI, MaHI/I(l)eCTI)I, OJIbI UJIM UHBIC

counHeHus o kpacore u Bennuuu Exnnoro [Nocynapersa,» Yevgeny Zamyatin, We, trans. Clarence Brown (NY:
Penguin, 1993), 3. E. I. Zamiatin, My. Sochineniia (Moscow: Kniga, 1988), 7-154, 9.

! «B HOrM MX MOpO3 He 6pal, 3TO TIABHOE, a OCTAIBHOE HIUTO, HM BETEPOK JIETKMil, TIOTATHBAOIIHIT — HE MOIJIH
nX MBICIIEH OTBIIeYb OT Kiaaku,» Alexander Solzhenitsyn, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, trans. Ralph
Parker (NY: Signet, 1988), 79. A. 1. Solzhenitsyn, Odin den' Ivana Denisovicha (Moscow: Slovo, 2001), 65.
*1*See Karelo-Murmanskii krai 5-6 (1933): 30, for an article on the projected role for art as an inspirational and
motivational tool at the camp site.

*13 RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 47,1. 101.
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agitational theater performances to philosophical lectures. For this reason, the prisoner
narratives introduced in this chapter will be loosely organized according to medium: Press,
Performance, and Page, with the third category focusing on life writing as opposed to
newspapers. Despite this system of classification, none of these categories is mutually exclusive
of the other, and cultural works regarding the Canal often traverse genres. This cross-
contamination becomes apparent in the example of a play entitled Mister Stupid and the Shock-
workers of Belbaltlag (Mister Stiupid i udarniki Belbaltlaga), written by the prisoner N. A.
Blium, a work that will be discussed in greater detail over the course of this chapter. Blium’s
play won a 50-ruble prize in a literary competition organized by the camp newspaper Perekovka,
and it was subsequently performed on the banks of the Belomorkanal—a performance that is
later recalled in the memoirs of a prisoner audience member. Press, Performance, and Page in
this instance are all combined, exemplifying the particular hybridity of propagandistic materials;
although initially composed of many separate pieces so as to facilitate dissemination, they often
coalesce into an organic whole with a singular message.

Despite the frequent presence of ideological content, many of these prisoner artworks are
not “propaganda” in the strict sense of the term. The simple fact that they are produced by
subjects who are incarcerated precludes a straightforward propagandistic definition. While some
prisoner works rather openly criticize the regime in their texts, others have propaganda-like
elements either because of enthusiasm for the Canal project or because of a desire to ingratiate
themselves with officials. Yet even texts that do not knowingly pass through official hands—
such as personal letters and private memoirs—and therefore have no designs on securing

privileges, often include echoes of the ideological messages of re-forging and transformation
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through labor. These violations of our expectations as readers*'* allow us to begin to understand
prisoner-written materials with a more complex and nuanced approach. The propaganda
apparatus of the White Sea-Baltic Canal was so invasive that it could be interpreted as a
metaphorical, artistic version of Jeremy Bentham’s omniscient and all-pervasive Panopticon,
which Michel Foucault likens to a laboratory that “could be used as a machine to carry out
experiments, to alter behavior, to train or correct individuals,” a stunning parallel with the efforts
at the White Sea-Baltic Canal.”"> One Canal historian couches the Canal in somewhat different
terms, sarcastically claiming that it was one of the greatest Public Relations campaigns ever
undertaken, worthy of study in business school for its many machinations and techniques.'®
Whatever the analogy, it will become clear in this chapter that the philosophy of re-forging, even
given its detractors, was a highly contagious phenomenon.

The divisions of Press, Performance and Page not only facilitate a cross-medium analysis
of prisoner artworks, but will also introduce different stylistic groupings according to which
these materials can be discussed, including: the documentary mode; the avant-garde aesthetic
(that often, as I will argue here, emerges in criminal culture); and the life story as a quasi-
religious conversion narrative. The central role of the press in the early 1930s demonstrates the
urge for factuality and reportage-style writing in the Soviet Union. Continuing with the
metaphor of laboratory introduced in Chapter One, I would assert that the camp served as an
experimental locale where the centrality of the press’ role could be magnified. The prisoner-run

camp newspaper Perekovka was an essential, ubiquitous component of the convicts’ lives. The

! This hypothetical group to which I am referring would consist of educated, twenty-first-century readers who
would likely assume that most citizens of the Soviet Union, given the opportunity and freedom to do so, would
openly contest the regime.

23 For a further discussion of the Panopticon, see Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (NY: Random House,
1977), 200.

216 Konstantin Gnetnev, conversation with author, 28 March 2007.
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paper served as a type of barometer of daily life on the Canal, acknowledging both achievements
and deficiencies in the Canal’s construction and even including prisoner complaints.*"’

The discussion of performance—here to include agitbrigady (agitational brigades) and
criminal songs as well as the more formal, prisoner-run theatrical productions on the Canal—will
extend the discussion of criminality and its important link to avant-garde aesthetics. One of the
most influential organizers of agitational brigades, Igor Terent'ev, was a key member of the
futurist movement before his incarceration, and he infused his performances with an avant-garde
style. In addition, the theatrical troupes and musical performances were almost entirely
composed of the criminal segment of the camp population, and these shows were an accessible
format for less-educated convicts who were newly literate.”'® Since the avant-garde, and futurist,
legacy includes a determination to bring art out of museums and onto the street, in turn
privileging blatnoi iazyk (thieves’ jargon), it is understandable how the avant-garde,
performative aesthetic, and criminal world could become closely interconnected. The overall
project of the avant-garde and the Belomorkanal also had a more general goal in common: re-
making the world.

The final category, Page, will include autobiographies, memoirs and letters of
Belomorkanal prisoners written both during and after their incarceration. A close analysis of the
criminal works in this section will allow for a comparison between the highly patterned narrative
of re-forging and the socialist-realist master plot. Contrasting these works with memoirs written

by political prisoners, in turn, will demonstrate how these two very different groups of convicts

7 (Jlarepnas neyats — Moryuee opy/ue B Gopb6e 3a 10CpPOUHOE OKOHUAHHE KaHana.» Perekovka 96-97 (22-24

October 1932).

28 Not only do audience members’ descriptions note the strong criminal component in the make-up of these
agitational brigades, but political prisoners sentenced under article 58 would not have been allowed to partake in
such performances unless granted special permission.
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incorporated similar themes into their works, although they were often written in different styles.
The three categories of Press, Performance, and Page will together address such aspects of
prisoners’ lives as the music of labor (and the labor of music), the camp’s ethnic and religious
diversity, women’s issues, life-writing, and put' (path) as the physical unfurling of utopia. The
ability to construct oneself through writing and performance at the Belomorkanal inevitably
introduces the question of Soviet subjectivity, a phenomenon that—I will argue—has a particular
valence at the camp site. Not only is selfthood constructed, it is performed at the White Sea
Canal—a performance that is so convincing that the players forget they are acting and in turn

become their characters.

2.1 PRESS

2.1.1 Introduction: Realism, the Documentary Aesthetic, and the Camp Newspaper

Before addressing the specific—and highly significant—role of the camp newspaper Perekovka
for the Belomorkanal project, it is first necessary to acknowledge more generally the reportage
mode’s importance in Soviet culture. In what Elizabeth Papazian has called “the documentary
moment,” a realist aesthetic dominated from the avant-garde movement to the foundation of
socialist realism in 1934.%" The primacy of factuality informed many aspects of Soviet cultural
life, and newspapers, in turn, garnered a privileged role as truth-bearers. The newspaper was so

important in early Soviet culture that the constructivist writer Sergei Tret'iakov defined it as the

*1% Elizabeth Astrid Papazian, Manufacturing Truth: The Documentary Moment in Early Soviet Culture (DeKalb:
Northern Illinois P, 2009), 8.

65



epic of the time, likening correspondents to a collective, modern-day version of Tolstoy.”* The
predominance of the newspaper in the early 1930s stemmed not only from this new focus on
documentary materials but also from the earlier inheritance of the avant-garde aesthetic, which
relied heavily on newspaper fragments as a representation of authenticity and the quotidien.
Collage, which similarly required the insertion of everyday life into art forms, frequently
employed the newspaper as material object. The popularity of Perekovka at the campsite,
therefore, did not seem incidental; rather, it was part of a larger trend towards the blended
documentary-aesthetic product. While the discussion here will mainly be limited to the
particular case of Perekovka, since it was the most popular and widely read newspaper, there
were many other newspapers—mainly wall papers (stengazety)—at the White Sea-Baltic Canal,
and the communal reading of newspapers was intended to be a type of social activity at
BelBaltLag.

This documentary approach in Soviet culture was so significant because it offered
“apparent transparency of transmission of information,” or supposed objectivity, when in reality

there was a continuously growing contradiction between fact and artifact.””'

This slippage
played a particularly important role in the dissemination of propaganda, one of the central
cultural objectives at the Canal’s construction. It is precisely this contamination of accuracy that
allowed for the infusion of artistic motifs into the documentary aesthetic; just as artistic products
of the time exhibited a predilection for the factual—for example, the production novel, which

centered its activity around a real-life factory or construction site—so did newspapers have a

penchant for poetry and artistic prose. While the former tendency has often been noted, the latter

220 Sergei Tret'iakov, “Novyi Lev Tolstoi,” Literatura fakta, Ed. N. Chuzak (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1972), 31-33.
221 .
Papazian, 6.
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is as yet to be fully recognized in scholarly discourse, and offers an interesting example of how
this documentary impulse truly permeated all aspects of Soviet life.

The role of art in the camp newspaper Perekovka was absolutely essential. The
newspaper held literary competitions and encouraged literacy by training convicts to read and
write and employing prisoners as the correspondents for the paper (lagkory). Only the best
workers, however, were allowed to occupy the privileged position of camp correspondent; as one
inscription on a smattering of wall newspapers reads, “every shock-worker is a camp
correspondent, every camp correspondent is a shock-worker” (kazhdyi udarnik lagkor, kazhdyi
lagkor udarnik). Despite—or perhaps because of—the high status of being a camp
correspondent, the paper actively recruited new candidates for such positions; an advertisement
for lagkory in Perekovka requested that those interested in the job send along their full name,
article of crime, length of sentence, and any previous newspaper experience.*> In nearly every
issue of the newspaper, there are examples of poetry, short stories, or other pieces of creative
writing. Alongside such creative pieces are more traditional newspaper articles, containing facts
and figures of plan-fulfillment and work collective output, and the very different realms of
poetry and production appear side-by-side on the newspaper’s pages. Since most other Gulag
newspapers do not exhibit quite this degree of factual-cultural hybridity, Perekovka is a
particularly acute example of an aestheticized documentary style and strengthens the idea of the
Canal site as an experimental laboratory for Soviet culture.

In the citation from Evegenii Zamiatin’s We (My, 1927) that serves as an epigraph to this
chapter, the narrator of the novel is copying “word for word” (slovo v slovo) a proclamation that

appears in the newspaper the One State Gazette (Gosudarstvennaia Gazeta). In Zamiatin’s

222 perekovka 40 (11 June 1932), 7.
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fictional “One State” (Edinoe Gosudarstvo) where the “Benefactor” (Blagodetel’) rules supreme,
the role of the newspaper is integral in both perpetuating the ideals of the regime and soliciting
poetry and other artworks in its name. This imaginary situation is quite similar to the reality at
the White Sea-Baltic Canal, where Perekovka fulfills a similar function, and—despite being
prisoner-operated and edited—serves as a mouthpiece for the state. The scholar Alla Gorcheva
cites Perekovka as the birth of the Gulag press in her monograph on the subject, and she notes
three primary goals for the newspaper: socialist labor and competition, prisoner enthusiasm, and
strengthening of party organizations.”> I would expand this list by including perhaps what is the
most important feature of the newspaper: art. Although published creative works may be in the
name of socialist labor or inspired by prisoner enthusiasm, they are nevertheless a distinctive

element of the camp newspaper’s raison d’étre.

2.1.2 Sergei Alymov: Editor of Perekovka

One of the most prominent editors of Perekovka, Sergei Alymov, was first and foremost a

9224

literary persona known as the “Belomorkanal poet, and he frequently contributed poetry to

the camp newspaper. Despite being a political prisoner, Alymov was perhaps the most well-
known figure at the White Sea-Baltic Canal and practically a celebrity; in one essay mailed into
the newspaper, a camp inmate described fighting over a poetry collection in order to read aloud

5

Alymov’s poetry.”” In addition to serving as the camp newspaper’s editor, Alymov also

223 Alla Gorcheva, Pressa GULaga (Moscow: 1zd. Moskovskogo universiteta, 1996), 42-49.

*** On the back of a stylized portrait of Alymov there is written the caption: “Belomorskii kanal. Poet velikoi
stroiki.” (Belomor Canal. Poet of the grand construction.). RGALL f. 1885, op. 1, d. 160, 1.7.

* RGALL, f. 1185, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 109-10.
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carefully documented criminal slang,* collected games and charades on the Canal, wrote a
detailed diary, and fielded complaints and requests from other prisoners. His notebooks, in turn,
are a type of montage, with drawings, facts and figures, vocabulary lists, conversation fragments,
miniature biographies, and diary entries all included within one text.**’

With his prominent status and proximity to the Canal administration, Alymov served as a
mediator between officials and prisoners. This rather unusual status demonstrates how indistinct
the boundary between prisoner and non-prisoner could be at the White Sea-Baltic Canal. In his
autobiography written in January of 1948 (located in the RGALI archive), Alymov recounts his
several arrests and imprisonments across Russia; ironically, however, he excludes entirely any
mention of his time on the White Sea-Baltic Canal. Instead, he stresses his many travels
(including to Australia and the Far East) as a sort of formative education a la Gorky, where he
has a multiplicity of humble trades (he notes a total of sixteen unskilled professions), including
stevedore, lumberjack, digger, fisherman and boot cleaner.””® Alymov subsequently became a
well-known songwriter after his release from prison, and he remained in favor with Stalin, who
gave Alymov’s mother and children a handsome pension after the poet’s death.**

In terms of his poetry—all of which seems to glorify the grandeur of the Belomorkanal
construction—one of his most infectious metaphors is the building of the Canal as the “wedding
of seas” (svad'ba morei), which serves as the inspiration for several poems, including “Svad'ba

morei” and “B. M. S.” (an abbreviation for the Belomor construction) and is included in his

26 Alymov’s collection of criminal slang shows his predilection for linguistics. Alymov makes notations about
criminal language in a highly organized manner, including word variations, roots, and examples of usage in
sentences as well as entire conversations in thieves’ jargon.

T RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 25.

¥ RGALL f. 1885, d. 1, op, 1, 1-2.

229 Gorcheva, 43.
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notes and observations about the Canal.”>" Other prisoners also explore this idea of romance
between two bodies of water; perhaps one of the most sentimental prisoner submissions is a
series of imaginary love letters between the White Sea and the Baltic Sea, entitled “The Love of
Two Seas” (Liubov' dvukh morei). In this “correspondence,” the Baltic Sea writes to the White
Sea that they have loved each other for thousands of years, and the hundreds of kilometers
separating them has been a great source of despair. Now, however, thanks to Bolshevik
intervention, their “stormy hearts” (burnye serdtsa) would soon be calmed by their union.**!
“The Wedding of Seas” was also suggested, but apparently not used, as a title for a
collection of prisoner poetry. The suggestion most likely became the title of the extant volume of
prisoner poetry published in 1932 titled We Will Unite the Seas! (Moria soedinim!).  This
“wedding” was not the only way in which the Canal is figured romantically; in their
autobiographies, many prisoners expressed a fervent type of love for the Canal, one that replaced
the familial and spousal relationships they had left behind. One prisoner wrote in his diary,
“BBVP (acronym for Belomor-Baltiiskii Vodnyi Put', or the White-Baltic Waterway)...these
four letters are pronounced with love by the prisoners. Exactly like the name of a beloved
girl.”*** Tt is significant that love—arguably the most common theme of and inspiration for
artistic expression—here must be recast with an aquatic, cold substitute. In addition to this
romantic theme, Alymov’s poetry also frequently contains musical motifs. The role of music is
also prominent in other prisoner artworks, and the auditory pattern is a thread that will be
followed in all three sections of this chapter as an important element in the performance of

identity.

9 RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 18, 1. 1-2 and d. 21, 1. 135.

1 RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 306.

2 «BBBIL. Yetsipe 6yKBbL..MX ¢ TH060BBI0 IPOM3HOCAT JIATEPHUKH. TOUHO MMsl TIOOUMOI aeByki.» RGALL f.
1885, op. 3,d. 38, 1. 155.
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With Sergei Alymov at its head, the newspaper Perekovka fulfills many functions at the
camp site and is glorified in many different arenas. It is highlighted in a documentary film about
the Canal, where the printing press is shown with an intertitle claiming it as “one of the most

59233

important machines in the transformation of people. The glossy journal USSR under

Construction (SSSR na stroike) quotes the newspaper, makes clear it is the prisoners’ “own,” and

* Given the title of the

underscores its role as an essential organ in their transformation.”
newspaper itself, it is not surprising that its primary function was to be the metaphorical
refashioning of people. The newspaper is praised in the prisoner poetry volume, We Will Unite
the Seas!, in which multiple poems are dedicated to the newspaper: one discusses the general
importance and ubiquity of the paper, one is dedicated to the camp correspondents who work at
the paper, and another—in a type of pastiche—includes quotations of poetry from the paper
itself.*>

Newspapers often function as elements of collage, and the same holds true for Perekovka.
Some literary or cultural works from the Canal simply cited the newspaper, while others had
pieces of the publication literally glued into their texts. One example is the copy of the History
of the Construction held in the GARF archive, where one can see pieces of Perekovka cut and

236

adhered to the manuscript’s margins. The newspaper also functioned as a mouthpiece for

matters on the Canal, since prisoners could send their letters of complaint, concern, or praise to

233 RGAKFD, No. 3878, Port piati morei, dir. Aleksandr Lemberg, 1932-33. “Un des machines les plus
importantes, pour transformer les gens.” The fact that the film’s subtitles are entirely in French indicates that this
film was intended for an international audience and shows how the publicity campaign in the name of the White
Sea-Baltic Canal was not limited just to the Soviet Union but was meant to captivate and woo the world.

% «Onn UMenH CBOI K1Y, CBOIO YHTANBHIO, M Ja)Ke IeuaTHyIo rasery Ilepexoska.» The use of the pronoun “svoi”
here emphasizes that the cultural institutions at the camp site belong to the prisoners themselves. SSSR na stroike
12 (1933): 18, 25-26.

235 The poems from the collection Moria soedinim!, “Perekovka”(41); “Lagkoram” (43); insertion of citations from
Perekvovka (44), Belmorstroi: 1932.

% GAREF, f. 7952, op. 7.,d. 72, 1. 1, 42.
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the editors. The publication of one such letter regarding the prisoner work ethic served as an
inspiration for a new slogan on the Canal, “a shock-worker is not a chicken and does not fear the
rain” (udarnik ne kuritsa—dozhdia ne boitsia).”’ An October 1932 issue was dedicated to the
newspaper itself and proclaimed that the two-year construction of the Canal accompanied the
two-year-long struggle for the new, re-forged human being; in a drawing, a stack of the
newspapers is pictured next to the Eiffel Tower (and is just as tall!), and a quotation of some
shock-workers notes that “their” newspaper “made them into people” (Perekovka sdelala nas
liudmi!).>® One early-released prisoner, A. P. Kupriianova, sent a letter of admiration and praise
for the Canal to Alymov, asking for its publication in Perekovka so that everyone could
understand that the feats possible in the Soviet Union would be unthinkable in any bourgeois
country. Kupriianova requested that her letter be published in the paper because she recognized
it as a way to reach “all camp prisoners” (vsem lagernikam), demonstrating the influence and
wide reach of the paper.” An entire collection of prisoner-written letters (some written on the
back of the camp’s library order forms) ascribed to the newspaper their supposed
transformations: one prisoner thanked the newspaper for allowing him to become literate and so
change into a new person (a sentence highlighted in red on the hand-written letter, most likely
pleasing to the editorial board); another prisoner included a list of the best udarniki; a third

convict divulged his life story, citing orphanhood after the Russian Civil War as the central

T GAREF, f. 7952, op. 7, d. 51, 1. 6.

¥ (Uto roBopurt ynapuuxu BMC o cBoeii rasere.» Again, the use of the pronoun “svoi” makes it apparent that the
newspaper belongs to the prisoners themselves. Perekovka 96-97 (22-24 October 1932).

9 RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 142.
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reason for his life of crime. Some of this correspondence, replete with laboriously-scrawled

letters, was clearly written by newly literate prisoners.**

2.1.3 Perekovka Literary Competitions as Artistic Smithy

While Perekovka fulfilled numerous functions at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, its role as cultural,
artistic disseminator is the most relevant to this research. Perekovka artistically inserted itself
into the lives of prisoners through its organization of literary competitions. While the paper
published poetry alongside what was submitted for contests (most frequently Alymov’s own
verse), these competitions served as an important generator of cultural texts and publishable
material for the newspaper. Most importantly, these competitions demonstrated the particular
attitude towards artistic participation that was developed at the White Sea-Baltic Canal. Just as
hard labor was to inspire prisoners to poetic heights, so the creation of artistic materials in honor
of the Canal was meant to make convicts work harder. Yet the June 11, 1932 issue of Perekovka
announcing a literary competition in honor of the great feats accomplished at the construction
site was actually filled with reports about the inadequate efforts of the laborers, with article
headlines such as: “What explains this unallowable inactivity? The third month in which one of
the most important shock-worker decisions is not fulfilled” and “The work tempo in all divisions

is completely unsatisfactory.”**!

The coupling of such negative news regarding prisoner output
with a call for works aggrandizing the Canal demonstrates both how art was meant to improve

prisoners’ work ethic and why “reality” was so paradoxical, since the newspaper requested

9 Since in the Russian language it is required, not optional, to write in cursive while handwriting, those who
attempt to write in the normally-printed block letters are exhibiting their unfamiliarity with literacy. RGALI, f.
1885, op. 3, d. 39, 1. 5-10.

21 (Yem 0OBSICHUTB 3TO HenmomycTuMoe Oe3aeiicTere? TpeTuil MecsIl He BRIIOTHACTCS OJHO U3 BaKHEUIIIHX
pemreHnii yrapaukoB” and “TeMITsl paboT IO HACHITTH BO BCEX OTACICHUSIX COBEPIICHHO HETOCTATOYHBL,» 7.
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stories that blatantly contradicted its own reporting. The notion of performance here comes into
play; despite whatever the actual situation was, the prisoners—by engaging in the truth-
producing and power-creating act of writing—could act out a different reality, thereby
internalizing it. The editors perhaps realized the power of such an exercise, which explains why
it was even more important to encourage Canal-praising texts precisely at a time when the
construction’s progress was suffering.

It is perhaps because of this disjuncture between expectation and truth that the first call
for submissions was a complete flop. The competition was originally advertised on 11 June
1932 with three monetary prizes offered for each of three different categories of works: short
story or feuilleton (250, 150, and 100 rubles), play (300, 200, and 100 rubles), and short forms
such as sketch or “living newspaper”>** (75, 50, and 30 rubles). Yet the deadline had to be
extended from 1 July 1932 to 1 August 1932, presumably because they had not received enough
submissions. Even with the new August deadline, the paper received only eighteen poems,
seventeen plays, and twenty-five sketches. Prisoners most likely had a difficult time composing
artistic works at the end of a ten-hour day unearthing rock, even with the appeal of a monetary
prize. In addition, the prisoners submitting works could not write on any topic of their choosing;
specific themes were suggested for the materials, all of which were related to the construction of
the Canal and have militant descriptions: the “heroics of struggle” (geroika bor'by) for the on-
time completion of the Canal; the “struggle” (bor'ba) for shock-worker labor; and the “struggle”

(bor'ba) for quality in construction. The panel of judges was printed in the newspaper, and since

2 The “living newspaper” is an unusual and interesting form of Soviet agitational theater that requires further
definition. In order to keep illiterate audiences apprised of news events, these acting performances included short
sketches on current events, with the actors having highly visible props to identify their characters: a large top hat for
a capitalist, a big red pencil for a bureaucrat. The performances also often included song and dance, and given their
primitive design, were highly mobile. Lynn Mally, “Exporting Soviet Culture: The Case of Agitprop Theater,”
Slavic Review 2 (2003): 324-42, 325-26.
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the group included camp officials in addition to prisoner representatives of Perekovka, this
perhaps further discouraged convicts from participating. The works eventually culled by the 1
August deadline were not, in the editors’ opinion, of high enough quality to merit prizes.
Instead, the workers were encouraged to continue reading and writing, and to re-submit later. ***
Despite the announcement of some prizes in the 21 August issue, none of the pieces won the full
award money because of the texts’ supposed inferior quality, indicating the editors’ preference
for aesthetic quality over ideological content.

The editors’ impressions about the submitted works make their artistic standards clear;
for example, the hand-written notes regarding the poetry and theater submissions indicate a
certain amount of literary discrimination: “helpless” (bespomoshchnaia), “not poetry” (ne stikhi),
“word choice in places as illiterate and ungifted” (nabor slov mestami bezgramotno, bezdarno
[sic]), “nonsense!!!” (erunda), “boring piece” (nudnaia veshch'). Any complimentary notations
are very moderate in tone, such as “pretty good piece” (veshch' sdelana neplokho).”** By
contrast, virtually no narrative notations are made in terms of the ideological correctness of the
content, and if there are passages that would clearly be offensive to the administration, they are
simply underlined. This discrimination on the part of the editors will become important as
individual participants in the competition are examined, since the judges’ reactions offer

important indications of the ideological expectations at the time.

23 perekovka 40 (11 June 1932): 6.
¥ RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 28, 1. 6.

75



2.1.4 A Chorus of Perekovka Prize-Winners: Blium, Mel'nikov, and Kremkov

In light of such aesthetic criticism on the part of the judges, what works actually received prizes?
Some of the choices seem surprising given the fact that Perekovka has the primary function of
ideologically indoctrinating the incarcerated. In this section, prize-winning selections will be
discussed according to their different media: N. A. Blium’s theatrical play, G. Mel'nikov’s
sketch, and Kremkov’s experimental hymn. Within this diversity, however, lies a consistency in
terms of themes and motifs. All three pieces address in some sort of fashion auditory motifs:
Blium’s play would be performed for an audience, Mel'nikov’s sketch discusses the birth of new
sounds on the Canal and uses onomatopoeia to suggest such a genesis, and Kremkov categorizes
his short experimental work as a hymn. The aural thematic establishes a strong connection to
physical labor as well as to collectivity (as with a chorus or symphony, in which many voices are
joined into one). Not by chance, one of the most famous photographs from the White Sea-Baltic
Canal is Aleksandr Rodchenko’s image of an orchestra playing on the banks of the waterway.
The photograph is striking not only for its odd coupling of high culture and hard labor, but also
as evidence of the musical theme’s significance in the Canal’s cultural narratives.

It is now time to return to the prisoner N. A. Blium’s play Mister Stupid and the Shock-
Workers of Belbaltlag, mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, since it is both a prize-winner
in the competition and somewhat unusual from an ideological standpoint. Perhaps the most
significant aspect of this play is its character names, all of which are English words transliterated
into Cyrillic characters. In a manner reminiscent of eighteenth-century satire by the Russian
playwright Denis Fonvizin, the names reflect something about the personality of the character or
the subject matter of the play, albeit with English—and not Russian—words, thereby disguising

their negative connotations. The main characters include: Sir Austin Waterproof (Ser Ostin
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Voterpruf) and his wife Lady Waterproof (Ledi Voterpruf) along with the Copper (Kopper)
couple, and the two journalists Mister Hardbrain (Mister Khardbrein) and Stupid (Stiupid). Half
of these names is related to water and an attempt to control it—Waterproof, Copper—and the
other half insinuates that those who work in the newspaper industry are, to put it mildly, not the
most intelligent creatures—Hardbrain, Stupid. If the potentially insulting names for the
journalist main characters (ironically sent into a newspaper literary competition) were meant to
be a joke directed at the panel of judges, the humor was lost, or at least not seen as offensive,
along the way: The piece won a 50-ruble prize in the contest.

Set in England, the play begins with a discussion on the future of the Soviet Union and
communism, with Mister Copper arguing on the side of the Russians, praising the phenomenon
of shock-worker labor, and Hardbrain claiming that prisoners work in “awful conditions”(v
uzhasnykh usloviiakh) in concentration camps in northern Russia. In order to resolve the matter
once and for all, Stupid is sent to the Soviet Union as a newspaper correspondent to investigate.
Stupid sends telegrams back to England describing the marvelous conditions at the camp site,
which at first he could not believe was a prison; he realizes the cramped buildings he assumed to
be prisoners’ quarters are actually greenhouses, he talks to convicts walking around with no
guards, and he observes orchestral accompaniment on the work site. While the latter two
elements certainly were true of BelBaltLag, the overall description of the camp is clearly
exaggerated optimism. Stupid loves the prison so much, in fact, that he decides to stay and never
returns to England, claiming that he has found a real utopia; Hardbrain cannot believe it and
wants to send someone to look for him in the Soviet Union. Once again, while the connotations
of the story are clearly positive, a moderate amount of reading between the lines reveals a

different significance. Surely, it is not entirely coincidental that the character who visits and falls
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in love with the White Sea-Baltic Canal is named “Stupid,” just as the one who refuses to believe
in the potential of the place is called “Hardbrain.” Similarly, the fact that Stupid never returns
from the Canal—despite the explanation that he loved it so much he did not want to leave—has a
chilling resonance with real-life disappearances in the Soviet Union. Despite its generally
positive representation of the Canal, the fact that such a play would not only be accepted by the
editors but actually be selected for a prize shows the potential for a certain malleability and even
humor among the judges, since they most certainly understood the English words.**’

The prisoner G. Mel'nikov’s sketch entitled “From the White (Sea) to the Baltic (Sea)”
(Ot belogo do baltiiskogo) presents a different, shorter format than Blium’s play. The ocherk
(sketch) is a very important narrative form in Russian literature, and its blending of fiction and
fact allows for the incorporation of varied materials. Often the sketch takes the form of a travel
narrative, as the title of Mel'nikov’s text would suggest. This shorter, semi-fictional format
seems more conducive to the standard ideological motifs of the Canal, as opposed to the more
comical approach evident in Blium’s purely fictional play.**® As would be standard for a travel
narrative, the text opens with a description of the landscape—one that is surprisingly negative
and nonchalant: “The North! How boring is everything, how not fun and monotonous.”**’ The
author attributes this boredom to the endless train ride and the persistence of the train wheels
sounding out in the onomatopoeia “tuk-tuk, tuk-tuk.” The view from the train window is

unchanging, its square similar to the frame of a “photograph hanging in a room for ten years,”***

3 Alymov, one of the main editors of the newspaper, definitely understood English. His notebooks and diaries
contain vocabulary lists of English words and notes about works he is reading in English. Some of the words
included in Alymov’s vocabulary list for reading the play City of the Plague are weaklings, subtle, suave, mild,
desperate, defeat, fear, gild, and glut. RGALLI, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 21, 1. 118.

4% The sketch as travel narrative will be discussed further in Chapter Three, where the argument is made to consider
the History of the Construction as precisely this type of ideological document.

247 «Cesep [sic] kak Bce cKydHO, Kak HeBeceao 1 MOHOTOHHO.» RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 141.

¥ «B kBajpare OKHa, KaK B paMKe CTapoii (oTorpaduu JecaTh JeT BUCAIIEH B KOMHATE, BCE OHO 1 Toxe.» Ibid.
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but this ennui is replaced by enthusiasm when Mel'nikov arrives at the camp site and, on the
“commemorative” (pamiatnyi) day of 22 April 1932, he and his fellow train passengers become
builders of the White-Baltic Sea Waterway.>*’ The description of the train ride is often hellish in
prisoner narratives, frequently worse than the physical work itself; Alymov, for example, despite
being such a devotee of the Canal’s construction, describes the train trip horrifically in his
notebooks: “The scariest trip that was ever made on earth. Hell on wheels. Without any of
Dante’s poetry. Night and its horrors—thefts, stuffiness. Bodies on bodies. Cries: ‘Oh, my
sugar was taken...my basket was ripped...thieves scurry like rats.”*>°

Unlike the play Mister Stupid, Mel'nikov’s sketch exemplifies the Canal project’s ethos
in a more obvious manner, including the importance of work stimulation, the feeling of
collectivity among the workers, the physicality of hard labor, the psychology of the red and black
boards, the potential for re-birth, and the use of militant diction. The prisoner compares the
workers on a Canal to a giant ant colony, all of whom are working together as a unified mass,
inspired by labor. Despite this suggestion of cohesiveness, Mel'nikov unwittingly acknowledges
the diversity of the Canal population by enumerating the various nationalities and ethnicities,
“On the path of the grand route there are not Uzbeks, Tatars, Armenians, Ukrainians, Russians,
Georgians, Belorussians, Poles and Germans—here there are only soldiers in the Canal army and

9251

their commanders. With its battle terminology, this example illustrates the notion of unity

through diversity that reappears in many of the texts concerning the Canal project. Individuals

% Symbolically, this day is also Lenin’s birthday, doubling the ideological significance of the date the prisoners
begin their work.

2% «Camoe cTpaIlHOE TTyTEIIeCTBHE KOTOPOE KOI/Ia IO KTO COBEpIIAT Ha 3eMyie. AJ Ha KojecaX. be3 BeaKoil
JTaHTOBCKOW nod3uu. Houb 1 ee yxkacsl — kpaxku, KyxoTta. Tena Ha Tenax. Kpuxu: —ail y MeHs caxap
3a0panm.. . KOp3uHY MPOPE3alI...BOPHI IIMUTAIOT Kak KpbIckl.» RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 23, 1. 1.

»! «Ha Tpacce BEIMKOrO IIyTH HET y30€KOB, TATHD, apMSH, YKPAHHIIEB, PYCCKHX, TPY3HH, GEIOPYCCOB, TONSKOB, U
HEMIIEB, 3/IeCh TOJIBKO OOMIIEI apMuM KaHama, M ux komaHmupbel.»y RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 143.
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from diverse backgrounds fight in the name of a singular cause, just as their artistic works of
varying styles exhibit a similar, unified message.*

Notwithstanding his enthusiastic praise for the Canal project, Mel'nikov does include
complaints in his essay. He cites the near impossibility of staying warm, the complete
exhaustion of muscles, and the perennial presence of hunger as commonplace on the Canal.*”
He also provides a fuller description of the prisoners’ work ethic, switching from the emphasis
on worker collectivity to the infiltration of two loafers named Rus and Mailov. After the two
were subjected to a week of taunting by the rest of the work collective, they finally decided to
start working. This is precisely the kind of psychological atmosphere the authorities wanted to
create; a den of peer pressure where fellow prisoners began acting more like administrators than
convicts, because they knew the group’s collective work output depended upon the work
completed by each individual member. So the “patience” (terpenie) of Mel'nikov’s brigade
finally gives out, and they decide to show Rus and Mailov how to work, an effort that is couched
in pedagogical terms: they decide “to teach” (pouchit’) those who are not producing and their
“studies” (ucheba) begin the moment they arrive in the work brigade. This pedagogical
terminology echoes the efforts of the vospitateli at the Belomorkanal, who see their task of re-
forging as an educational process.

Mel'nikov is so proud of this system and the way the Canal is being constructed that he
compares it with other supposedly failed—and more importantly, capitalist—construction

projects. He claims the Panama and Suez Canals will be “sad poetry from that land” (mrachnoi

2 Interestingly, the idea of “unity through diversity” is one that holds an important position in the Russian
Orthodox Church. Rather than seeing unity and diversity as two opposing constructs, Church doctrine argues that
the diversity of the autocephalous structure of the Church is unified through the singular message of the Church’s
teaching and traditions, allowing what are two contrasting notions to become complementary ones. See Timothy
Ware, The Orthodox Church (NY: Penguin, 1997). The idea of unity through diversity is an important one to this
research, and it will continue to be explored throughout the dissertation.

3 RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 143-44.
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poezii etogo kraia) since the Panama Canal is merely a “route to gold” (put' k zolotu) and the
Suez is a sandy grave for the bones of Blacks and Arabs (ironically, the image of building on

bones became a trademark of the Belomorkanal itself).**

While these capitalist experiences
supposedly represent a pathway to destruction, misery, and death, the White Sea-Baltic Canal is
a place of birth and beginnings, where new sounds and a new way of life are born; the project is
both literally and figuratively a birth canal. The emphasis on birth (rozhdenie)*” naturalizes the
construction of the Canal, allowing for the highly-unnatural ideological construct of perekovka to
appear like an organic re-birth. Nevertheless, the industrial connotations of such refashioning
remain; the camp site is described by prisoners as a “smithy” (kuznitsa)*°® for new potential, and
the term re-forging refers in a literal sense to the smelting of metals.

Mel'nikov specifically cites new sounds (zvuki) as being born on the Canal, and audible
motifs pepper his entire essay, serving as its aesthetic backbone; there is the fuk-tuk of the train
wheels that form the opening onomatopoeia and there is the final observation, very poetically
rendered, of all the various sounds at BelBaltLag: the cry of beasts and the occasional firing of a
hunter’s gun, the resounding whistle of train engines hurriedly speeding along with their
deliveries, the nighttime cries of forest and lake, the knock of shovels, the ring of picks, and the
bump of pile-drivers; all of these sounds compose the “new symphony of the new life” (novaia
simfoniia novoi zhizni).”>’ Although Mel'nikov vividly engages many senses in his essay—sight
with the tedious landscape, touch with the feel of callouses and freezing cold—hearing remains

most important. Mel'nikov’s essay, therefore, demonstrates different motifs on the level of

¥ RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 148.

3 Many prisoner-written texts liken the birth of the Canal to the re-birth of humans. Alymov makes such a
comparison in his notebooks during the Canal’s opening celebration (RGALI, f. 1885, op. 5, d. 22,1. 5) and a
prisoner-submitted short story for a literary competition, entitled “The Birth of the Canal” (Rozhdenie kanala)
makes the same analogy (RGALLI, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 222).

236 See the prisoner-written essay of the same name, RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 134.

T RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 149.
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content and form. While the content may be ideological in more of a classically socialist-realist
way, the form, with its onomatopoeic devices and layering of sounds, has more commonalities
with an avant-garde aesthetic. This slippage between form and content occurs frequently with
prisoners’ artworks and exemplifies the idea of “avant-realism” discussed in Chapter One. This
disparity also applies to the textual selections in this chapter, since the prize-winners selected for
discussion here are diverse in format yet similar in content.

The third (and final) example of a prize-winner, the prisoner Kremkov, is author of a
short piece entitled “Tournament of Labor” (Turnir truda), which offers yet another, quite
different, format among the prize-winning pieces. Remaining consistent in thematic motifs,
however, it includes a significant auditory with its subtitle, “Hymn to Labor Competition” (Gimn
trudovomu sorevnovaniiu). This more schematic, condensed piece repeats the word
“competition” (sorevnovanie) with different definitions and clarifications: it is the key to victory,
the path to the better world of socialism, or with it the entire world can be rebuilt. The piece
clearly pleased the editors, who wrote ‘“conscious” (soznatel'nyi) across the submission in blue
wax pencil, in one of the rare instances of ideological commentary on a work. The repetition of
the word “competition” on nearly every line represents the literary device of amplification while
also rendering the text akin to a slogan or ditty. Both the form and the content, therefore, would
likely appeal to the panel of judges; not only does the piece stress work competition—the
backbone of production at the Canal—but it also uses a highly stylized format, replete with
repetition and dashes,*® mirroring the futurist Igor' Terent'ev’s poetry.>’ This invocation of the

avant-garde is also present in works that the judges found unappealing. The short piece “How to

% RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 286-88.
% For further clarification, see the discussion of Terent'ev and “lito-montazh” in the Performance category of this
chapter.
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Build a Waterway at the Belomor Construction” (Kak stroiat vodnyi put' na Belmorstroe) with
its unusual format (a series of chants and replies), exhibits avant-garde characteristics and has
“boring” (skuchno) written across it by the editors. Surprisingly, however, the piece won a prize,
and its aural format of essentially a parade of voices likens the piece stylistically to other winners

in the literary competition.

2.1.5 Non-Prize-Winner: The Potential Subversion of losif Kitchner

While it is important, and at times even surprising, to acknowledge which works won the camp
newspaper literary competitions, it is also necessary to contrast these texts with works that did
not win any prizes. Although most of the non-prize-winners still portray the White Sea-Baltic
Canal and its machinations in a positive light, there are a few exceptions where daring convicts
openly criticize the regime. losif Kitchner, a prisoner of the first lagpunkt, wrote the short story
“The Moan of Stones,” (Ston kamnei), which will serve as the primary text under discussion in
the non-prize-winner section due to its aesthetic value and psychological acumen. Although
obviously quite different in tone and content from the prize-winners, the story does employ
auditory devices to a high degree in what is a stylistic parallel with the earlier-discussed
submissions. Despite the controversial content in “The Moan of Stones” and other pieces, the
editors seem to have a rather relaxed attitude towards such deviational texts; the judges make no
commentary on Kitchner’s controversial piece, only underlining particularly inflammatory
passages. In another instance of tepid editorial reaction, the short story “Breaking Point”

(Perelom) about two criminals who disdain working on the Canal and claim the camp site will be
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their grave, has only the rather tepid editorial comment written across it, “primitive”
(primitivno).*®

“The Moan of Stones” provides a nuanced and critical view of prisoner behavior. The
seemingly autobiographical short story is about a kulak named Aleksandr Donskoi, sentenced
under article 58. He arrives at the White Sea-Baltic Canal after serving time in other prisons,
most likely for what the narrator calls his “bold tongue” (smelyi iazyk). Immediately upon his
arrival, he has the premonition that the landscape will be a place of death—a feeling that troubles
him all the more when he realizes that the others around him are silent, and “not merely silent
but actually take part in the administration and help the production.”*®!

Yet Donskoi also undergoes a transformation, although it is not the typical story of re-
forging in which a lazy prisoner suddenly finds dignity in work; instead, the main character
becomes sluggish and indifferent to everything around him, a wordless and obedient piece of
machinery. Although he attempts to fight against this phenomenon, he finds himself “sinking

. 262
under the universal pressure of slavery.”

Eventually, as the story explains, he becomes like
those around him, with an almost primitive mentality towards work and obligation. Donskoi’s
ability to function silently as a cog in the machine does not imply that he harbors any true
enthusiasm for the project; he does not read or occupy himself with cultural matters, and he only
finds comfort in his dreams.

Dreams and sleep are a frequent motif in the prisoner narratives from the Canal project,

since they offer one of the few escapes from tedious prison life. In a short story entitled “Bura”

20 3necy Ham oymer rpo6.» RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 298.

21 A oM MOJTYAT...1a, He TOJIBKO MOJTYAT, a CaMH, CaMH YYacCTBYS B YIPABICHHUH, TIOMOTAET IIPOU3BOJICTBY. »
RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 98.

292 «(Ho ue BCTpEYasi HA B KOM TMOIEPXKKE MO JaBICHUEM CTPAITHOTO Tipecca BceodIiero padcrea, JJoHCKOM
MTOCTETICHHO YCTYTIATIH U CTAHOBHJICS CaM TEM, YTO MPUOIIIKAJIO YEIOBEKa K €ro IepBOOBITHOMY COCTOsTHIIO.» Ibid.
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written by the prisoner Mikhail Koldobenko, for example, a criminal suffers through sleepless
nights, thinking about his past life and how most of his friends have likely forgotten about

263

him. The profound pleasure of sleep is matched by the extreme stress associated with its

absence. Sleeplessness, however, can also have a positive valence; in another unpublished short
story entitled “The Factory of Life” (Fabrika zhizni) and signed by the prisoner “Endi”***
Dmitriev, the narrator discusses sleepless nights in order to demonstrate devotion to the project:
“The windows of the little town Belomorstroi do not know dreams. In the rooms calculators
chirp like starlings. Inclined on drafting tables are old and young faces. Why are these sleepless

2225 In Andrei Platonov’s

people doing a work project? What motivates them? Words? Money
aforementioned novel The Foundation Pit dreams individuate the builders of the All-Proleterian
Home:
Every worker dreams his own dreams at night—some represent the fulfillment of
a wish, while others are premonitions of lying in a coffin in a clay grave—but
they each of them gets through the day in one and the same stooped manner, all
doggedly digging the earth, so as to plant in a fresh abyss the eternal stone root of
a building designed to last forever.”®

Returning to Kitchner’s story, the difficult, physical labor shackles Donskoi’s brain and

eventually, along with camp life in general, paralyzes him as a human being. Bit by bit, the main

9 RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 120.

*%% This is most likely a klichka, or nickname for the English first name Andy. Criminal prisoners often assumed
nicknames that were proper names in foreign languages.

%% «Oxua ropoaka BMC He 3HaioT cHa. B KOMHATax CKBOpHAMH TpemaT apudMoMerpsl. Ham yeprexnpvu
JIOCKaMH CKJIOHEHBI CTapble U MOJIOJIbIE JINIA. 3eCh JIeNaloT paboumii IPOEKT Ha YeM OCHOBAHEI [sic] GeccoHHBIE
HOuM ATHX Jrofei? Yro modyxnaer ux? Cnosa? [eneru?» RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 285.

2% Platonov, Trans. Robert Chandler and Geoffrey Smith, 54. «Pa3Hble CHBI IPEICTABIISIOTCS TPYAAMEMYCS TI0
HOYaM — OJ[HM BBIPKAIOT UCTIOTHEHHYIO HAAKIY, JPYrHe IPEIIyBCTBYIOT COOCTBEHHBIH IPO0 B TIIMHUCTON
MOTHJIE; HO THEBHOE BPEMSI IPOJKUBAETCS OMHAKOBBIM, CTOPOJICHHBIM CIIOCOOOM — TEPIICHBEM Tejla, POIOLIEro

3€EMIIIO, YTOOBI MOoCauTh B CBCKYIO ITPONACTh Be‘lHBIfI, KaMCHHBIN KOPCHb HEPA3ZPYIIHUMOI'O 30A4CCTBA.» Platonov,
66.
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character claims, a person becomes a piece of laboring livestock; nevertheless, Donskoi is not
entirely broken and still has “the spark of human love for freedom” (iskra chelovecheskoi k
svobode) in spite of the harassment—and heavy hand—of his fellow brigade worker who is an
avid urka (criminal prisoner). These thugs, as the narrator notes, are ubiquitous, devilish and
strong. A similar portrayal of criminals occurs in another non-published fictional submission,
the aforementioned “The Factory of Life” (Fabrika zhizni), where the abysmally long train ride
into the dark Karelian landscape is punctuated by the crude language of the criminals: “In their
stories, sprinkled with vile language, there was quite a bit of open cynicism, bragging and
fabrication. The sinewy pakhan recounted his thefts and escapes from prisons [...] the thieves

laughed enthusiastically after all of his stories.”>®’

Even though Dimitriev’s story portrays a
positive atmosphere at the Canal, claiming it is a factory of life, where absolutely “unusual,
miraculous conversions” (strannye, neobychainye prevrashcheniia) occur, the narrator seems
disturbed by the rough and raw character of the criminal prisoners.**®

In addition to brazenly assessing prisoners’ work ethics, the narrator in “The Moan of
Stones,” through the voice of Donskoi, makes clear the power and cruelty of the criminal
population at the Canal. Since the criminals are the primary targets for perekovka, they are also
more likely to become shock-workers and to be assigned the duties of cultural-educational

workers. In fact, official documents completely deny membership in work collectives to any

prisoner convicted of counter-revolutionary acts (article 58). The only exceptions to be made to

267 «B ux paccCkaiax, NCPCeChIIIaHHbIX CKBECPHOCIOBUCM, OBLIIO HEMAJIO OTKPOBCHHOI'O IMHN3Ma, XBACTOBCTBA U

BEIMBICHA. JKWITUCTEIN MaXaH paccKa3biBall O Kpaxax M moderax u3 MeCT 3aKIItoUYcHu |[...] Bopsl BocTOp:keHHO
ITOJIX OXaTHIBAJIH ITOCIIE KaxIoi ero ucropuu,» RGALI f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 285.
268 7.

Ibid.
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this rule are for workers, the poor, and the middle class, and even in these cases a prisoner must
first be included only on a trial basis.**

This set of conditions demonstrates how much class and social status—as well as the
crime committed—determined organizational membership. While the petty criminals were
certainly the most privileged of all groups at the Canal, this population was actually the most ill-
equipped to hold such responsibilities—leading to mass disorganization, abuse of power, and a
re-configuration of the social environment along the lines of criminal mores. The criminals in
the short story “The Moan of Stones” transformed the barracks into a veritable den of filth and
vice, where people were continuously playing cards, swilling vodka, and engaging in drunken
orgies. The unbelievable racket in the living quarters robs Donskoi of the only peace he has—

270 .
Donskoi has a base

his dreams—and so his situation becomes more and more unbearable.
opinion of this criminal populace; he likens them to stupid animals, unable to see anything
worthwhile in their characters: “With disgust [Donskoi] thought about how little in them was
human, and the very worst was that these unfortunates were doomed to a slow death since in

. . . . 1
reality no one was interested in their fate.”’

This phrase, underlined in wax pencil, clearly

caught the attention of the editorial board, and it also demonstrates that political and criminal

prisoners inevitably had interactions with one another, even if it was at times undesirable.
Perhaps the most damning aspect of Kitchner’s short story “The Moan of Stones” is

neither the portrayed disorganization at the camp site nor even the deflation of the entire system

of shock-workers and cultural educators; rather, it is Donskoi’s blame of the prisoners

2% RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 47, 1. 101.

7% See earlier commentary on page 84 on the importance of dreams and sleep in prison.

! «C oTBpalEHHeM TyMall O TOM, UTO KaK MaJIo ObUIO B HHX UeJIOBEYECKOr0, H UTO CAMOE CTPAIIHOE, ITH
HecyacTble ObUTM 0OpEeUYeHHBI HAa MEUICHHYIO THOEIb, TAK-KaK U K HeH y4acThio, M K HUIM BOCIMTATENb B CYITHOCTH
HUKTO He nHTepecoBaics.» RGALIL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 99.
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themselves in the apparatus of power. These prisoners, who refuse to disobey orders and silently
work as requested, are the real source of shame: “Donskoi raised his voice. ‘We ourselves,
ourselves are guilty.” Donskoi ardently began speaking, ‘we are many, almost everyone is
unhappy, and everyone is quiet [...] they talk to us like cattle, and we work [...] you really think
someone will free us? No! It is only our own hands that can bring us to freedom.””*’> When his
interlocutor claims that overtired workers do not have the strength to stage a rebellion, Donskoi
merely insists that the time is not far off when the entire country will stand up for itself and issue
a verdict on the injustices done to them. Donskoi is finally ordered to collect his things and is
confronted about his anti-Soviet agitation among the prisoners, but he is bold and direct with the
administration. His response also merits wax pencil underlining by the editors: “You are the
executioner and I am the victim, but remember well that roles often change.”*"

Kitchner’s story ends cryptically. At first, the narrator uses onomatopoeia to liken the
noises on the Canal (“buk, buk, bu-yk™) similar to an earlier-discussed submission) to resounding
explosions, each causing pain in Donskoi’s heart. As the title suggests, Donskoi feels as if the
rocks themselves are groaning and engulfing him in their cries, and the entire world is filled with
pain and despair of these desperate noises. Auditory motifs again play an important stylistic
role. Yet suddenly, a different image appears to him: the columns of convoys and their fiery
words about moving forward towards a common goal. Now Donskoi feels as if he is filled with
colossal strength, the strength of a certain and future victory. He straightens up and looks up to

the sun, pressing his hands together.

272 ] o
((I[OHCKOI/I MOBBICHII TOJIOC. «MEI ke CcaMH, CaMH BUHOBAaThI.» IImamenno 3aroBOpuI HOHCKOI/I, «Hac MHOro,

BECh HapOJI ITOYTH HEAOBOJIEH, & BCE MOJTYAT |[...] ¢ HAMH 00paInaloTcst Kak ¢ CKOTOM, a MbI pabotaeM. UTo->ke BB
JIymaere, MeccHsl Kakol-HHOy s ocBobout Bac. Her! Hamm coOcTBeHHBIE pYKH MOTYT ITPUHECTH HAM CBOOOY.»
Ibid, 1. 100.

3 «Bbl manau, a s epTBa, HO 3aIIOMHHUTE XOPOLIEHBKO, POIH 4acTO MEHsoTcs» Ibid.
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This very provocative story raises many important and controversial issues regarding the
construction of the Belomorkanal: the privileging of criminal prisoners over their political
counterparts, the general mayhem and disorder in the barracks, and, most importantly, the guilt
of the general populace for what was occurring both at the campsite and in the Soviet Union as a
whole. Even though Kitchner emphasizes the misery of day-to-day life on the Canal, his
fictional narrative based on real events also, perhaps unwittingly, demonstrates how easily
prisoners could become engulfed in the power apparatus at work on the project. During a noisy
card game in the barracks, one prisoner brags about his belief in the Soviet system, as if making
this proclamation will assure him some sort of status, “One of ‘their own’ was already loudly,
drunkenly crying out, ‘I am for socialist competition, I am an udarnik, and do not dare touch

274
me.”

This quasi caste-based system of shock-workers is re-addressed when Donskoi discusses
the potential for early release with an old peasant acquaintance of his. While his friend
Pankratov maintains that there will be an early release for all those who work hard, Donskoi
contends that only the thieves—and not those sentenced under article 58—will receive such
privileges. In the face of such injustice, Donskoi insists that the only way to spur any
amelioration of their situation is to stop working. Yet, of course, this is precisely what the
administration cannot accept, even if they can be permissive in other areas. In fact, Kitchner’s
story demonstrates how the authorities were prepared to be relaxed about everyday behaviors in
exchange for work, with one official promising Donskoi he can stay up late and play cards and

drink if only he will help work on the construction.””” As an intellectual, however, Donskoi

would have found these propositions appealing.

274 <<O,HI/IH H3 «CBOHUX)» YKC CWJIBHO OIIbSTHEIIBIN BBIKpUKHBAJI: «1 3a COLl. COPCBHOBAHMEC, A YAAPHUK, U HC CMCUTC

MeHs Tporath.» Ibid, 1. 99.
*” 1bid, 1. 100.
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The overt criticism of the White Sea-Baltic Canal project and the Soviet Union in
Kitchner’s story is brazen, daring, and brave. It is difficult to imagine a prisoner having the
panache and wherewithal to contest the regime so openly within the context of a prison setting.
Furthermore, the contribution was signed, not anonymous, and there is no evidence to suggest
the use of an assumed name. In addition, the editors did not seem to react very strongly to the
short story; although they underlined the seemingly more offensive excerpts in pencil, there is no
written commentary, as there is with the pieces the editors judged as artistically inferior.
Although it would be impossible to deduce just from this evidence the precise power dynamics at
the Canal’s construction site, it certainly gives some probable indications, suggesting that the
administration’s control over the prisoners as well as the ideological atmosphere was less than
ideal. Notations in Alymov’s notebooks make evident a high degree of disorganization, “Where
is the plan? We know nothing. We know that it is necessary to build a canal. But how, what—

no one knows anything—and the plan is not clear to anyone.”*’°

Finally, although Kitchner’s
work was submitted to Perekovka as a work of fiction, it is clearly rooted in the reality of daily
life at the Canal. This is not surprising, given the competition’s instructions to focus
submissions on the various real-life “battles” fought at the Canal.

Although certain thematic motifs remain more or less constant in works published and
culled by the newspaper Perekovka, an analysis of these texts allows for at least a complication,
if not a violation, of our expectations for a Gulag newspaper. Perekovka champions as well as
scolds the prisoners’ work efforts; the editors often seem more concerned with the literary merit

of submissions than with their ideological correctness; the pieces chosen to win prizes do not

necessarily portray the project entirely positively; the reaction to overtly critical pieces submitted

276
<<F,ue mwiad? MEI HI4Yero He 3HaeM. 3Ha€M, YTO KaHaJI Ha0 CTPOUTD. A KaK, 4YTO — HUKTO HC 3HACT...a IJIaH

HUKOMY He u3BecTeH.» RGALL f. 1885, op. 5, d. 22, 1. 16.
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to the literary competitions seems lukewarm. These inconsistencies demonstrate an odd state of
affairs: what seems like a straightforward propagandistic organ of state ideals actually contains

much more complicated messages.

2.2 PART II: PERFORMANCE

2.2.1 Introduction: Plays as Proletarian Art Form in the Soviet Union

At the October 1932 meeting of Soviet writers at Maksim Gor'kii’s house, Stalin spoke about the
importance of theater in creating a new proletarian culture: “What is there to write? Poetry is
good. Novels are even better. But right now we need plays more than anything else. Plays that

. . 277
are easy to understand; our working man is busy.”

It is understandable why Stalin would
choose theater before all other art forms as particularly adept in creating cultural consciousness
for the working man. Staging a theater performance necessitates collaborative work, similar to
the then-popular forms of brigade painting and collective writing in which the group is privileged
over the individual.?’® After all, the History of the Construction, the foundational text of the

. . . . . . . . 27
Canal’s construction, is a manifestation of this communal trend in creative projects.”’” The

quality of accessibility is of utmost importance in creating a new, proletarian culture, since the

27 «O uem mucats? Cruxu xopoue. Pomansl emie nyume. Ho nbecsl HaM ceituac HyxHee Bcero. [lbeca

JOXOMYUBEH, HamI padounii 3auaT.» RGALIL f. 1604, op. 1, d. 21, 1. 30.

278 For a further explication of brigade art, see Matthew Cullerne Bown, Art under Stalin (Oxford: Phaidon, 1991):
182-85, 198-99.

" Art, often an entirely individual, and potentially bourgeois, endeavor is meant to become a cooperative effort in
the Soviet Union. Plays, like films (another one of Stalin’s favorite art forms, evident by his installation of a
personal screening room at his dacha in Sochi), also have the advantage of being comprehensible to those who are
illiterate. This most likely prompts Stalin’s further commentary on the subject at the October meeting that “plays
are right now the most popularly accessible type of art in literature.” (A mbecsl — 3T0O ceiiqac caMblif MACCOBBI BUJT
nckyccrsa B nureparype). RGALL f. 1604, op. 1, d. 21, 1. 31).
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massive peasant population in the process of shifting to urban centers is ideologically
unenlightened and mostly illiterate.

The regional Karelian newspaper Karelo-Murmanskii krai confirms the integral role of
performance at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, noting that of all the artistic endeavors at the
construction site, the agitational brigades were the most popular and important.* In his
memoirs, Vatslav Dvorzhetskii cited the theater as the administration’s most noteworthy
endeavor.”™  Theatrical performance—especially the ultra-Soviet agitational variety—was
highly influential not only at the White Sea-Baltic Canal but also in the country at large during
the 1920s and 1930s.”® 1In a prison setting, theater often has a calming, restorative function,
because the act of adopting a new name and pretending to be someone else allowed prisoners to

. .. . ., 283
escape their own realities for a brief respite.

Even the act of perekovka can be interpreted
along these lines; convicts who did submit to the process of re-forging exchanged their criminal
nicknames for their given names, embracing a new identity and a supposedly new way of life.

Also like a theater performance, however, criminals could act out this supposed transformation

as if it were reality so as to procure material advantages. Theatrics, therefore, occurred in many

20 Karelo-Murmanskii krai 5-6 (20 July 1933): 30.

21 Dvorzhetskii, 84.

82 Agitational theater was even exported to capitalist countries in an effort to spread Soviet propaganda; in May
1933 the International Olympiad of Revolutionary Theaters organized its first and only convention of agitprop
theater in Moscow at which capitalist-country participants could learn about the latest techniques in use in Russia.
See Lynn Mally, “Exporting Soviet Culture: The Case of Agitprop Theater,” Slavic Review 2 (2003): 324-42.

%> The predominance of theater is especially apparent in the context of the Holocaust, where prisoners remember
their theatrical productions as a singular moment of happiness in a world of pain. Gerda Wiessmann Klein
remembers the skits she performed in Nazi concentration camps as a source of genuine joy in an otherwise horrific
environment: “I was urged to arrange more performances for Sundays. I spent many a night writing in the
washroom. I loved every bit of it. I loved the applause in my ears. Iloved the single light burning on our
improvised stage when the rest of the room was in darkness. I loved that light falling upon me and illuminating my
figure. Iloved to hear my voice in the hushed silence. But best of all I loved those upturned faces between the
bunks, the smiles and sudden laughter, the knowledge that it was in my power to bring them an hour of fun, to help
them forget.” All But My Life (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995), 141.
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contexts and were an essential component of the cultural byt (everyday life) at the Belomorkanal
and subjectivity ultimately becomes linked to performance.

In this section, two key figures in the area of performance will be discussed: Igor'
Terent'ev and Vatslav Dvorzhetskii. The two complement each other productively, as each artist
had quite different experiences among opposing prisoner groups—Terent'ev worked mainly with
criminal prisoners in his formation of agitational brigades, whereas Dvorzhetskii worked
exclusively with political prisoners in his experience at the camp’s local theater. Each had
particular working environments, projects, and attitudes about the Canal, and the two also met
quite different fates. Since Terent'ev and Dvorzhetskii were both members of the intelligentsia, a

separate section on the criminal aspects of performance will also be included in this category.

2.2.2 Igor' Terent'ev: Agitational Brigade Leader

At the camp site, the criminal population had the opportunity to transform the theatrics of
thieving into literal performance by participating in agitbrigady, theater troupes and musical
ensembles. One of the most visible personalities in the arena of performance was Igor' Terent'ev,
who before his incarceration was a member of the futurist group 41° and active in the creation of
youth theater ensembles in Ukraine. The group 41°, whose members included Aleksei
Kruchenykh and Ilya and Kirill Zdanevich, held eccentric performances at the Tiflis nightclub
The Fantastic Tavern (Fantasticheskii Kabachok) and proclaimed zaum' (“transrational

language” or “beyonsense”) as the cornerstone of aesthetic inspiration. One of the goals of the
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group 41° was to “to put the world on a new axis,” a task that sounds remarkably similar to the
one undertaken at the White Sea-Baltic Canal.?®*

As one of the most avant-garde of all the futurist groups, 41° members sought radically to
transform the world and the language used to express it. They even looked upon such “classic”

5

futurists as Vladimir Maiakovskii and Velimir Khlebnikov as obsolete figures.”®> Terent'ev’s

extreme radicalism made him “primarily an apostle of the absurd and an apologist for aggressive

mediocrity.”**°

Yet zaum', the aesthetic and philosophical backbone of Terent'ev’s version of
Russian futurism, was not intended as a mere synonym for gibberish or nonsense. Instead, zaum'
proposed a new understanding of language appreciative of the sounds of speech and words in of
themselves. This feature rendered Russian futurism distinct from its Italian counterpart, while
testing the boundaries of language itself.”® Zaum"s stress on the auditory component of
language recalls the poetry and short stories of White Sea-Baltic Canal prisoners, which often
highlight the aural atmosphere of the work site and the “symphony of labor” that it produces.

In the “Declaration of Transrational Language” (1921),*® the importance of sound is
underscored and eventually linked to image, since zaum' often begins with “a rhythmic, musical
agitation, a “protosound” that may eventually “give birth to a transrational protoimage.”**’
While sound remains the most important element of this aesthetic philosophy, it is deeply

connected to the visual. Paralleling this trend, Terent'ev’s theater performances at the Shuvalov

palace in St. Petersburg used surrealistic paintings complete with visible organs, veins, and

284 Vladimir Markov, Russian Futurism: A History (Washington, D.C.: New Academia Publishing, 2006), 338.
*%3 Tbid, 339.

*% Tbid, 358.

%7 Gerald Janecek, Zaum: The Transrational Poetry of Russian Futurism (San Diego: San Diego UP, 1996), 1, 3.
%% Lawton and Eagle, 182-83.

*% Markov, 345.
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arteries in the theater’s foyer as a “kind of visual prelude to Terentiev’s [sic] productions.”*”’

Exhibiting merry, crude, and brutally naturalistic qualities, Terent'ev’s performances were
veritable romps in which sound effects, multiple languages and scandalous behaviors all
contributed to his notoriety as a particularly daring and obscene director.*”!

Sergei Alymov (the central personality in the first section of this chapter) also had
connections to the futurist movement. As an ego-futurist, Alymov wrote the collection of poetry
Kiosk of Tenderness (Kiosk nezhnosti, 1920) and helped to organize the journal Creation
(Tvorchestvo) with fellow futurists in Vladivostok.””> It is telling that two of the most important
cultural personas at the White Sea-Baltic Canal hailed from a futurist background, and it should
be noted that some of the prisoner poetry has a choppy, avant-garde style similar to Terent'ev’s.
Aleksei Kruchenykh, a fellow 41° member along with Terent'ev, identified the following
characteristics dominant in their variety of futurism: “richness of sonic orchestration, gaudy

metaphorism, variety of rhythmic patterns, and structure based on shift.”**?

In this respect, the
core dilemmas at the foundation of futurism and the construction of the Canal were quite similar:
the re-making of a new world and a new language to accompany it, the privileging of the culture
of the streets as well as everyday life, and a spotlight on the criminal realm.***

From April 1931 until the completion of the Canal, Terent'ev headed an agitational

brigade named after camp official Semen Firin (agitbrigada im. Firina), a name the prisoners

themselves suggested, since Firin took a particular interest in learning about individual

20 Konstantin Rudnitskii, Russian and Soviet Theatre: Tradition and the Avant-Garde, Trans. Roxane Permar
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1988), 201.

! bid, 202-3.

*2 Markov, 318.

> Tbid, 348.

% The futurists adapted the symbolist notion of art as the creation of life (rvorchestvo zhizni) to the idea of life-
building (zhiznestroenie), infusing technical connotations into an aesthetic, utopian vision of the world and the “new
man”” who will inhabit it. For more on the topic of zhiznestroenie, see Chapter One and also Irina Paperno and Joan
Delaney Grossman, eds., Creating Life: The Aesthetic Utopia of Russian Modernism (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994).
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criminals’ lives at the camp site.”” Terent'ev also coordinated the exceedingly popular Povenets
agitational brigade (Povenetskaia agitbrigada), named for a town near the camp site. A
journalist visiting the White Sea-Baltic Canal in 1933 describes the excitement of watching a
Terent'ev performance:
The numbers follow one after another and the artists come out one after another.
Such richness and different genres! From the lyrical scene of Shalman to lively
ditties and mad dance. [...] People who are re-forged through labor look upon
their past with pain. And here is Lelia Furaeva, in the past a thief and recidivist,
and now she is freed early, one of the best shock-workers, singing songs, the
thieves’ song of Shalman, a hopeless and despairing song, and there was a
coldness in the air from the stage. And it is Lelia Furaeva with her comrades
who led the scene in the club to such an ascent [...] that the room roared with
applause, and invisible threads of sympathy, love and admiration tied together
the stage and the spectators.>°
The troupe’s numbers were equally popular among the prisoners, who had their favorite
performers among the criminal participants: the former thieves Iurii Sobolev, Vladimir
Kuznetsov and Mikhail Savel'ev as well as the former prostitutes Lelia Furaeva (in the

.. . . 297
description above) and Marina Bannikova.”

25 Terent'ev, Sobranie sochinenii, 331.

% «Homepa cIeyioT OJMH 3a APYTUM, aPTHCTBI CMEHSIOT APYT Apyra. Kakoe 60raTcTBO M pa3HOOGpasne KaHPOB!
Ot nmupudeckoit cieHsl [llarimana 0 3aJOPHBIX YaCTYIIEK U OeleHON TUIACKH [...] JIromu, mepekoBaBime ceds B
TpyAe, ¢ OOIBIO OTTIABIBAIOTCSA Ha cBoe mpornnioe. U Bot TyT Jlenms dypaepa, B MPOIIIOM BOPOBKA-PEIMIUBUCTKA,
a ceifyac JJOCPOYHO OCBOOOXKICHHAS, JIyUINasl yAapHHIIA, CIeia IIeCCHKY, MMPOCTYIO OJIATHYIO MECHIO IIaTMaHa,
TIECHIO 0€3HAIC)KHOCTU U OTUYASHHUSA, U XOJIOIOM TIOBEsIO co cieHbl. U 3Ta xe Jlens dypaeBa co cBouMU
TOBAPHIIAMH MPOBENA CIIEHY B KTy0e ¢ TAKMM OABEMOM |...] 4TO 3a]1 TPOXHYII AIIOAUCMEHTAMH, U HEBHIUMbIE
HUTH CUMIIATHH, JIIOOBU M BOCXUILECHHMS CBSI3aJIM CLieHy u 3purenei.» Terent'ev, Sobranie sochinenii, fn 17, p. 547.
27 Terent'ev, Sobranie sochinenii, fn 1, p- 501.
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Terent'ev’s daughter Tat'iana Terent'eva recalls her father’s performances as “funny and
sharp vaudeville on the theme of prison life,” and she claims that it was only thanks to their
production that prisoners began to over-fulfill their norms.**® Despite the repression of her
father, Terent'eva chooses to acknowledge his achievements in terms of Soviet standards—
dedication to work and fulfillment of the norm. She seems proud not only of her father’s ability
to inspire others to work but also of his personal efforts and records, demonstrating that such
accomplishments can still serve as a source of satisfaction for family members, despite the tragic
fates of their relatives at Soviet hands.

Terent'ev, therefore, was achieving precisely the art-labor synchronicity that Gulag
officials so encouraged. Not only was he a highly successful agitational brigade leader, but he
also regularly fulfilled 400% of the work norm, wrote for the camp newspaper, and organized
concerts. The administration immediately noticed his dedication and value to the cultural arena
at BelBaltLag, and they rewarded him with separate living quarters.””” Given his success,
Terent'ev and his actors were freed early from prison, and the futurist eventually moved to
Moscow, where he voluntarily participated in the creation of agitational brigades at the Moscow-
Volga Canal.

In yet another example of the absurdity’®

that permeates Belomorstroi narratives,
Terent'ev was arrested in Moscow because of supposed anti-Soviet themes in his theater

productions, when the theater director had in fact been producing some of the most pro-Soviet

theatrical productions—agitational brigades—at BelBaltLag. Terent'ev had continued his work

298 <<TepeHTI>eB Ircaj CMCHIHBIC OCTPBIC BOACBWIN — HAa TCMbI narepHoﬁ JKH3HH. W OTIIMYHO MIX CTaBHIL

3aKIII0ueHHBIE TaK JIIOOMIM 3TH BBICTYIUICHHS, YTO TOJIBKO Pajy HUX IUIAH HAUYMHAJIM HEPEBBITOIHATE. » Tat'iana
Terent'eva, “Moi otets Igor' Terent'ev,” Zaumnyi futurizm i dadizm v russkoi kul'ture, eds. Luigi Magarotto, Marco
Marciaduri and Daniela Rizzi (Bern: Peter Lang, 1991), 358.

2 Terent'eva, 358.

% The importance of the absurd as motif of the Canal project will be addressed more thoroughly in Chapter 5.
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in agitational theater in Dmitlag (the camp of the Moscow-Volga Canal) as a free citizen,
choosing to live at a Gulag camp site to facilitate his work. Ironically, the namesake of one of
his most popular brigades and seemingly untouchable Gulag official Semen Firin eventually
suffered the same fate as his protégé; after the downfall of Genrikh Iagoda, Firin was arrested
and killed in 1938. Despite this tragic end for Terent'ev as well as for the official who had
served as his protector, the futurist’s daughter was able to remark upon the unusual atmosphere
at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, “The camp at BBK remains in one’s memory, I would say, as
some sort of democracy,” where the Kulaks lived better than they did in exile.’®  This
comparison, although seemingly controversial, merits elaboration. Although many people
assume the Gulag to be the nexus of Stalinist evil where all of communism’s horrific
machinations are concentrated—at times likened with Nazi concentration camps—the reality is
that exile, collectivization, and forced famines were often much more brutal and certainly more
deadly.”

Terent'ev’s dedication and talent was ultimately not appreciated by the regime. In May
1937, the innovative performer was arrested without the right to correspondence—a virtual death
sentence. Although his official death certificate states that he died of a heart attack in March
1946, Terent'ev was actually shot on 17 June 1937 in the infamous Butyrka prison in Moscow.*"*
It is through this personal story that just one of the many Belomorkanal tragedies comes to light:
the unapologetic assassination of a brilliant mind who in fact greatly—and enthusiastically—

contributed to Soviet ideals and cultural life at the White Sea-Baltic Canal. By applying his

1 (Jlareps na BBK 3amoMHmica KakuM-To, s Obl CKa3ajia, JeMOKpaTHUHbIMY, Terent'eva, 358.

%92 For a further treatment of this discussion (the emphasis on Nazi and Gulag concentration camps rather than the
much more deadly phenomena of mobile killing squads and forced famine and collectivization), see: Timothy
Snyder, “Holocaust: The Ignored Reality,” New York Times Review of Books 12 (16 July 2009): 14-16.

303 Igor' Terent'ev, Moi pokhorony (Moscow: Gileia,1993), 51, 60.
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artistic skills to novel, experimental projects, Terent'ev was able to ease the pain of prison. As
his daughter Terent'eva recalled, living was always interesting to him, “even in prison, even in
camp,” and “he survived [through prison] thanks to his talent, intelligence, character. Later he
told us about how he started drawing portraits of prisoners so as to not fall into grief.”*** Art
often played an important role in facilitating survival for both criminal and political prisoners.

In addition to Terent'ev’s integral role as agitational brigade producer, the performances
themselves must be examined for their contribution to the cultural life at the Belomorkanal.
These productions were a type of assemblage—a three-dimensional collage of humans, music,
backdrops, and props. Terent'ev’s Povenets brigade included mandolins, two accordions, and
two guitars. Terent'ev either wrote the words for the songs himself or used verses from Soviet
poets. His lines, often similar to chastushki, were short and rhymed, making them easy to
memorize and repeat, and so adeptly served a propagandistic purpose. Like a mobile art brigade,
the troupes would perform everywhere: at the barracks, in the cafeteria, on the work site. Actors
who participated in these performances were not freed from their work duties, and they somehow
found the energy to perform after a long day of hard physical labor.*”

The aesthetic of the agitational brigades is related to a theatrical aesthetic Terent'ev
espoused called “lito-montazh.” This term refers to the organic combination of heterogeneous
texts, through which an entirely new work is created.”®® Although Terent'ev uses the word in
regard to theater, it could also have a more general, literary application. Even the camp
newspaper Perekovka recognizes this new, innovative genre of “lito-montazh,” awarding such a

piece, written by David lansen, a 75-ruble prize. The text, entitled, “How They Build a

304
«[laxxe B TIoppME, ake B arepe», « Bepkui Grarogapsi cBoeMy TanaHTy, yMmy, Xapakrepy. Ilotom oH Ham

paccka3bIBal, KaK CTall, 9TOOBI HE IPOIACTh OT TOCKH, PUCOBATH MOPTPETHI 3aKIFOUCHHBIX», [bid, 357.
95 Terent'ev, Sobranie sochinenii, 72.
3% Tbid, fn 489.
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Waterway” (Kak stroiat vodnyi put"), is described by the author as a “literary-theatrical montage”
(literaturno-stsenicheskii montazh) that attempts to “write a theatrical work on contemporary-
production themes with a range of the most important moments of the construction, cultural

work, and everyday life of the canal army workers.”*"’

The piece seems more like a musical
composition than a theatrical submission, with a chorus of eight different parts and a separate
“oratory” (oratoriia).® Tansen addresses the question of construction throughout his work, and
the physical building of the Canal is the most significant theme in the text. Just as the prisoners
are building the Canal, step by step and piece by piece, so does this work build itself out of a
multitude of voices, employing an auditory format. Iansen’s work contains many of the
characteristics in Kruchenykh’s definition of futurism: sonic orchestration, rhythmical patterns,
shift of tone, and, one could argue, gaudy metaphorism.

Terent'ev notes his interest in lito-montazh as early as 1925 in the theater journal The
Worker and the Theater (Rabochii i teatr). According to Terent'ev, the term montalge309 iS not
only important in “lito-montazh,” but rather will help to change the world entirely:

We don’t need—composition!
Not music—but sound montage!
Not decoration—but assembly!
Not painting—but light montage!

Not plays—but literary montage!’'’

307 «Hamucats CIICHUYCCKOC MPOU3BCACHUC HA aKTYAJIbHO-IIPOU3BOACTBCHHLIC TEMbI C OXBATOM HanOoJIee BasKHBIX

MOMEHT CTPOHTENLCTBA, KYJIbTpaboTH, 1 ObITa KaHaitoapMmeines.» RGALI, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 35.

% This piece echoes the structure of the contemporary poet Sergei Stratanovskii’s work, to be discussed in Chapter
Four.

9 Interestingly the word “montage” (montazh) in Russian refers to both the literary device as well as the assembly
of machinery or editing of a film or literary work.

319 «Ham ne HyxHO — counnnTenscrsa! / He Mysbika — a 3BykmonTax! / He nexoparus — a MonTuposka! / He
’KABOITUCE — a cBeTMOHTax! / He nbeca — a muromontaxk!» Terent'ev, Sobranie sochinenii, 299.
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The construction of Stalin’s White Sea Canal, therefore, offers a thematic opportunity in
which art products that appear built or assembled in terms of their structure could also literally be
on the topic of construction and mechanics, as is the case with Iansen’s submission to Perekovka.

Terent'ev believed that it was through these separate bits and pieces that the whole of
proletarian culture could best be expressed, and the mediums of this newly-created proletarian
world are framed in organic terms, “the living book instead of the play! The living book is:

»3il Art, therefore, was

literary montage plus sound plus bio-montage (that is to say the actor).
expected to reflect the active realities of life itself. This was especially true at Belomorstroi,
where the prisoners were encouraged to base their compositions solely on the guotidien. This
focus inevitably imbued artistic texts from the Canal with the physicality of hard labor,
demonstrating how creativity and work were inseparable at the camp site. The Povenets
agitational brigade had as their motto an inspirational speech full of words related to the body:

Guys, tell us,

Where, in what brigade

Are you trudging along from behind?

We will go there and we will help!

Not only in word but in deed,

Not only in soul,

But in body,

Not only with Russian folk songs,

But with muscles,

Not only with a singing round dance,

I (OKuBas knura BMecTo mbechl! JKuMBas KHHMra — 9T0: INTOMOHTAX + 3BYK + GHOMOHTaX (T.¢. akrep!),» Ibid.
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But with actual sweat,
Not only with art and culture,
But with cubic capacity...>"

Terent'ev defines this slogan as the Povenets brigade’s source of success, words the
brigade leader claims spring naturally from, and bring them back to, their labor efforts.”"> The
motto makes it clear that the members of the brigade are not only prepared to perform for their
fellow prisoners, but also to put down their instruments and work alongside them; once again, art
and labor are inextricably connected, and participation in performance brigades did not excuse
prisoners from general work as it did in other Gulag camps.

There is often a raw physicality—bordering on violence—in the rhetoric of the texts
under discussion here, and these works are in turn supposed to inspire and to train the body. The
camp newspaper Perevovka, in an article about the success of agiational brigades, records
several instances in which workers who previously could not fulfill the work plan suddenly begin
over-fulfilling the norms after a troupe’s performance. The entertainment potential of these
shows, while still extant, is always supposed to come second to their motivational goals. Yet the
Canal administration, realizing that the best way to teach people to work is to lead by example,
encouraged the agitational brigades to conduct physical labor while performing. This
participation, according to Perekovka, supposedly fills the other Canal workers with a new-found

enthusiasm during the last days of the Canal’s construction.”'*

312 «PebsiTa, ckaxwure, / ['ne, B kakoit Opurane / Ilmeryres c3amu? / Mol noiinem u momoxkem! / He TopKO CioBOM,

Ho u znenoM, / He Toneko aymoii, / Ho u temoM, / He Tonbko necHaMu HapogHeiMu pycckumu / Ho u myckynamu, /
He Tomxko xopoBonom, / Ho n cobcTBeHHBIM 1ToToM, / He TONbKO XynoXKecTBOM U KyabTypol, / Ho n
Kybarypoii...» Terent'ev, Sobranie sochinenii, 332.
313 11

Ibid.
314 perekovka 101 (7 November 1932): 17.
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2.2.3 Theater Director: Vatslav Dvorzhetskii

The theater director Vatslav Dvorzhetskii, sentenced to ten years in prison as an enemy of the
state under article 58, credited art to his survival; his “actor’s nature” (akterskaia priroda) helped
him in the all-important task of remaining a person in a concentration camp; in short, “art helped

one to survive.”>"

It is also possible to understand the “actor’s nature” in relationship to the
performance of subjectivity; perhaps Dvorzhetskii is also implying that his ability to act parts
and play roles assured his survival. Sent to Solovki, Vaigach Island and Moscow, Dvorzhetskii
finally arrived at the White Sea-Baltic Canal in 1933. His first impression of the city of
Medvezh'egorsk is one of excitement about the local theater and its professionalism:
A real, big, comfortable theater! A wonderfully equipped stage, auditorium,
lobby, backstage help—everything! And a real, large, professional company: a
manager, head director, administrators, directors, actors, singers, ballet dancers,
musicians, artists—and all are prisoners. And the audience is also all prisoners.
It’s true, though, that the first two rows are separated for free people and two side
boxes are for the administrators.”'°
In addition to the spaces reserved for non-prisoners and the administration, there were

frequent guests in the theater, including journalists, representatives of various commissions, and

. . 317
even sometimes fOI'Clgl’lCI'S.

313 «VckyccTBO IOMOTII0 BEDKUTB,» Vatslav Dvorzhetskii, Puti bol’shikh etapov (Moscow: Vozvrashchenie, 1994),
7.
316 o o o | N

«Hacrosmuit, 6omnbIoii, ynoOHbIH TeaTp! BenmkonermHo 060opyqoBaHa ciieHa, 3ai, (oiie, 3aKyIUCHBIC CITYKOBI —
Bce! U Tpymma HacTosmias, 6ombias, mpodecCHoHaTbHAS TUPEKTOP, TIIABHEIA pexXuccep, aIMUHICTPATOPEHI,
PEeXHUCCEPBI, aKTEPBI, TICBIIBI, APTUCTHI OalieTa, My3BIKAHTHI, XyJIOKHAKH — BCE 3aKIF0UeHHbBIC. U 3puTenu Bce —
3aKIfOYeHHBIC. [IpaBia, MBa MEPBBIX Psifa OTTOPOXKEHBI — JUIST BOIFHOHAEMBIX U JIBE JIOKH OOKOBEIC — IS
HauanbcTBa.» Dvorzhetskii, 78.

317 1hig, 84.
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The theater in Medvezh'egorsk was indeed a life-saver for Dvorzhetskii, especially since
the productions were of high quality and the audience was both hungry for art and incredibly
diverse—hailing from all Soviet republics, representing all ages, and having committed various

8 The actors in the main theater lived in their own barracks, with women and men

crimes.’’
divided. Although Dvorzhetskii recalled life as strict—any infraction of the regime would land
prisoners in a punishment cell or in the general workforce and all communication with non-
prisoners was strictly forbidden—it also seemed relatively relaxed; there were no fences or
barbed wire, and the security paid little attention to the fulfillment of the administration’s
demands, according to Dvorzhetskii. Most importantly, since Dvorzhetskii lived in the actors’
barracks with other performers and Perekovka workers, he had the privilege of meeting many
other interesting intellectuals, including literary critics, philosophers, and scholars.*"
Dvorzhetskii’s memoirs about the Belomorkanal theater provide an unusual glance into
the daily life of prisoners and the administration, since he gives a summary of the overall power
structure in play: the theater director was the prisoners’ sole link to the administration, and he
had the ability to alter the convicts’ lives in dramatic ways. The actor-prisoners, all sentenced
under article 58, did not talk about their punishment or crime, since the various punkty of the
article did not much make difference. Only the criminal prisoners could be released early, and
Dvorzhetskii recalls the camp official Rappoport announcing the freeing of udarniki and the
strong impression it had on the other prisoners, whether or not they could verify if such
discharges actually happened. Even though the actors did not have the possibility of early
release, they did have other advantages: with permission from the administration, they could stay

in the hotel opposite the theater for a day, week, or even month; they could travel as far as Kem'

1% 1bid, 83.
319 Dvorzhetskii, 79.
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to give performances at various worksites, and they could make voyages to perform without the
accompaniment of guards. While many of the prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal note the
relative ease of movement, ubiquitous disorganization, and lack of strict patrolling, this set of
circumstances did not necessarily make it easier to escape. As Dvorzhetskii notes, the train
tracks themselves were strictly guarded, and a prisoner—with his or her gray, skinny frame—
would easily be recognized from afar. Besides these difficulties, there was really nowhere to
run, given the remote location of the construction project. Finally, it was mainly criminals who
ever dared such an escape, since they would merely be caught, beaten, and returned, whereas
those caught escaping under article 58 would be shot.*

Unlike Terent'ev, Dvorzhetskii worked exclusively with other political prisoners,
rendering his prison experience differently from the agitational brigade leader’s. Dvorzhetskii,
also unlike Terent'ev, managed to survive the Stalinist regime, dying of natural causes in Nizhnii
Novgorod in 1993. Yet both artists relied on creative expression in order to survive the prison
experience; Terent'ev with mobile performance groups and Dvorzhetskii with the comfort of a

professional-style theater.

2.2.4 Prestupniki as Performers: The Criminal World and the Cultural Revolution

Performance occurred at BelBaltLag in a literal way, with theater productions, agitational
brigades, and musical accompaniment as regular occurrences, but it is also possible to interpret

performance at the White Sea-Baltic Canal metaphorically. This is especially true with regard

320 Dyorzhetskii, 81-82.
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to the criminal realm. The criminal prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal often took great
pride in their former professions in the underworld, and prisoner autobiographies stress the
amount of finesse and care necessary to carry out a successful crime. The criminal act, in turn,
became like a performance, an art form that one must struggle to master and for which some had
more natural talent than others. Thieves’ slang sometimes captured this artful essence in its

terminology: risovat', or to draw, means to kill and a pero, or quill pen, is a knife.>?!

In the play
Aristocrats (Aristokraty, 1934) to be discussed in Chapter Three, a character called simply
“tattooed woman” (fatuirovannaia) teaches other prisoners about the “art” of killing. In pre-war
Odessa, one of the bastions of the criminal underworld, thieves would perform their acts with
stunning flair, acquiring notoriety and fame for their elegant maneuvers. A reporter at the time

likened such criminals to “artistes” and “ballet dancers.”>*>

Many of the prisoners at the White
Sea-Baltic Canal likely came from Odessa, and this magnetic city served as the inspiration for
some of the cultural works to be discussed here; perhaps no other place in Eastern Europe is as
synonymous with crime as Odessa, the “city of thieves.”**’

Odessa played a major part in a criminal song about the White Sea-Baltic Canal from the
early 1930s, “Music Is Playing in the Moldavanka” (Na Moldavanke muzyka igraet). The
neighborhood Moldavanka was a type of city-within-a-city, infamous for its “dark alleys, filthy

9324

streets, crumbling buildings, and violence. It was also a distinctly Jewish neighborhood in

which middle-class business affairs took place alongside more seedy activities.”> Although

2! For these and other criminal slang definitions, see Dantsik Baldaev et al, eds, Slovar’ tiuremno-lagerno-blamogo
zhargona (Moscow: Kraia Moskvy, 1992).
2 Qtd., Roshanna P. Sylvester, Tales from Old Odessa: Crime and Civility in a City of Thieves (DeKalb: Northern
Ilinois UP, 2005), 56.
% Odessa, importantly, is also known for its long association with satire and comic literature.
ji: Roshanna P. Sylvester, Tales from Old Odessa, 48.

Ibid.
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2% the same basic story remains the same: the pickpocket

there are several versions of the song,
Kol'ka is sent to the Belomorkanal as a prisoner from his native Odessa, and the local pakhan
(crime boss) decides to send the beautiful Masha after him to facilitate his escape from the labor
camp. What she finds, however, is unexpected; Kol'ka has been “re-forged” into a hard-working
citizen, and does not want to return to Odessa nor to his former criminal life:

Ah, hello Masha, my dear darling,

Say hello to Odessa and its rose gardens.

Tell the thieves that Kol'ka is developing

Into a hero of the canal in the flames of work!

Also tell them, that he doesn’t steal anymore,

He has ended his criminal life forever,

He has understood a new and different life here,

Which the Belomorkanal gave him.

Goodbye, Masha, my dear darling,

Say hello to Mother Odessa.>*’

It is significant that Kolka refers to himself in the third person; like the engineer
Magnitov in the History of the Construction, he has become a new person and so can speak about
himself from a distance, objectively. His transformation matches the idealized rehabilitation of
perekovka—through the physical strain of hard labor, he has found a new code of morals and

given up his old life. Yet the criminal code of behavior is just as strict as the Soviet penal

2% In a second version, Masha threatens to turn all of the criminals into the police for wanting to kill Tos'ka because
she too has learned to swear allegiance to the Belomorkanal, a change of heart which leads to her being murdered by
the gang first. See Robert A. Rothstein, “How It Was Sung in Odessa: At the Intersection of Russian and Yiddish
Folk Culture,” Slavic Review 4 (Winter 2002): 781-801, 794.

7 Maikl and Lidiia Dzhekobson, Pesennyi folk'lor GULAGa kak istoricheskii istochnik 1917-39 (Moscow:
Sovremennyi gumanitarnyi universitet, 1998), 335-38.
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system; since Kol'ka has broken the trust of his gang, the pakhan orders him murdered
immediately. It is crucial to highlight that even a representative text from the thieves’ world
includes a re-forging narrative, thereby echoing the official ideology of the Canal project and
demonstrating the tenacity of its ideals in criminal prisoner realms.

The song also highlights important elements of the criminal world: thieves’ jargon, like
the words pakhan and fraer (the slang terms for a crime boss and a non-criminal, respectively);
the criminal profession of pickpocket; and the sinister realm of Odessa, its dark and mysterious
dens coupled with the tender nickname of “mother.” Given the important status of the maternal
figure in criminal culture, this frequent nickname for Odessa demonstrates how much the thieves

adored their unique and colorful city.>*®

Like the Moldovanka neighborhood, Odessa in general
was a conspicuously Jewish city, and many of its gangsters and crime lords were Jews.’”
Interestingly, the Belomorkanal construction had a similarly Jewish flavor, with some scholars
noting that all the top administration posts were occupied by Jews>" and others acknowledging
the significant Jewish elements in the History of the Construction.” A criminal tattoo from
Gulag represents graphically—with anti-Semitic connotations—the association between Jewish

power and the prison camps. Across the forehead of a devilish-looking character is written

“Ruler of the Gulag” (Khoziain Gulaga), while next to him are written the names of various

%% Varlaam Shalamov, in his essays on the criminal world, notes how the mother is the most important person in a
criminal’s life and supersedes all loyalty to other family members, including wives and children.

3% The Zionist leader Vladimir Jabotinsky offers an interesting description of the specifically Jewish thieving
culture in Odessa, his native city: “The Jewish characterization of my fellow residents was an insult: ‘A thieving
city.” But this must be understood philosophically [...] The word ‘thief’ in Yiddish (‘ganev’) has a much deeper
meaning. It characterized a person who could fool you before you could fool him — in short, experienced, shrewd, a
trickster, a manipulator, a maneuverer, a man of ingenuity, a screamer, an exaggerator, a speculator—but I said ‘in
short.”” The Golden Tradition: Jewish Life and Thought in Eastern Europe, Ed. Lucy S. Dawidowicz, Syracuse:
Syracuse UP, 1996, 397-98. For fictional representations of Jewish criminal life in Odessa, see Isaak Babel"s short
story collection Odessa Tales (Odesskie rasskazy, 1931), in particular “How It Was Done in Odessa,” which
highlights the gangster character Benya Krik.

30 yuri Slezkine, The Jewish Century (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2004), 199.

31 Alice Nakhimovsky, Russian-Jewish Literature and Identity: Jabotinsky, Babel, Grossman, Galich, Roziner,
Markish (Baltimore: John Hopkins UP, 1992), 21.
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labor camps, including the Belomorkanal. There can be no doubt about the anti-Jewish illusions:
the beastly character has a hooked nose and horns, a pointed beard and bulging eyes, and wears
the Star of David as an earring in his left lobe.

This massive influx of thieves at the Belomorkanal allowed for criminal motifs to emerge
in many of the cultural products from the project. The only woman truly respected according to
criminal mores, the mother, was the subject of much prisoner poetry, some of it quite sentimental

with titles like “Romance” (Romans).332

In addition, there was the ubiquitous presence of card
games, that all-important activity in the world of thieves. The latter was itself often like a type of
performance, since other prisoners would typically crowd around and watch games in action.”
Just like with the criminal world as a whole, these card games had strict rules and criminals
could play only specifically criminal—and not fraer—games with fellow convicts. The outcome
of such games could have drastic consequences, with a loss incurring anything from the removal
of a gold tooth by hammer to the ripping off of an ear to the end of life itself. The obsession
with card playing serves as a metaphor for the criminal realm as a whole, since the element of

*  The adrenaline rush

risk in gambling parallels the excitement in committing crimes.>
experienced when stealing, in turn, was described in the memoirs of many prisoners, a feeling
that made the life of crime addictive. Some skills inherited by a thieving life were reconstituted
as special talents that could actually help the Canal’s administration; in his story “Filter” (Fil'tr)
the prisoner Mikhail Koldobenko claimed his years in the criminal world helped him to develop

a keen eye for recognizing mistakes, including technical ones: “Believe me. After ten years of

criminal life, I can punish things exactly. My eye is a microscope. Reliable. For one ruble I can

2 RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 34, 1. 30-31.

33 Dmitri Likhachev, “Kartezhnye igry ugolovnikov,” Stat'i rannikh let (Tver'": Tverskoe oblastnoe otdelenie
rossiiskogo fonda kul'tury, 1993): 45-53, 46.

* Ibid, 46-52.
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9335

offer a hundred. And I know what mistakes smell like. The criminal eye, which must be

observant and astute at all times, here can adapt its abilities to a drastically different context.>*°

The prisoners at the Belomorkanal, through the process of re-forging, were also meant to

337
d.

become “cultured” in the larger, more Russian sense of the wor In learning manners like

cleanliness and respect and skills like reading, writing, and professional training, the authorities
hoped that the prisoners’ reeducation would extend beyond the work conducted at the Canal.
This kind of moral training related directly to the Cultural Revolution at work in the country as a
whole from 1928-31. An article in Perekovka addressed the importance of living civilly,
claiming that the prisoners had to be careful about cleanliness and garbage and needed to take

59338

care of their living spaces in order “to live pleasantly, civilly, and healthily. The prisoner G.

Mel'nikov, in his essay “From the Baltic [Sea] to the White [Sea]” (Ot belogo do baltiiskogo),

claimed that at the Canal “a new manner of life was born,” with the Russian word byt implying

339

everyday customs, household matters and cultural life. In his essays, Sergei Alymov also

pointed to cleanliness as a vital aspect of maintaining the proper atmosphere at the Canal, noting

the importance of keeping kitchen areas clean, since prisoners were going to the infirmary with

340

dysentery.” " Yet Alymov claimed in his notes that they had achieved miracles in all areas, from

3 (IosepsTe MHe. 3a JecATh JieT 6:1aTHO KM3HH, TOYHO HAKA3BIBAIO Belld. [I1a3 Moii Mukpockon. Bepuo. 3a
pyosas — cro orBevato. M ommbku 3Haro yem naxuyT,» RGALIL f. 1185, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 104.

%% Another example comes from the manuscript draft of the Istoriia stroitel'stva: «Arut6puragauk Bonompka-
KysHeroB, B mponuioM oThsBICHHAS IINIAHA, PACCKa3bIBAeT: — Y HAC y BCEX IJ1a3 IOPKHA, BOPOBCKOH, OCOOCHHBIN
IJ1a3, 3pauykoM BKOCH: Bce BUAUT. CeroiHs, K puMepy, s y3Halo, 4TO BO3ST Top(, a TAYKH y HUX CHaJbHbIC, —
3HAYNUT MEHBIIET0 pa3Mepa, sl CKallbl, KOTOpbIE. JTO BCE paBHO YTO BOJY PIOMKaMH ITUTh, Th(y. Pa3se 3To He
BpenuTenbcTBO? M KTO MHE 3TOT MaTepuan coodur? CBol, OBIBIINIT XKYIIHK, U Ha Koro? Ha necsTHuKa,
KOTOpBII TOXe U3 YyrojoBHOBOro Mupa,» f. 7952, op. 7, d. 73 (XI rinaBa, 2 Bapuanr), 1. 30. (This section crossed out
by editors).

7 For an elaboration on the specifically Russian connotation of the term in the 1920s-1930s, where the term
cultural person collapsed “all differential descriptions,” see Mikhail N. Epstein, Transcultural Experiments: Russian
and American Models of Creative Communication (NY: St. Martin’s, 1999), 36.

¥ ([pusITHO, KYIBTYPHO U 370POBO XKUTh,» Perekovka 40 (11 June 1932), 10.

9 RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 148.

9 RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 21,1. 101.
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financial to sanitary, from forest to bathhouse.**!

Maintaining cleanliness, therefore, was nearly
as important as the construction of the Canal itself. Even the History of the Construction
contains a lengthy section on washing laundry at the camp site, a mundane and everyday task
that was elevated to a matter of supreme importance in the larger battle of the Cultural
Revolution.**

In her groundbreaking work on hooliganism, Joan Neuberger examines the relationship
between class conflict and cultural identity against the backdrop of crime. Neuberger claims that
the rise of hooliganism in the 1920s created a clash between barbarism and civilization, thereby
prompting a discussion of culture and definition of identities.>*’ Crime is an ideal backdrop for
such a discussion, “because it provides one of the few instances in which classes actually

interact, right on the street,”3 44

or as in the present research, at the site of the labor camp with its
diverse working population. Neuberger links hooliganism with revolution and claims that such
transgression is a growing, but controversial, topic in 1905 St. Petersburg. I would also link
hooliganism with revolution, but in this case with the Cultural Revolution of 1928-1931. The
large proportion of criminal prisoners at the Belomorkanal, often externally described as
“hooligans” (khuligany)’® alongside more educated, as well as international, convicts
necessarily introduces class and cultural conflict as well as attempts to define identity (the most

prevalent being autobiographical prisoner tales of re-forging, discussed in the next section). In

addition, while hooliganism may have still been controversial in the early twentieth century, by

** Tbid, 1. 23.

32 For a further treatment of the Cultural Revolution and its moral dictates, see: Sheila Fitzpatrick, ed., Cultural
Revolution in Russia 1928-1931 (Bloomington: Indian UP, 1978) and Kate Transchel, Under the Influence: Working
Class Drinking, Temperance and Cultural Revolution in Russia 1895-1932 (Pittsburgh: U Pittsburgh P, 2006).

3 Joan Neuberger, Hooliganism: Crime, Culture, and Power in St. Petersburg 1900-1914. Berkeley: U California
P, 1993. 3-5.

** Ibid, 5.

** For example, see Karelo-Murmanskii krai 5-6 (20 July 1933): 25.
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the early 1930s it is already a popularized phenomenon, helped in part by Maksim Gor'kii’s
romantic tales from the criminal world, the futurist and avant-garde embrace of hooliganism, and

the massive influx of newly literate citizens into public discourse.>*

The privileging of criminal
prisoners at the Belmorkanal in and of itself foregrounds their experiences, with even the
propagandistic History of the Construction seeming to glamorize, rather than condemn, the
blatnoi lifestyle. The 1930s also witnessed the emergence of a new type of criminology in which
the focus shifts from the supposedly inherent characteristics of the criminal to the society that
produces the prisoner.”’ Similarly, the foundational work of the re-educative Soviet penal
system, From Punishment to Work (discussed in Chapter One), focuses on how capitalist
societies produce criminals rather than attributing crime to some type of innate quality of the
prisoner—with the latter tendency identified as part of Nazi deterministic philosophy. The
adoption of this stance is necessary for the possibility of perekovka; in order for prisoners to be
re-forged, their personalities must be malleable and not intrinsic. Just as the rise of hooliganism
allows for a discussion of culture and identity at the beginning of the 20™ century, so does the

import of criminal prisoners at the Belomorkanal create a particular environment in which issues

of class, tradition, and custom are not only discussed but significantly altered.

% For example, the popular illustrated magazine Thirty Days (30 dnei) often includes short stories and articles about
the criminal world in its issues from the early 1930s. Stories such as “Bandit” (18-24) and “Razgovor v tiurme” (61-
62) are a few examples, from the March 1934 issue of the magazine.

7 Neuberger, 12.
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2.3 PAGE

2.3.1 Criminal Autobiographies as Quasi-Religious Conversion Narratives: Vasilii

Atiasov, A. K. Ivanov, Grigorii Koshelev, Orest Viazemskii, Mikhail Koldobenko

The similarity between socialist realism’s master plot and the standard narrative of re-forging
from the Belomorkanal has already been discussed in Chapter One. It is now possible to turn to
specific examples of these autobiographies, mostly written by criminals, to interpret their
patterns more closely. Authorities encouraged prisoners who were ‘“successful” in their re-
forging to pen life stories describing their transformations. Most of these texts include
proclamations of enthusiastic loyalty to the state, often following a formula: after the moralizing
influence of reading Perekovka and the assistance of the vospitatel’, the prisoner abandons his or
her criminal past, re-thinks his or her childhood, and subsequently becomes incorporated into the
“workers’ family” (sem'ia trudiashikhsia) at the White Sea-Baltic Canal. This conversion
trajectory subsumes the previous two categories of Press and Performance, offering a final move
in the establishment of a utopian, constructed subjectivity>**—the prisoner is first “inspired” to
transform himself by reading the camp newspaper Perekovka or by speaking with its
correspondents; the prisoner subsequently “performs”>* his or her identity as a newly re-forged
prisoner; and finally, a testament of this new being is offered through the written word, the life

story.

*** The idea of “utopian subjectivity” will play an important role in this final section, because like the Canal project
itself, it is an absurd paradox—subjectivity cannot exist in a utopian environment, in which the distinctions among
individuals are ultimately entirely erased.

**% This notion of performance, here in quotation marks, echoes Judith Butler’s work on identity as a type of
performance. In addition, since some of the prisoners were likely feigning their allegiance to the Canal project so as
to garner special rewards, convict behavior at the Belomorkanal also has a literal component of performing.
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If we adopt Michel Foucault’s supposition that the word is equivalent to power, the
documentation of these miraculous conversions creates a rule of law pregnant with
propagandistic and quasi-religious motifs. The Canal project is ultimately intended to be more
than a pedagogical experience and much more than merely a collection of locks, dams, and
dikes—instead, it represents life itself, a metaphorical and utopian homeland in which all notions
of subjectivity are entirely dissolved. As the prisoner Vasilii Fedorovich Atiasov explains in his
autobiography, “I myself have a wife and four children and I once thought about them [...] Yes,

I’'m happy to give everything to my beloved BMS, >’

it is our pride, our beauty. And here in this
rock, in this water I found my happiness, my pathway to life.”*' Atiasov is able to surrender all
allegiances, even those to wife and children, in his romantic adoration of the Canal because the
project supersedes all earthly concerns; it addresses the existential issues of satisfaction and
splendor.>>

The stress on the life story in both prisoner and non-prisoner works about the Canal has a

2.3% Part of the

direct parallel with the biographical pattern evident in socialist realism after 193
import of the biographical strain stems from the importance of the “positive hero” as perhaps the

most recognizable, defining feature of socialist realism. The positive hero, emblematic of

Bolshevik ideals, is often so generic and featureless so as to appear not like an individual but

% BMS is an acronym for the Canal construction, Belomorstroi.

31«4 cam nmero xeny, 4 neTeid, i MHe PO HUX HeKoraa aymarts [...] Jla, st xe Bce oTaM 3a moGuMeli BMC, 1o
Hallla TOpJOCTh, HaIa Kpaca. I 371ech B 9TOH CKaJle, B 3TOM ILIBIBYHE HAllle] CBOE CYACThE, ITYTEBKY B KHU3HB.)»
GAREF, f. 7952, op. 7, d. 30, 1. 9.

32 Atiasov’s statement echoes the previously-discussed phenomenon of besprizornye, where allegiance to the state
was substituted for familial love. For a further treatment of this topic, see Alan M. Ball, Now My Soul Is Hardened:
Abandoned Children in Soviet Russia 1918-1930 (Berkeley: U California P, 1994). Interestingly, the phrase Atiasov
uses to describe his transformative trajectory, “putevka v zhizn',” is identical to the name of Nikolai Ekk’s 1931 film
in which young delinquents are brought to a special camp in order to be reformed (Putevka v zhizn', Road to Life).
See also the earlier discussion of romantic love for the Canal project.

333 Clark, The Soviet Novel, 45.
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rather like a hagiography.”™ Such is also often the case with the re-forged prisoner: newly
devoted and dramatically transformed, he is no longer discernible from the other convicts around
him. Following the religious motif, the re-forging narratives are so ritualized and repetitive as to
appear as a type of conversion narrative, similar to what Mircea Eliade would call an initiation
ceremony. In this move, prisoners perform a type of selfhood in an attempt to assure their
survival and through this performance Soviet propaganda is internalized while all evidence of
individuality is dissolved. Paradoxically, however, in order to erase this subjectivity, prisoners

> In order to

must first narrate the specific details of their past lives in their autobiographies.”’
rescue some sort of element of these convicts’ identities, it is crucial to look at the specific
details of their life stories as well as the more general conversion patterns.

The short story “Karas',” by the prisoner A. K. Ivanov, is a productive example of a
conversion narrative; although it is not written as an autobiographical submission, it follows the
same pattern of a re-forging narrative and addresses important aspects of subjectivity. The title
itself, which means a “wide-hipped woman” in criminal slang,”® is a klichka (nickname) for the
main character and represents his position within the criminal world (i.e., feminized and
subservient). Interestingly, the prisoner who submitted the story first wrote it in the third person,
saying “he” (on) did this or that, but subsequently changed the third-person to first-person,
scribbling out the previous pronouns in what was perhaps an attempt to render the story more
realistic and personal, as if it were a true life story. Similarly, while the story is signed by A. K.

Ivanov, the name “Karas” is also scribbled more hastily next to his own real name, perhaps

another last-minute effort to make the story appear as autobiography.

354 1.
Ibid, 47.

>3 This process could also be likened to the performance of last rites, a final confession of one’s soul. In both

instances, a previous way of life—or life itself—is abolished to make possible a higher, more ideological existence.

¢ Vladimir Shlyakhov and Eve Adler, eds., Russian Slang and Colloguial Expressions (NY: Barron’s, 1999), 104.
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This story has many of the characteristic features of the re-forging narrative. Most
important is the role played by the vospirtatel’ (educator), who is likened to a father figure, “I
listened attentively to the educator’s speech. It seemed to me as if the educator was speaking to

me like my father who was killed in the war.”*’

While the physical speech of the reformer-
educator is often the first stage in the transformation,”® the second often came at night, during
sleep or dreams, when the ideas spoken earlier have the opportunity to coalesce and take hold.>’
Some prisoners also imagine the dreams of their loved ones at home; in the diary of one prisoner,
he pictures his wife Olia dreaming about her drunken, wild husband with a knife in his hands,
and he tries to assure her that this really is just a dream—now he is no longer a murderous

360
In all of these cases, dreams are

maniac but is reading books and sitting in a Lenin Corner.
related directly to the past and are a way of surveying memories in order to transcend them.’®'
Karas' could not fall asleep the night after his conversation with the vospitatel’, and he reviews
his life history, in particular his difficult familial situation; “My thoughts sped away far into the

past, remembering my father who did not return from the war. They killed him. I was seven

years old. Finding out about the death of my father, my mother cried loudly. She also died in

337 «BauMaTensHO CJIymiaja s pedb BOCIIUTATCIIA. Mmue Ka3aJIOCh, YTO BOCIIMUTATECIIb TOBOPUT MHC, MoK OTE1I TOXEC

moru0 Ha BoitHe.» RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, L. 65.

%8 The importance of dialogue in the conversion of prisoners, it should be noted, also highlights the important role
of oral phenomena at the Belomorkanal.

3% Another example of the transformative power of dreams occurs in the short story “Bura,” where the main
character, during his “sleepless” (bezsonnye) nights, remembers all of his past crimes and criminal life in general,
thinking about how all his friends had forgotten him. Books, newspapers, and education facilitate his
transformation, making it appropriate that he would define his conversion in enlightenment terms, that he went
“from the darkness to the light,” (iz mraka k svetu). RGALLIL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 33, 1. 119-23.

94 Onst HaBepHOE MPOCHYIACK ¥ OIIATH IIEPE] €€ TIa3aMK BCTAET IbSHBII ¢ HOXKOM B PyKaxX H 3BEPHHBIMHU IJI1a3aMH
[Mpoxoduit ®enoposru. Her Ounst — 310 TBOE BooOpaxkenue. S crky B JICHUHCKOM YrojKe 1 YMTal0 KHHUTH.)
RGALL f. 1885, op. 3., d. 38, 1. 30.

*%! In addition to the function of facilitating perekovka and life examination, dreams also act as an escape from the
prisoner’s everyday reality, a realm in which one is truly free. See detailed discussion of this phenomenon in
Chapter One.
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1917.7%* Like so many other prisoners at the Belomorkanal, this character is an orphan and
finds a substitute family in his re-educator and in the ethos of the state. In order to accomplish
this conversion, the past life must be confronted and remembered before being forgotten; Karas'
wakes up the next day after his prophetic dream and decides to begin working. In the symbolic
finale of the story, the character loses his old nickname of “Karas” and now everyone calls him
by his full name, Aleksei Ivanovich (very similar to the prisoner’s real name of A. K. Ivanov), in
an effort to recognize his new-found appreciation for a dignified, laboring lifestyle.363

The prisoner autobiography by Gigorii Ivanovich Koshelev, entitled “My Path” (Moi
put’) is a particularly illuminating example of the conversion narrative, because the prisoner
discusses in great detail his criminal life before entering BelBaltLag, demonstrating how the
pathway to crime can mirror the pathway to socialist labor. As usual, familial problems serve as
the generator of a life of crime for Koshelev: his father went to war in 1914 and his mother
subsequently died of hunger, leaving him to search the streets, dirty and cold, for nourishment.
He soon meets and befriends Vas'ka-Svistun (“Vaska the Whistler,” or, in slang, “Vaska the
Liar”), a criminal and avid vodka drinker, and asks the drunkard how he is able to procure so
much food and drink. Koshelev is so amazed by his ability to live so well that he “decides to
start upon this path.”*** It is interesting that the author uses the same—and very loaded—term in
Russian for the pathway that brings him down to a life of crime as well as the pathway that
brings him to a life of honest labor: put'. In a way, it is possible to see Vas'ka-Svistun as a sort of

inverse vospitatel'; a teacher or reformer who educates him about a life of stealing rather than a

362 <<erHKO 3aliajia MHE B I'OJIOBY p€Ub BOCIIUTATCIIA. HaJ’IGKO B IPpOLLIOC YHOCWIACh MBICIIb MOS. Bcmomns s oTHa

CBOETO, KOTOPBIH HE BEPHYJICS C BOMHEL. Y Ommu ero. MHe ObuTO 7 JIeT. Y3HaB O CMEPTH OTIIa, TPOMKO TIIaKaia
Matb. B 1917 r. ymepna u ona.» Ibid, . 65.

> Ibid, 1. 66.

34 Uro eI BCTYIUTH Ha 3TOT IyTh,» RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 105.
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life of labor and also changes his world and habits, albeit in the opposite way. Koshelev’s first
try at thievery, however, does not work out so well; in his attempt to steal a bag of bread from a
peasant woman, he is knocked to the ground and loses three teeth (teeth he is still missing).
Koshelev travels from city to city, picking up additional nicknames and additional jail
time along the way. While he at first follows Vas'ka-Svistun like a loyal puppy dog and devoted
protégé, he eventually loses track of him. In 1929, he is sent to to Solovki, where he still refuses
to give up his old ways and still dreams of his former friend and father figure, “the whole time
traveling in the train I was playing cards and thinking about the past, drunken, merry days, about
Vas'ka Svistun, dreaming about somehow running away and meeting with Vas'ka once again to

start thieving.”*®

Then, the unexpected happens—one day Koshelev meets his pal Vas'ka on the
camp site but barely recognizes him; Vas'ka is now the head of a shock-worker brigade, literate
and cultured. Although Vas'ka continually tries to convince his friend to change to a working
lifestyle, Koshelev does not want to hear about it, and he eventually begins avoiding his former
partner-in-crime. Vas'ka may have served as his vospitatel’ for the criminal world, but he does
not play this role in Koshelev’s reverse trajectory—it is not a reformer that eventually convinces
Koshelev to adopt a life of labor, but rather the peer pressure of his fellow prisoners:

And so there was a despicable attitude against me. In the kitchen they opened the

windows and hung loafers, they started to write my name on the black board of

shame and in the wall newspapers, spreading it throughout the entire camp,

through the radio and paper that I am a loafer, an idler, wherever I went everyone

began laughing and making fun of me. I was alone in the company and every day

365«}1 €XaJI B IOC3A¢C BCIO JOPOr'y urpajl B KapThl BCIIOMUHAJI O IPOUUIBIX IMbSIHBIX BECCIbIX IHAX O Backe CBI/ICTyHe

MedTaa Kak Obl cOexXaTh U BHOBh BCTPETUThCA ¢ Backol u Hauath BopoBath.» RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 107.
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the educator (vospitatel’) Zarybaev led discussions, talking about the free, Soviet
country and how it was impossible not to work living in the USSR.?®

This recollection is particularly revealing, because it suggests how massive the
Panopticon of propaganda was at the White Sea-Baltic Canal. In anticipation of what was to
occur (or was already occurring) in the country as a whole, the camp site was a completely
wired, virtual media frenzy where information was controlled and disseminated in particularly
incriminating ways against those who did not fall in line. Although the vospitatel’ was
omnipresent, more often than not shame and perennial teasing seemed to be the method—and
one that was truly successful—in convincing recalcitrant prisoners to begin working.

While Koshelev does eventually begin working and reading newspapers, becoming
literate, he claims merely that he “got used to the educator” (ia privyk k vospitateliu) and not that
he was truly swayed by him. When he sees Vas'ka again, the former criminal is being freed early
as one of the best shock-workers; Vas'ka later writes his friend that he is now working on the
Moscow-Kurskii railroad line as a conductor. Vas'ka, therefore, exchanged his metaphorical put’
for a literal one, leaving behind the pathway to crime to follow the more entrenched, straight path
of the railroad tracks. Koshelev ends his autobiography by thanking his comrades for putting
him on the proper put', one that no longer follows crime but instead a life of work. This
emphasis on the pathway traveled not only likens the autobiography to a travel narrative, but also

relates it to a utopian vision, in which a certain route must be followed in order to arrive in an

idealized world.

366 «Ho xakx I04J10 BCC ObLIO HACTPOCHUC IPOTUB MCHSI. Ha KYXHC OTKPbUIN OKHO HOHBIpGﬁ BBIBCCCIIM MCHA Ha

YEepHYIO JJOCKY CTaJIU ITMCATh B CTEHTa3€Ty IepeaaBaI Ha BECh JIarephb Yepe3 paano Ta3eTy 4To s JOALIPb U (GritoH
KyZa s He MOMy BCE HaJl0 MHOM CTaJId CMEAThCS BCE IPOTUB MEHs. S| OIMHOK B POTE €KEIHEBHO BOCIIUTATEND
3apsr6aeB MpoBoAMIT OeceIbl paccKa3biBall O CBOOOIHON COBETCKON CTpaHe U IOYEMY Hellb3sl He paboTaTh KUBS B
CCCP.» RGALLI, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 108.
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Like Koshelev, the prisoner Orest Valer'ianovich Viazemskii falls under the influence of
a criminal-world educator, Semen, and Viazemskii highlights the allure inherent in a life of
crime in his description of Semen:

I have to say the people who are used to a more refined life of the mind are worse
off in terms of their personal qualities than people who are closer to life, who
address danger as a trade. Maybe to charge them is not possible, because for
them, as Semen said, life seems vapid if they are not exposed to danger. I advised
him to become a pilot, or that he should understand the construction’s fervor. He
finished a ton of courses, he was a tractor driver, he was in Pioneer camp, but he
always returned to the dangerous life. He remains one of the brightest of all my
memories.*®’

Semen, unlike Vas'ka, cannot be re-forged even though he might try to re-educate
himself. Almost like a drug user, he is addicted to the life of crime. His depiction of the
criminal life harkens back to the early stages of criminology, where it was supposed that the
desire to transgress the law was something inborn and innate, impossible to shed.

The autobiography of the prisoner Mikhail Koldobenko, who also submitted fictional
stories to the Perekovka literary competitions, is another example of a re-forging tale that
concentrates more on the pathway to the criminal world than the road to socialism, its narrative
offering an interesting glimpse into the psychology of crime. Born in 1901, Koldobenko has

memories of growing up with his drunk father whose life advice (in addition to quitting school)

367(<Hy)KHO CKa3aTb, 4TO JIFOAH, KOTOPLIC IPHUBBIKIN K Oomee yTOH‘leHHOﬁ yMCTBeHHOﬁ KHU3HH, B OTHOIICHU U

JIUYHBIX KA9ECTB HIKE, YEM JIFOJTH, KOTOPHIC OJIMKE K )KU3HH, KOTOPBIE 0OPAIIAlOTCs ¢ OMMACHOCTIO KaK C PEMECIIOM.
Moxet OBITh UX W OOBUHSTEH B 3TOM HEJNB3s, a UM, Kak ToBOpuII CeMeH, KU3Hb Ka)KETCsl IPECHOM, eCITi OHU He
MTOJIBEPTAFOTCS OMTACHOCTH. 1 eMy COBETOBA OBITH JICTYMKOM, I OH JIOJDKEH ObUT OBI MOHATH madoc crpoiikn. OH
KOHYMJI MacCy KypcoB, ObUT ¥ TPAKTOPUCTOM, OBLT M B TIHOHEPCKOM JIarepe, HO BO3BPAIIAJICS BCET/Ia K OMTACHOM
xu3Hu. OH SBISETCSA OJHUM U3 Haiibornee spkux Moux BocrmoMuHaHuil.» GAREF, f. 7952, op. 7, d. 30, 1. 58.
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consisted of: “You struggle really hard—Iike fish beating against the ice—but still you have

nothing to eat. But they suck your blood like spiders.”*®®

Koldobenko begins working at the age
of sixteen in a factory, and when World War I breaks out he begins to feel like a real man; he
gets married, he is not afraid of death, and he loves to work. With the sudden death of his wife
in childbirth, however, his life falls apart: “right away life snapped [...] and so stretched on the

boring, gray days.”’®

He sees death everywhere and is solely responsible for his young
daughter; eventually he takes to drink. When he marries again, his second wife turns out to be a
“meshchanka” (a member of the petty bourgeoisie, or someone of narrow tastes and interests)
who does not like to work, loves to go out, and has a fondness for sweets. When she suggests to
him that they could wound the child with a needle in the top of the head, causing her to die
without anyone noticing, he decides to leave her, finds a third wife, and gives up drinking for a
year. Yet in the end, it is his alcoholism that leads to imprisonment—after a verbal, then
physical, fight with a friend at the Logashev restaurant, he is sent to the White Sea-Baltic Canal.
While we have already seen examples (and will see more) of the psychological and
adrenaline pull towards a life of crime, Koldobenko’s road to prison is related directly to alcohol.
At the camp site, he claims to be captured by the idea of physical work, which is the best way for
him to address his drunkenness, “Prison is a good school for drunkards. It turns them towards a

new life [...] I regret only one thing: that I landed late in prison, thank you Soviet power for

returning me to life. Thank you to the camps of the OGPU for its humanitarian approach to

368

70.

369

«bbemibest kak porda 00 e, a xKpaTh Hedero. A OHHM Kak nmayku KpoBb cocyT.» RGALLI, f. 1885, d. 3, op. 38, L.

«H BOT Bam cpasy nopBajack Xu3Hs [...] [ToTsiHyIHCE CKydHBIe ceprle nHU.» Ibid, 1. 72.
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.. 370
criminals.”

In his oath of allegiance, Koldobenko reinforces the notion of perekovka as a
successful way to refashion prisoners and also frames his transformation in pedagogical terms,
calling the prison a “school.” While Koldobenko’s description of the OGPU as “humanitarian”
may seem absurd, it is important to put such an assertion into context with the rest of his life
story.

Interestingly, the prisoner ends his narrative with a statement in all capitals that this is
“how the steel was tempered”®’" before signing his name. Such a pronouncement immediately
brings to mind the identically-titled socialist-realist classic by Nikolai Ostrovskii How the Steel
Was Tempered (Kak zakalialas' stal’, 1932-1934), which—significantly—was published as a
model socialist-realist work after Koldobenko wrote his autobiography, confirming how texts
produced at the White Sea-Baltic Canal at times seem to anticipate what will become popular
outside the camp confines. In another parallel with a socialist-realist classic, the prisoner Fillipp
Iakovlevich Kabanenko (who interestingly refers to himself as “comrade” rather than “canal-
army soldier,” the appropriate substitute) recalls how he injured both his legs at the work site and
had to be carried by his brigade, and despite not healing well, insists on continuing to work with

his bandaged legs.””

This autobiographical detail echoes Boris Polevoi’s socialist-realist novel
Story about a Real Man (Povest' o nastoiashchem cheloveke, 1946), which concerns the plight of

a Soviet pilot who lost both his legs but still flew in service to his country.

370 «Jlarepst aT0 XOpoas mKona Ui ObstHu. OHa UX BO3BpAalllaeT K HOBOM >ku3HH [...] XKazero ogHo: no3aHo

ortat B jarepsi, cracu6o CoBerckoit Bmactu uto oHa MeHs Bo3BpaTuia K xu3Hu. Cracubo marepsm OI'TTY 3a ee
TYMaHHBIH K npectymHukaM noaxon.» RGALL f. 1885, d. 3, op. 38, 1. 73.

3 (Tak 3akanmwacek cranp,» Ibid.

> GARF, f. 7952, 1. 133.

122



2.3.2 Women’s Criminal Autobiographies: Lidiia Isaeva, Praskov'ia Skachko, Motia

Podgoskaia

In prisoner autobiographies, many cite lack of money, the death of parents, and constant hunger
as reasons for falling into the criminal world, with the Russian Civil War as the most traumatic
event in their lives, when they often lost loved ones, as well as all means of sustenance. Women
criminal prisoners often explain their “fall” into the criminal lifestyle somewhat differently,
emphasizing psychological elements of shame and humiliation rather than the outside influence
of physical, material circumstances. One female prisoner, Lidiia Zakharavna Isaeva, who after
describing her routine of living on the streets or at friends’ houses, occupying herself with pick-
pocketing, drunkenness, and sleeping around, claims she finally rejected this lifestyle out of the

. 373
shame it caused her.

In her life story, Isaeva chooses to emphasize the psychological elements
that comprise an unlawful lifestyle—the disgrace of her drunkenness and the peer pressure of her
friends to continue committing crimes® ‘—rather than her new-found love of labor at the
Belomorkanal. While she does include the latter in her life story, there are only the common,
generic-sounding phrases of “through work comes correction” and “there will be no return to the

old ways.”*"”

The female prisoner Elena Alekseevna Il'inichna also views her past in a larger
context, something that causes her to break down emotionally when a fellow performer in

Shalman describes his transformation, “‘And you know, Lena, today I saw my life in a big

7 RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 50.

3™ The influence of friends in the criminal world is often cited by both male and female prisoners as a reason for
remaining in this realm. Although women seem to acknowledge the psychological aspects more, men tend to
attribute their behavior to outside influences. A male account of such peer pressure explains how it was only the
influence of friends that brought him back to a life of crime after he had already tried to go straight: RGALI, f. 1885,
op. 3,d. 38, 1. 63.

3 «Yepes Tpya K HCIIPaBIICHHIO HET», and «BO3BPATHTH K cTapoMy Gorblie HeT.» Ibid.
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mirror.” These words hit me hard, and I couldn’t find something to say in return besides bitterly
crying. Yes, I saw my past life in a big mirror.”’°

The female prisoner Praskov'ia Alekseevna Skachko describes the humiliation in her
family poetically, claiming that constant need, hunger, and cold “surrounded her entire family
like a black cloud” (kak chernaia tucha okruzhili vsiu nashu sem'iu).>”’ When the children at
school laugh at her because she has no food, she decides to start going to the market to steal
sustenance. The teasing continues, however, and she eventually begins skipping school. When
her father receives a note from her teacher about her absences and subsequently learns about her
thefts, he punishes her severely and symbolically, cutting off her long, beautiful braids that were
envy of all the school, claiming the family is poor but honest.”"®

When her father begins drinking, Praskov'ia falls even deeper into the criminal realm,
arrested first when she is eleven and again when she is fourteen. She actually enjoys the
environment in her first prison; since she is so young, everyone is in love with her, and she is
allowed to walk around everywhere, doing whatever she wants. She falls in love with an older
prisoner and promises to wait for his release, a year-and-a-half after hers. She is not yet sixteen
when they are married and soon becomes pregnant. Her husband, whose trade in prison was
making false documents, initiates her even further into the criminal world, convincing her to
steal in church, which turns out to be a profitable business for them:

He began to convince me, assure me, that there shouldn’t be any fear, since there

isn’t any god. [...] I must say, that there is not a better or less dangerous job—it’s

376
«A 3Hac1lb, 4YToO, J'IeHa, s CCTOAHA YBHUCJIa CBOIO XKM3Hb B 0O0JIBIIIOM 3CpKaJIc. Ha mens T cioBa rpoMOM

OOpYIIMIIHCEH U HE HAIIUTACh YTO-JIMOO0 OTBETHUTH, KPOME TOT'O, YTO TOPHKO 3arniakana. Ja, s yBujena mporuTyto
XU3Hb B OobioM 3epkane.» GARF, f. 7952, op. 7, d. 30, 1. 3.

7T RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 271.

78 1bid, 272.
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in the church. When god’s sheep let loose their drool and all the strings of their
soul, sweetly raising their eyes to the church heavens, asking for happiness and
riches—at this time without any difficulty, you can freely clean out all of his
pockets, and he will peacefully and reverently stare at some unseen point, and just
as you’ve cleaned out his pockets, he begins to zealously cross his sheep’s
forehead.’”

Praskov'ia and her husband make an excellent living this way. They buy new furniture,
have more children, attend luxurious parties, and send presents home to their families. Now
living in Odessa, they even have the police, who purposely ignore their infractions, on their side.
Everyone is jealous of their exorbitant, charmed lifestyle.

Yet when Praskov'ia’s husband dies in 1910, followed soon after by one of her children,
she becomes afraid and her life suddenly changes. She becomes more careful in her thieving, she
marries again but this husband soon dies, and the next man she lives with is an awful drunkard.
Without her former life of luxury and comfort—and the self-confidence that accompanied it—
Praskov'ia can no longer successfully ply her trade. In the art of stealing, appearance is of the
utmost importance: “My misfortune lay in my external appearance—in my clothes, and I had
lousy clothes, which, of course, did not suit my work. And I must say, that a good pickpocket

59380

must be well-dressed, for only then is it possible to work When Praskov'ia is caught, as she

379
«Hagan mens YroBapuBaTh, YBEPATh, UYTO HC JOJIZKHO OBITh HUKAKOI'O CTpaxa, TaK KaK HCT U HUKaKOro oora.» []

«JlomKHa cKa3aTh, YTO HET JIyYINeH u Oe3omacHenelr paboThl — 3TO B IIepkBU. Korma «00XHU OBIBD) PacIycKaroT
CJIFOHU M BCE CTPYHKHU CBOCH JYIIH, YMIJTUTEIBHO IMOAHUMACT TJ1a3a K IIEPKOBHOMY HEOY, IPOCAT O CUACTHU U
OJIATOITOTYYUH — B 3TO BpeMsl 0€3 BCSIKOT0 3aTPYIHEHUS, CBOOOTHO OYHIIIACIIb BCE €T0 KapMaHbI, a OH CIIOKOHHO U
0JIarOroBEeWHO MPOIOIIKACT TSUTUTH TIa3a B HEBHIAHHYIO KAKYIO-TO TOUYKY, WM KaK TOJBKO OYHCTHUINE KapMaH,
HAYHMHACT YCEePIHO KPECTUTh CBOH Oapanuii m00.» RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 275.

380«Heyzlaqa 3aKJIF0YaNIach B HAPY)KHOM BHJIC — B OJICKC, a Y MCHSI CKBEpHAS OJCKEHKA KOTOpasi, KOHEYHO, HE
MTOJIXO/IMIIa K MOel paboTe. A IODKHA CKa3aTh, YTO XOPOIIUH KapMaHIIHUK, JOJHKEH OBITH XOPOIIO OJETHIM, TOTAa
TONEKO MOXKHO paboraTh.» RGALIL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 276.
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is time and again, she never admits to any kind of wrongdoing, but rather simply says she is
“unlucky” (ne povezlo).

When Praskov'ia finally tires of the criminal life, her description of defeat sounds
strangely similar to those associated with the suffering during Stalinist terror; “I wanted a quiet
life, I didn’t want to steal anymore. I was sick of this life. I was sick of trembling at every step
for my freedom and being scared by rustling and knocks. Every rustle made me think, here they
are coming again for you. But it is so hard to get off of this road, when your life itself is already

placed on a slippery path. I found myself on this path again.”®'

Praskov'ia’s story, in the end,
gives us not only a woman’s perspective but also the complexities and characteristics of a life of
crime: how it begins, how it continues, how it is difficult to abandon. She also continues with
the motif of put’, a notion that is an important ideological concept at the time and echoes once
again the style of travel narrative. The path towards a life of crime can be as alluring and
unavoidable as the path towards re-forging, although the latter option, of course, must be the
final choice.

At the White Sea-Baltic Canal, Praskov'ia discovers that everyone can work—even
though she never had before in her life—and she becomes a shock-worker. She concludes her
autobiography with an interesting metaphor for the Belomorkanal, “About camp I can say one
thing: that it is not a camp, but a factory—a factory of people, where from the dregs of society

d 59382
b

and refuse of humankind the new man is forge continuing with the “factory of life”

metaphor discussed earlier in “Endi” Dmitriev’s work. Praskov'ia imagines the prison camp as a

381 «XOTeI0Ch CIIOKOHHOM JKU3HH, HC XOTCJIOCh BOPOBATH OobIIe. Ha,uoena 9Ta )XU3Hb. Ha,uoeno APOXKaThb HA

Ka)XJIOM IIIary 3a cBOOOAY M IyraThes Ieiecta M cTyka. M00 KayKablii IOopoX JaBajl YyBCTBOBATH Ce0sl U TyMaTh,
YTO BOT OISITH YT 32 TOOOH. Ho cTpamHo TpymHO COiTH ¢ 3TOM TOpory, Korja cama )XU3Hb CTAaBUTH TeOs Ha
CKOJB3KHUiA yTh. Ha TakoM myrn ouytmiach s cHoBa.» RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 276.

2 «O marepe MOry cKasaTh OJIHO: YTO 3TO He JIarepk, a (abpuka — pabpuka jro/ei, IJie U3 IOJIOHKOB 0GIECTBa U
0TOpPOCOB YEIOBEYECTBA BRIKOBBIBACTCSI HOBBIH uenmoBek.» Ibid, 1. 277.
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producer of goods (see the discussion of factories in Chapter One), where people are the main
ware. Praskov'a is already imagining the concept of the novyi chelovek (New Man) and its
relationship to Soviet society. Michel Foucault also imagines prison to be a factory-like
machine, in which the prisoners are both the cogs of the machine and the products that are
produced; in this way, prison entirely occupies those who are incarcerated. As Michel Foucault
would argue, prison in the twentieth century is intended to be more than just imprisonment; it is

meant to transform and punish the soul.*®

The factory of life metaphor relates directly to the
notion of utopian subjectivity; in a factory, all the goods of the same sort are meant to be
identical, pressed out in similar forms by mechanical machines. Similarly, utopian subjectivity is
not really subjectivity at all—instead, all constructs of the individual are erased in the name of
the greater good and the larger community.

In her autobiography, Motia Podgorskaia also addresses the specific problems women
face in entering the criminal world. Motia loses both of her parents when she is three years old
and spends her childhood in an orphanage. It is there, at the age of fourteen, that she meets a
thirty-year-old officer whose promise of food entices her back to his apartment, where he feeds
her and then rapes her. When he later asks her to strip and perform tricks for him, she refuses,
and he chases her away. She has similar experiences with other men until she eventually falls
into prostitution:

Finally, I became what you would call a prostitute. But my soul wanted love. It
wanted tenderness and a cozy nook. But it was only dreams, dreams, where is

your sweetness?”>" I turned seventeen. To sell one’s body at this age? There

was no support from anywhere. I didn’t hear tender words; I had no one to

383 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 16, 242.
%% This phrase (mechty, mechty, gde vasha sladost) comes from Aleksandr Pushkin’s 1816 poem “Probuzhdenie.”
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complain to. And so I reached prison. I looked at the world with contempt. Not
a bit of hope or faith. Now I am a person active in social life.*®

Motia compares the relatively good conditions in prison to her previous life, mentioning
the availability of sausage, clean sheets, and almost daily baths (Motia’s favorable description of
camp conditions seems to be exaggerated, as the possibility for such frequent bathing at a Gulag
camp would be virtually impossible). Yet despite these supposedly favorable conditions, Motia
cites the hardships in prison as being the best teacher: “Life in the camps trained you to fight for
existence, to believe deeply in your own strength. In the camps your character is forged:
resolutely going towards an outlined goal.*®® Once again, the notion of put' is highlighted in her
transformation, even if she does not use the actual term. Motia’s rather romantic story of
overcoming hardship was exactly the sort of narrative the authorities wanted to cull for inclusion
in the biographically-themed History of the Construction.

Women also faced specific problems at the camp site with which men did not have to
contend. Perhaps the most prominent of such issues was the prevalence of sexually-deprived
males walking about freely in a camp site that was only loosely divided according to gender.
Prisoners had the ability to sleep in different places, and many women slept at the work site
rather than returning to their bunks so as to avoid sexually-crazed men and the general bazaar-

387

like atmosphere in the noisy barracks. Women, however, had to deal not only with drunken

385 «HaKOHCH, ,HO6I/IJ'IaCI> TOI'0, 4TO CTAJIa HAa3bIBATHCA HpOCTPITyTKOﬁ. A Aylia XoTesia m00Bu. XoTesa JacKu U

YIOTHOTO yrojka. Y 3To ObIJIO TOJIBKO: MEUTHI, MEUTHI, TA€ Bama ciagoctb. CtykHyno 17 ner. B atu rompt
Toprosath cBonM TesioM? [lojep kku ke He ObII0 HUOTKYa. He CIbIIy JTacKOBBIX CIIOB, HEKOMY IT0XKaJIOBATHCS.
Tak gokatunace 1o narepeil. Ha mup cmotpena ¢ npespenueM. Bepsl n Hagexx sl HU Ha rpomr. Cedvac s
obmectBenanna.» GARF, f. 7952, op. 7,d. 32, 1. 7.

3% (OKusHp B narepsx npuydmia GopoThCS 3a CyIIECTBOBAHME, IIIyk0a [sic] BepuTh, B CBOM CHiIbL. B marepsx
BBIKOBAJICS XapaKTep: TBEPIO UTTH [sic] kK HamedeHHOH nenu.» Ibid.

7 1bid, 112.

128



men, but also intoxicated women from the criminal population. The philosopher and
Belomorkanal prisoner Iuliia Danzas recalled the horrific scene:
The generally frightening human hodgepodge was burdened with an enormous
mass of men, prowling about like wolves around our barracks [...] using the
greater freedom found here than at Solovki to walk around the entire camp where
there are more than 30,000 men crowded together, and like us, fenced in by
barbed wire on this territory. That’s why, from the evening and through the
length of the night, were brought in tens of drunk women, who sobered up next to
us or right above our heads if they got up to the second level of bunk beds.*™
At first glance, the specific issues faced by women at the camp site as well as their
different explanations of their pathway to crime may seem to offer individualized, highly
personal and emotional narratives where subjectivity is determined—at least in part—by female
identity. Despite these elements, however, the ideal of utopian subjectivity still reigns supreme:

all follow the moralizing path of perekovka and eventually become featureless subjects in the

Belomorkanal homeland.

% Tuliia Danzas, Krasnaia katorga excerpt in Losev, Radost' na veki: «OGbI4Has y’kacHAs 4eOBeUeCKas MEIIAHUHA
oTATOIIaIach OTPOMHOM Macchl MY)KYHH, PHICKaBIIHX, KaK BOJIKH, BOKPYT HaIIero 6apaxa [...] moip30Bajnch 3/1ech
Gombieit cBoOonoM, ueM Ha CoNOBKaX, pasryJUBalIH 10 BCEMY JIarepro, Iae 0osiee TpUILATH THICSY MY>KIHH
TECHWINCh, KaK ¥ MBI, Ha 3TOH TEpPUTOPHH, OrOPOXKEHHOH KoItoueil mpoBookoi. IToaTomy, ¢ Beuepa u Ha
MIPOTSDKEHUN BCEH HOYH, B Oapak BHOCWIIN JICCSITKH MBSHBIX XKEHIINH, KOTOPHIE MPOTPE3BIUINCH PSIOM C HAMH HITH
IPSIMO Ha HAIIUX TOJIOBAX, €CIM UX YKJIAABIBAIXA Ha BTOPOM 3Tax Hap...» 203.
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2.3.3 Violating the Norm: Autobiographies that Challenge the Re-Forging Master Plot

Although most of these criminal autobiographies follow the formula of an initial stage of
laziness; a second stage of contemplation (whether through the vospitatel’, reflection on earlier
life, prophetic dreams, or intimidation by fellow prisoners); and a final stage of abandoning the
past and becoming a productive worker, there are also narratives that violate this pattern to
varying degrees. There are prisoner autobiographies—although rare—in which there is no
admission of guilt and no particular praise of the Soviet system. One such example is the
autobiography of Mikhail Aleksandrovich Polokhin, a criminal who practiced the seasonal work
of stealing motorcycles and bicycles for three years before switching to thieving on railroad cars.
Polokhin seems to take pride in his criminal life; he describes his various non-legal
professions with flair, explaining precisely the details of his criminal maneuverings. He has the
criminal nickname ‘“Tashkent,” and he moves to various cities before finally being caught
stealing a large sum of money and sent to Povenets, where part of the Belomorkanal construction
is located. Included in his narrative is no allegiance to the Soviet state, no description of re-
forging, but rather only his success in securing false documents. With these documents, he goes
into the city of Povenets every day instead of working at the camp site and attempts to continue
his former vocation, this time stealing from suitcases. He is well-dressed and well-fed for being
in a prison camp, and he asserts that he does not lack anything. He claims the authorities are
often entirely unapprised of the activities at the camp, in a stunning description of the
administrative organization:
The monitor and company apparently did not know who and how many people
they had, and where to find these people. They are either sleeping or working. In

short, an extremely advantageous situation was created for loafers and pretenders.
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The loafers went wherever they pleased, especially those who were the smartest.
But it wasn’t even necessary to be particularly smart. And so I hung around for
more than a month, but in the end I got sick of the idle life. 3’

It is utter boredom—and not a shock-worker mentality or allegiance to the Soviet state—
that ultimately pushes Polokhin to form a work collective called “The Pathway to Socialism”
(Put' k sotsializmu), a name that seems incongruous with Polokhin’s laziness and distaste for
work. Despite Polokhin’s indifferent attitude, the all-important component of pathway remains,
demonstrating how essential this element was in cultural narratives regarding the Canal. Utopian
texts and travel narratives are directly related, and the trope of the road is essential to both; in
order to describe a fantastical, alternate reality or a literal one, you must explain how to arrive
there. Even biographies that seem to violate the norm, therefore, still contain important
ideological motifs central to the Canal’s construction.

Rather than mere disinterest or boredom, other prisoners criticize the regime for its lack
of fairness. Iosima Korneevich Zhitkov claims that he received fewer privileges than his
friend—who had worked less than he—did. He goes on to assert that the recent atmosphere on
the Canal was negative because the Party was not strong enough. Cryptically, he says, “But that
is all I can write,” giving the reader a sense that there is more criticism he would like to air (the
unexplained ellipses in his text also allude to this possibility), but he is simply not free to.*® Yet
despite these criticisms, the prisoner is clearly not anti-Soviet, and actually wishes the Party

organization and control could be stronger.

389 «CTapOCTa u pOTHBIﬁ O4YCBUIHO HC 3HAIOT, KTO U CKOJIBKO Y HUX €CTh J'IIOI[eﬁ U rac 3T JIIOJU HaXOOATCA. Crsr

i padoraroT. CroBoM 00CTaHOBKA IS JIOJBIPEH M CUMYIISTHTOB CO37aJIach caMasi OjaronpusTHas. OUIOHBI
TYJISTH KaK KOMY HPaBHJIOCh OCOOCHHO Te, KTO 1m0 yMHee. Jla ocoboro yma He TpeboBamock. Tak st Gonrancs
OoIbIe MecsIia, HaKOHEI] MHE TIpa3Hast *Ku3Hb Hajoena.» RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 221.

30 «OrHOCHTENBHO MIPOAOBOIBCTBUS OBUIO XOpoIo 1 ioxo. Cpasy In..., HO TyJa ObLIO TI0XO0, a IIOTOM
osu10...ITocnennee BpeMst OBLIO IDIOXO ITOTOMY YTO MAPTUHU He XBatano. Hy u Bce uto s Mor Hamucats.» GARF, f.
7952, op. 7,d. 30, 1.112.
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Although not as long or descriptive as Polokhin’s text, other prisoner autobiographies
also refute the supposed transformational potential of perekovka. The prisoner Fedor
Alekseevich Tupikov declares in his text that he is not guilty and had never committed any
crime. Although he claims he learned many things in prison, including how to read, he swears
no allegiance to the Belomorkanal project. He says he has always behaved well in prison, but
there is no mention of udarnichestvo, and although he writes that he would like to become part of

. e . . . 391
the workers’ family he again insists on his innocence in any wrongdoing. ’

Although not
claiming innocence, others use their autobiographies to point out shortcomings on the Canal:
“dampness in the barracks, the wind blowing through cracks, even no place to dry your foot
wrappings on occasion,” and only since they were young and their “blood is boiling” could they
withstand such conditions.™* Others cite the initial lack of any cultural life whatsoever, although
its eventual development allows prisoners to read newspapers and even gossip about potential
counter-revolutionary plots:
All of this work went on in very difficult conditions, there was no cultural life and
not even any promises of it. The club corner was just beginning to be built [...]
So I started to go to the [reading] corner, where they had some books, magazines,
newspapers. | was especially interested in questions concerning the international
situation, because in our division and camp there were gossips, and an out-and-out
counter-revolution spread around rumors that Japan had taken the Baikal and now

there is supposedly some secret council or congress that is discussing something.

I looked upon all this with suspicion, and I wanted to report it, but I didn’t see

1 RGALL f. 1885, op. 3, d. 38, 1. 304.
392 ((CBIpOCTB B 6apa1<e, HEPCAKO AYJI BETCP UCPE3 LICIIN, AaXKC 6BIBaJ'IO HNOPTAHOK HETrAC 6I>IJ'IO BBICYIIUTH [ . ] KpOBb
kurmut.» GAREF, f. 7952, op. 7, d. 30, 1. 19.
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such power to whom to report; despite the fact that I'm in the camps of the
OGPU, at our work point the KVCh®”* worked weakly. The whole time I met
educators from the newspaper only twice, arguing at meetings, but they did not
lead a conversation among the company. And they whispered in different ways.
All of this annoyed me, and I often broke in with protests, and they answered me,
so, you need more, you're probably a communist. I did not hide the latter, I told
them everything that was said about Baikal and Japan was a lie. After a while
such incidents did not occur.”®*

This passage illuminates several different aspects of life at the Canal, including hardship,
gossip, and the attempt to self-aggrandize, most likely in the interest of protecting oneself
politically. First of all, this passage’s author, Abram Gavrilovich Bessonov,””” seems unabashed
in his criticism of cultural life at the Canal; although it did exist, it is not as productive or

thorough as other prisoners may make it out to seem. In addition, Bessonov acknowledges the

%93 This is an acronym for the Kul'turno-vospitatel'naia chast', or cultural-educational division, which is an
organizational sub-division of the KVO, or Kul'turno-vospitatel'nyi otdel, or cultural-educational department.

3% «Best 5Ta paboTa IPOMCXOTUT B OYEHb TPYIHBIX YCIOBHSAX, HET KyIbTYPHOI XU3HH H HET IaKe HUKAKHX
TOCYJIOB. YTOJOK JUIsl KITyOa TOJBKO YTO HAUWHAJI CTPOUTHCS U C CEHTSAOPS Koe-Kak (yHKIIMOHHUpOBaTh. TyT s cran
XOJIUTB B YTOJIOK, T/ Oblila Koe-Kakasl JINTepaTypa, *KypHajbl, ra3eTsl. MeHs 0COOCHHO HHTEPECOBAIN BOIPOCH
MEXIYHAPOHOTO ITOJIOKEHHS, T. K. Y HAC B POTE U B JIarepsix ObUIM LIENTYHBI, MaXpOBasi KOHTPPEBOJIONNS
pasHocua ciryxH, uto Slnmonus 3abpana baiikan u ceifuac SK0ObI HAET KaKOH-TO TalHbIA COBET, Che3, KOTOPBIN
4T0-TO 00CyXaeT. Ha Bce 3T0 51 cMOTper ¢ Mogo3peHneM, Tak XOTeJI0Ch KOMY-TO 3asBUTh, HO TaKOH CHIIBI HE
BIKY, HECMOTPS Ha TO, 4TO Haxoxych B yarepsx OI'TTY. KBY na Hamem myHkTe paboraer ciabo. 3a Bce BpeMs s
BCTPETHII IBa pa3a BOCTIUTATENIEH TOPYTaIONINX ra3eToi [sic] Ha coOpaHusx, HO Oeces cpen poT He BEIOCh. A
LIMTIETN Ha pa3Hble J1aapl. Bce 3To HepBHPOBaIo MEHS, S 4acTO BHICTYIAJ MMPOTECTaMH, a MHE OTBEYAJIH: a Tebe 4To
— OoJplIe HaJ0, HABEPHO KOMMYHHUCT. TlocienHero s He CKphIBaJI, 3asBIIsLI, 9TO BCE, YTO roBOpHTCS po baiikan u
Snonnto, 3abpana ero — 3To JI0XKb. Yepe3 HEKOTOpoe BpeMst B pOTe TakuX siBieHHH He crano.» GAREF, f. 7952, op.
7,d.30,1.25.

%% This last name, literally meaning “sleepless” in Russian, could very well be a pseudonym. This seems all the
more likely given his potentially controversial narrative about life at the Canal. His choice of surnames, if it is
indeed assumed, relates back to the earlier discussion of sleep and dreams on the Canal, the lack of which caused
constant difficulties and the presence of which assured an escape from the harsh reality of camp life.
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existence of gossip and whisperers at the Canal™® as well as the ideological and moral pressure
to squeal on those who do not fall into line, even when no one is looking or paying attention. In
many ways, his narrative is quite contradictory; at once wanting to fall in love with Soviet power
even as he is not being treated properly, simultaneously interested in international news and
gossip and trying to refute it. The end to his story, nevertheless, is a “happy” one—he himself
becomes a vospitatel' and helps to publish wall newspapers. Although Tupikov and Bessonov
both offer criticism of the Soviet regime, they ultimately still would like to become members of

its utopian reality.

2.3.4 Political Prisoner Autobiographies: Dmitrii Likhachev, Lev Losev, Nikolai

Antsiferov, and Dmitrii Vitkovskii

Now that the patterns of the criminal autobiographies have been assessed and the key motifs of
put', women-specific issues, the “working family,” and the importance of the life narrative have
been outlined as elements subsumed by the notion of utopian subjectivity, it is time to compare
these texts with memoirs of political prisoners. The conversion narratives of criminal prisoners
often glorify shock-labor and the Canal project in the most grandiose terms, fostering doubt as to
the sincerity of such statements. One of the most important reasons for reading political
prisoners’ memoirs alongside the criminal autobiographies is to see that certain criminals did

genuinely align themselves with the administration, whether to secure privileges or for other,

7% The prisoner Iurii Margolin, who served time at the White Sea-Baltic Canal after its completion, also notes the
impossibility of keeping secrets in prison: «B narepe HeT HU OIMHOYECTBA, HM BO3MOXXHOCTH OXPAaHHUTh HAIOJITO
cekpeTsl.» Margolin, 139.
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more personal and unknowable, reasons. It is possible to ascertain this fact precisely because the
political prisoners complain in their memoirs about the irritating enthusiasm of some prisoners
for the Canal project, affirming that such positive sentiments did exist, or at least were
proclaimed, at the camp site.

In contrast to the criminals who produced aesthetic works specifically for the
administration, the political prisoners often used the unusual atmosphere of the prison camp to
advance their personal creative projects. Although the parameters of their artistic and cultural
participation may have been different, the political prisoners’ memoirs corroborate the criminal
prisoners’ texts more than one might expect. On the one hand, political and criminal prisoners
necessarily had quite different experiences at the construction site. While the latter group was
eligible for all sorts of privileges and was targeted in the literacy and cultural campaigns, the
former group experienced restrictions on participating in work collectives, longer term sentences,
and more severe punishments for wrongdoing committed once in prison. Despite these core
differences, the two groups interacted to a much greater degree than they would at later Gulag
camps. In addition, both groups participated in artistic endeavors at the camp site—albeit in
different ways—in order to alleviate the difficulty of the camp experience.

The famous scholar Dmitrii Likhachev began working as a prisoner at the White Sea-
Baltic Canal in November 1931, where he held, as he describes it, one of the most responsible of
all positions—railroad dispatcher. The exposure to a diverse group of people and the particular
environment of the prison camp actually had a positive effect on Likhachev, and he poetically
narrates his experience in his memoirs:

From this scrape I came out with a new understanding of life and a new spiritual

state. Those kind deeds that I managed to do towards hundreds of adolescents,

135



preserving their lives, and towards a lot of other people, and the kindness with
which I was treated by my fellow campmates, the experience of everything I’ve
seen very deeply ingrained in me some sort of peace and spiritual health. I did
not cause harm, I did not approve of harm, I managed to make life observations
about myself and even inconspicuously carried out my scholarly work.>’

While not ideological or state-sanctioned, Likhachev does undergo his own type of re-
forging in prison, demonstrating how incarceration can represent a revolutionary force in an
individual life. Likhachev, as an intellectual and religious believer, couches his experience in
philosophical terms. Concentrating on the forces of good and evil—elements that dominate the
prison experience—he is proud to acknowledge that not only did he not commit any evil, but he
also helped to do good, yet his insistence on not committing any harm also perhaps alludes to
concern about appearing as a non-collaborationist.

Like Likhachev, the Belomorkanal prisoner and trained philosopher Aleksei Losev also
found a way to continue his intellectual projects within the confines of prison, where he taught
his cellmates about aesthetics, logic, dialectics, and philosophy, because, as he wrote about

himself, “I cannot live without ideas and scholarship.”*®

Despite problems with his eyes and a
near-constant pain in his head, he felt a continuous urge to write. Although he described the
living conditions as difficult and could not tolerate the regime, Losev also mentioned the

surprisingly abundant food (explaining that the prisoners were fed well because they were

expected to produce shock labor) and the high quality of the library and reading room, which

397 «H3 Bceit aToit nepeaApATH s BbIICII C HOBBIM 3HAHUCM KU3HU U C HOBBIM NYHICBHBIM COCTOSIHHUCM. To Z[06p0,

KOTOpOE MHE YZIJIOCh CHeIaTh COTHSIM IOJPOCTKOB, COXPAHUB UM KH3Hb, 1a © MHOTHM JPYTUM JIFOJSIM, 100po,
MIOTYYEHHOE OT CAMHUX COJIAar€pHHUKOB, OIBIT BCETO BUAESHHOTO CO3/IaJIM BO MHE KaKOe-TO OUEHb ITIyOOKO 3ajeruiee
BO MHE CIIOKOICTBHE U AYLIEBHOE 37I0pOBEE. S| HE MPOHOCHJI 371a, HE 0/100psUT 3713, CyMell BBIpadoTaTh B cebe
KHU3HEHHYIO HaOII0aTeIbHOCTD U JayKe CMOT HE3aMETHO BECTH HaydHYIo pabory.» Dmitrii Likhachev, la
vospominaiu (Moscow: Progress, 1991), 84.

3% «He mory xwuth 6e3 MpIcIH 1 6e3 Haykn.» Losev, Radost' na veki, 13.
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allowed him to continue his philosophical work.’”

The philosopher’s primary concern was
making possible a reunion with his spouse, and his correspondence contains many touching love
letters between husband and wife. His wife also found an escape route from prison via cultural
activity, although she chose to draw rather than to write, as she explained to her husband in a
letter from 8 July 1932: “You know, my little dove, I want to to draw, to draw with paints. [...]
Little dove, I want to express myself in art. I have kept quiet about so much, living through it
internally, all of it was sublimated into something else, and now I want to express myself
violently.”** Given the irrevocable imprisonment of the body, artistic and mental pursuits offer
a psychological escape and bring solace while incarcerated.

Just as the criminal prisoners employed their life stories as material for fictional tales, so
Losev used his experiences at the White Sea-Baltic Canal as fodder for a short story. The
prevailing documentary aesthetic of the early 1930s—a trend that continued to grow and develop
with the evolution of socialist realism—blurred the distinction between fiction and non-fiction,
and Losev’s own fictional and non-fictional works have remarkable similarities. Losev’s short
story, entitled “From a Conversation at the Belomor Construction,” (Iz razgovora na
Belomorstroe, 1932-33) narrates a discussion that supposedly took place on 1 May 1933,%! the
first day of rest after a final push to finish the Canal’s construction. A group of prisoners
assembles to discuss the role of technology, but their conversation drifts onto many topics, most
often political ones, including: anarchy, class, the role of Stalin in the Canal’s construction, the

competition between America and the Soviet Union, and the relationship between history and

3 Losev, Radost' na veki, 115.

4 (3naenp, romobymIKa, a MHE XOUETCs MHCATh KAPTHHBI, KPACKAMH MHCATh. [...] [0n06yIIKa, X04eTcs BEIPa3HTh
ce0s1 B HCCKyCTBE. Tak MHOTO MOIYaIOCh U IIEPEKHUBAIOCH BHYTPH, YTO OHO BCE CYOIMMHPOBAIOCH BO YTO-TO
nHoe, Xxouercs cedst BeIpa3uth OypHO.» Losev, Radost' na veki, 123.

1 Significantly, this day is also May Day, which further augments the ideological charge of the story.
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nature. Interestingly, the prisoner-characters do not complain much about being imprisoned;
instead, they define life itself as a struggle for survival, with incarceration as simply an extreme
example of the fight for existence. One political topic that causes more controversy than others
concerns relating the Belomorkanal regime to the country as a whole; one prisoner claims that if
submission here is compulsory, could not this metaphor be extended to apply to the entire Soviet
Union? This astute observation—also one of the arguments of the present research—causes
controversy among the prisoners, many of whom want to defend Soviet power without
necessarily condoning prison camps.

Similar to the more official-sounding fictional narratives, this story also contains traces of
perekovka. When they announce the topic for their discussion as construction or technology,
some are unsure if they are referring only to the Canal, since they are also rebuilding
themselves.*”® Although most of the characters appear to be intellectuals, there are also shock-
workers who are fiercely proud of their contribution to Soviet progress; a proud udarnik at one
point scorns the people gathered together, claiming they just sit in the archives while he is
actually working, and he throws his shock-worker record book at one of the guests in attendance
when the latter tries to make the assertion that communism deifies technology. The narrator, on
the other hand, insists that communism simply uses technology as a means to an end, and that
there is no other country in the world where a person can be “re-built” like they can be in the
Soviet Union. Perhaps the most poetic, urgent, and epic defense of Soviet power and its capacity
for the transformation of human beings comes from the character Abramov:

It’s always been hard for man to live, in history there have never been any happy

times. But the fire of creation has always seethed in man, the fire of self-sacrifice

Y92 L osev, Zhizn', povesti, rasskazy, pis'ma, 300-01.
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and delight, and thus also of happiness and bliss. [...] We, as workers at the
Belomorstroi, know how a giant construction can fascinate you, how fantastic
technical tasks have turned us from petty-bourgeoisie into heroes and introduced
us to universal-historical human creativity. The revolutionary lava swirls,
bubbles, and rages. Worlds collapse before us in complete obscurity, and out of it
new worlds are born. Birth and death converge until they are completely
indistinguishable. Grief and pleasure, delight and tears, love and hate—bubble in
our souls, in our country. We perish in this fiery chaos in order to be resurrected

: : . 403
from it with new senses and unprecedented ideas.

In this passage, the transformation of both people and the entire world is described in

violent, aggressive terms: the verb klokotat' (to bubble or seethe) alone appears three times. The

idea of “revolutionary lava” bubbling also underscores the industrial component in the creation

of the Soviet Union, with the country like a giant production smithy. Losev’s fascinating short

story covers nearly all philosophical aspects of the Canal’s construction from varying viewpoints

and on diverging topics: the “tragedy” of Soviet history, production as the outside “objective

reality of human individuality,” the “aesthetics of technology,” “Soviet Platonism” as a potential

utopia, the role of hard labor, the loss of family ties, and the sense of competition and resentment

between those who believe in the reformative power of hard labor and the Soviet Union and

those who do not.

403

«Bcerma YCJIOBCKY TPYAHO KMWJIOCh, HUKOI'la HE OBLIO B HUCTOPUU CHACTIMBBIX BPECMCH. Ho BCCraa B YCJIIOBCKE

KJIOKOTAJI OTOHb TBOPYECTBA, CAMOIIOKEPTBOBAHMS, BOCTOPT'a, @ 3HAYUT, U CYACThS, OMaKeHCTBA. [...] MHL,
pabotHuKY benoMopcTposi, 3HaeM, Kak MOKET YBJICKATh OIPOMHOE CTPOUTEIHCTBO, KAK CKa309HBIC TEXHUYCCKUE
3aJ1a9¥ CHIeNIajIi HAC W3 MEIIaH TePOsIMH U TIPUOOIIIITH K BCEMHPHO-UCTOPHIECKOMY YETIOBEYECKOMY TBOPUECTBY.
Kiryourest, ki1okoder u OyiryeT peBOMIOIMOHHAS J1aBa. [lepea HAMU pyIIATCS MHUPHI B CIDIONIHYIO TYMaHHOCTD, H U3
HEe POXKIAIOTCS HOBBIE. POXKICHUE M CMEPTh CIMIIUCH IO MOJTHOM Hepa3mumauMocTi. CKopOb U HacTaXICHHE,
BOCTOPT U CIIE3bI, TIOOOBh ¥ HEHABHUCTH — KJIOKOYYT B HAIITUX JyIIaX, B HAIICH cTpaHe. MBI THOHEM B 3TOM Xaoce,
9TOOBI BOCKPECHYTH U3 HETO C HOBOMBICTHSMY U HEOBIBANBIME HiesMu.» Losev, Zhizn'. Povesti, rasskazy, pis'ma,

358-59.
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In both his non-fictional memoirs and his fictional short story, Losev discusses the
ideological concept of perekovka. The philosopher’s preoccupation with what is a very Soviet
notion does not go unnoticed by other prisoners. The historian Nikolai Pavlovich Antsiferov
recalls hearing a philosophical lecture by Losev at the Belomorkanal in which the latter applies
notions of re-forging to his intellectual work. Antsiferov offers mild criticism of Losev, claiming
that his recent work has been affected to an extreme degree: “How Aleksei Fedorovich [Losev]
has changed, been ‘re-forged,” judging by his recent works!”*** Antsiferov also discusses the
different categories of prisoners in his reminiscences, claiming that there are three main groups:
those who think only of their term and when it will expire, those who are “gold-diggers” and
merely want to impress the administration, and those who genuinely believe in their work.*”
Interestingly, Antsiferov actually identifies the first group as the smallest in number. The
historian would fall into the third category, since he takes genuine pleasure in his occupation as a
geologist in the Belomorkanal museum, noting that this work is non-ideological and therefore
safe. This acknowledgment brings to mind the popularity of geology as a field of study in the
1950s-70s in the Soviet Union, precisely for the reason of its non-controversiality.

In addition to Losev’s philosophical lectures, Antsiferov attends poetry readings by the
well-known camp poet Smirenskii, literary discussions with A. S. Petrovskii, a presentation on
Chinese culture, and he hears the rehearsal of an opera through the barracks wall (Plotina no. 6

406

by Igor' Veiss). The historian even recalls seeing a circus-like performance in which a

prisoner dressed up as half-man, half-woman entertains the camp’s population. Most

404 N, P. Antsiferov, “Iz dum o bylom,” excerpt in Losev, Radost' na veki, 199.

“ Tbid, 197.

9 Although perhaps entirely coincidental, it is hard not to notice the similarity between the title of this opera, Dam
Nr. 6 (Plotina no. 6) and Anton Chekhov’s short story about a doctor working in an insane asylum, “Ward Nr. 6,”
(“Palata no. 6”).
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importantly, however, Antsiferov remembers a performance—which he rather liked—of the play
Mister Stupid and the Shock-Workers of BelBaltLag, discussed in the beginning of this

chapter.*”’

With the play’s re-appearance here, the inter-connected nature of the cultural arena at
the White Sea-Baltic Canal has come full circle. On the one hand, Antsiferov describes the
prison (in the much-coined phrase) as a “pathway to life” (putevka v zhizn'), but he also registers
his dissatisfaction with certain elements of camp life, most emphatically the circulation of gossip
and lies.*”®® Antsiferov takes issue with the fact that the History of the Construction describes the
museum as being open “night and day” (it was not) and that other prisoners spread falsehoods
about his past.

Of all the political prisoners discussed here, Dmitrii Vitkovskii has the sharpest and most
sarcastic tone in his memoirs. Unlike Dvorzhetskii, Losev, or Antsiferov, Vitkovskii did not
have the opportunity to work in something even moderately associated with his former
profession of chemist; instead, he toils as a laborer on the eighteenth lock. Vitkovskii, therefore,
likely has more interaction with the general prisoner population, whose composition he describes
as one third Kulaks and two thirds criminal prisoners. While the former group is reliable, the
latter group, according to Vitkovskii, is volatile and impulsive. They do not want to work,
constantly talk about how hungry they are, drink vodka and play cards. Vitkovskii discusses the
dangerous atmosphere at the camp site claiming that “prisoners, especially thieves, love risk,”

mentioning the frequency of unexpected explosions at the work site as most likely due to the

antics of the criminal prisoners.409 According to Vitkovskii, the thieves seem to have almost

407 1
Ibid, 198.

%8 Tbid, 200. Also see the earlier discussion of a potential conspiracy between Japan and the Soviet Union for

another example of gossip and lies circulating within the camp confines.

409 BakioueHHSbIH, 0COGEHHO GIATHOM, JTHOOUT puck.» Dmitri Vitkovskii, “Polzhizni,” Znamia 6 (1991): 107-16,

110.
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complete control over the camp environment. As discussed earlier, they are most often the
vospitateli since their articles of punishment allow for such a position, but their efforts at “re-
education” hardly seem sufficient: “Usually the educators (vospitateli) withdraw into an attic in
some or another barrack, play cards, eventually manage to get drunk and enjoy various thieves’
amusements.”*'?  Afterwards, these supposedly enlightened leaders make up figures for their
work reports, corroborating the claim of ubiquitous fufta (padding of production numbers) at the
White Sea-Baltic Canal. Nevertheless, Vitkovskii claims, there are some good vospitateli who
do their job and are useful because they help to control some of the more unruly criminal
prisoners.

This cannot be said of the administration, who the former chemist describes as at best dry
and colorless and at worst threatening and abusive. It is often the prison administrators who
demand the strictest allegiance to the construction project; Vitkovskii remembers the story of one
administrator Uspenskii who receives a short, merely symbolic prison term for accomplishing
the “feat” (podvig) of killing his priest-father, thereby swearing his dedication to the anti-
religious Soviet ethos. Uspenskii went from prisoner to guard at Solovki and is so enamored
with prison life that he stays on voluntarily, eventually going to the Belomorkanal. Again, as an
enthusiast for the regime, he demands that the prisoners not only work, but “chirp” (chirikali)
ie., work with excitement while talking about their dedication to the project.*'' Other
administrators represent a more serious threat, like the official lakovlev. He orders Vitkovskii to
give him “expertise” (i.e., rat out other prisoners) and when Vitkovskii refuses, lakovlev

continuously asks him day and night, eventually threatening to accuse him of counter-

410
«OOBIYHO BOCIIUTATEIIN YCAUHAIOTCA HAa YCPAAKE KaKOFO-HI/I6y,HI) 6apa1<a, HUI'paroT B KapThl, IO MEPEC yaauu

BBINMBAIOT U Pa3BIJIEKAIOTCSI HHBIMH OJIATHBIMH yHOBOIBCTBUAMU.» Vitkovskii, “Polzhizni,” 110.
411
Ibid, 111.
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revolutionary activity. Vitkovskii never gives in, but finally offers a threat of his own, telling
Iakovlev that he will report him to the head department official, which finally makes Iakovlev
discontinue his harassment.*'?

For Vitkovskii, this type of persecution by way of “public opinion” (obshchestvennost’) is
the worst aspect of camp life, and the former chemist’s description of the phenomenon
demonstrates that life at the prison worked somewhat like the oppressive political atmosphere
outside of the Gulag. Vitkovskii makes a more direct comparison of the “inside” vs. “outside”
when he speculates that the concept of moral necessity is doubtful in prison because it is also in

question outside of the Gulag.*"?

In the social order at the work camp, prisoners listen carefully
for others’ political mistakes so as to create opportunities for their own self-advancement. At
camp meetings such squealers demand the over-fulfillment of the plan and expose other convicts
in long-winded speeches, leading to term extensions for many unfortunate prisoners.*'* Yet
some defy the threat represented by stool pigeons lurking everywhere; one such example is the
technical machine-builder Grisha Kostiukov—sentenced to ten years in prison and separated
from his young wife—who looks directly at Vitkovskii and says, “Don’t expect enthusiasm from

me. I am not a canary who is going to chirp in its cage.”*"

In light of the incentives given to
prisoners for reporting incidents of non-loyalty, it is surprising that Kostiukov is brave enough to
make such a statement. Yet despite his non-enthusiasm, he is a very diligent and attentive
worker and treats everyone fairly. This takes us back to the fictional epigraph that opens this

chapter; in Solzhenitsyn’s Ivan Denisovich, Shukhov works assiduously even if he might not

“believe” in the regime. He toils carefully in creating his wall not because he is fulfilling an

412 Vitkovskii, “Polzhizni,” 112.

*1 Tbid, 108.

“* Ibid.

15 «He oxmunait oT MeHst SHTYy3Ha3Ma. S He KaHapeiika, uToObI YHPHKATh B KiIeTke.» Ibid.
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order, but because it gives him a sense of pride and purpose in the otherwise miserable realm of
the Gulag camp. In a prison environment, it is necessary to hold onto something that makes you
human, to keep some sort of purpose or task in your life; otherwise, it is too easy to slip into

oblivion.

2.3.5 Press, Performance, and Page: A Summary

The similarities between the experiences of political and criminal prisoners at the Belomorkanal
echo the consistency between the categories of Press, Performance, and Page in which key tropes
are repeated in varying ways: the importance of sound and music of labor, the “romantic” love
for the construction project, re-forging and the life narrative as conversion story, avant-garde
aesthetics, women’s issues, the workers’ family, and the notion of put'. Yet despite these
consistencies in terms of content, the forms of the works discussed in this chapter vary greatly.
While the style or format of these texts exemplifies the “avant,” the content and its recurring
themes demonstrate the “realism” in the notion of avant-realism. The three categories in this
chapter, in turn, generally represent three tendencies: Press addresses the documentary moment
in the Soviet Union and the realist appeal; Performance demonstrates the important role the
avant-garde aesthetic and the legacy of the criminal prisoners; Page combines these trajectories
in discussing criminal and intelligentsia biographies that contain both realist and avant-garde
characteristics. Avant-garde and realist elements, however, exist at least to some degree in all
three sections, and all sections, in the interest of thoroughness, include discussions of texts that
violate the norm as established by that particular category.

Turning again to the poet Kruchenykh, it becomes evident that his enumeration of the key
characteristics of futurism relate directly to artworks produced at the Canal: there is a plethora of
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sound and rhythmic patterns (in the poetry, short stories, and daily life on the Canal), structure
based on shift (the idea of put’ and the transformative life narrative), and gaudy metaphorism (as
in the overstated romantic love for the Canal and the idea of perekovka itself). Despite these
qualities, as well as the presence of at least two futurists as key cultural producers at the Canal
(Terent'ev and Alymov) and the presence of an avant-garde, criminal aesthetic, the artistic world
of the Canal simultaneously forecasts the coming of socialist realism. Complete and devoted
service to the state, the vospitatel' as mentor, the re-forged prisoner as positive hero, ubiquitous
propaganda, and the importance of goal-oriented ideological education all indicate such a shift.
Assumptions one might make of a prison camp are easily violated: there was more disorder and
less control over the prisoners than one might imagine, there was more enthusiasm and
dedication to the project than some readers might think, and there was often more art and culture
than one might presume to find in a prison camp. The various and diverse media, motifs, and
people at work on the Canal formed both a collage and an assemblage, various bits that
eventually coalesced into an oddly-shaped, yet strangely consistent, whole that is ultimately
utopia (or dystopia). The Belomorkanal was not just a prison—nor was it simply a metaphorical
university, a factory, or a country—it was an idealized and impossible alternate reality, a
fantastical space envisioned by the Soviet regime and articulated by Soviet culture where

individuality is dissolved through the performance of collectivized, idealized subjectivity.
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In Nikolai Pogodin’s play The Aristocrats (Aristokraty, 1936), set on the banks of the
Belomorkanal construction project, the irascible and cunning criminal main character Kostia
exclaims, “And, speaking generally, if a thief can’t paint life, then it’s better for him to go and be
a dentist.
non-prisoner texts under discussion in this chapter often try to coat the Belomorkanal experience

in a vivid varnish, one that may not always represent reality but is pleasing to the senses—

3.0 NON-PRISONER NARRATIVES

You love, Maksimych [Gor'kii], / Man and labor,
And we / Through labor / Become men!

[...]

We extract the iron ore / The most valuable

Ore / In the world:

Love for man / Is love for labor!

—Sergei Alymov, Perekovka™'®

Give me a map; then let me see how much
Is left for me to conquer all the world...
—Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine*"’

s 418

visually impressive, comically performed, or emotionally poignant.

416

«Tp1 mobumb, Makcumery, / Yenoseka u tpyx, / A mbr / Uepes Tpya / B uenosexu Berxogum! [...] JoOsiBaem
pyny, / Camyro nparotennyto / 13 pyn / Ha cere / JIto00BB k uenoBeky — / JIro00Bb k Tpyay!» Perekovka 91 (10

October 1932).
47 Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine, Part 11, V. iii. 123-24.

418

«H BOOOIIE, ecni BOp HE YMEET PHCOBATh KHU3Hb, TO JIy4llle eMy CTaTh 3yOHBIM BpadoM.» Nikolai Pogodin,
Aristokraty (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1936), 59. This and subsequent English translations based on Wixley and Carr
1937: 261, with modifications by the author. The Russian edition of Aristokraty used throughout is the original

publication from 1934, found in the National Library in St. Petersburg, Russia.
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Yet despite their authorship by non-prisoners, the texts under discussion in this chapter
exhibit a surprising degree of similarity to the prisoner narratives, thereby suggesting the holistic
nature of the propaganda machine at work on the White Sea-Baltic Canal. The non-prisoner
texts exemplify a diversity of medium but consistency of content. Collective historical writing,
film, photography, theater, poetry, and even tourist guides combine their efforts in preaching the
doctrine of perekovka and praising the glory of Soviet labor, often more emphatically than the
prisoner-written materials.

This chapter, therefore, will be divided into three sub-divisions, loosely based on
medium: Sketch, Stage, and Screen. Once again, these categories will not be mutually exclusive
of one another and an individual artist can be placed at the forefront of each category as its most
visible representative. The figure for the first category of Sketch—Maksim Gor'kii—also serves
as an emblematic persona for the chapter as a whole, necessitating an introductory section on his

life, career, and relationship to the White Sea-Baltic Canal.

Maksim Gor'kii and the Belomor Project: The Poetics of Labor
Maksim Gor'kii, with his interest in labor, collective projects, pedagogical reform, the
common man, biography, and romantic realism, represents a metaphorical emblem for the Canal
project as a whole. The magnitude of his presence in the Soviet literary sphere augmented his

ability to become a spokesperson for a variety of matters in the cultural arena.*'® Paradoxically,

419 Gor'kii’s final return to the Soviet Union in 1929 from his second home in Sorrento, Italy was accompanied by
much fanfare and celebration: he was given an art nouveau mansion by Stalin; celebrated with jubilees; and one of
the main streets in Moscow (Tverskaia) was named after him as well as the city of his birth, Nizhnii Novgorod.
Periodicals of the time lavished him with praise; the April 1932 issue of the monthly magazine Thirty Days (30 dnei)
made such grandiose claims as: “Gor'kii’s life is a fight for the cause of the working class,” “We believe in Gor'kii!”
“Gor'kii is closer and dearer to us than any other contemporary writers,” and “Gor'kii is always with us.” «Knu3np
I'oprkoro — 6opnba 3a aeno padbodero kinacca,» «Mbl Bepum ['oppromy!» «["opbKuii OiiKe 1 TOpoXke HaM, YeM
J000H U3 COBpEMEHHBIX THcaTeneit,» «[ opbkuii Bcerna ¢ HaMu,» 4-5.
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however, Gor'kii only visited the Canal once for a very brief period of time, and his presence was
barely noticeable at the Gulag project.**® While this may seem at odds with the assertion of his
importance to the Canal, it is crucial to remember that his significance is largely a symbolic one.
Similar to Stalin himself, such grandiose figures were panoptical overseers and omnipotent
motivators for the work conducted at BelBaltLLag. Their near-invisibility actually could have
augmented the aura of their ubiquitous yet undetectable presence. Although Stalin visited the
Canal only once (and was not even that impressed, making the passing remark that the waterway

looked too shallow),421

the construction project was named in his honor. Although Gor'kii did
not even travel to the Canal with the writers’ brigade on their research trip for the History of the
Construction monograph, he became the eventual editor of the volume and one of the only

contributors to pen chapters individually. ***

These flagrant paradoxes exhibit how absurdity is
part and parcel of the Canal project, like its very own locks and dams.
Interpreters of Maksim Gor'kii’s career often express astonishment at the writer’s

1.** How is it

involvement with and condoning of prison camps at Solovki and the Belomorkana
possible, they wonder, for the “great interceder’—the humanitarian who fought for the rights of
women, Jews, and the destitute; who created committees to improve the living conditions of
scholars and preserve the monuments of Russia—to give his stamp of approval to such horrific
projects, which counted among its victims some tens of thousands of innocent individuals? For

many, the disparity seems irreconcilable, and some speculate that either Gor'kii was ignorant of

the full extent of Stalin’s butchery or that he was aware, but was in a position of necessary

2 In his memoirs, the theater director and prisoner Vatslav Dvorzhetskii recalls how Gor'kii saw virtually nothing
on his visit, not even visiting the highly important cultural institution of the camp’s theater. Dvorzhetskii, 82.

2! Cynthia Ruder, Making History for Stalin: The Story of the Belomor Canal (Gainesville: U Florida P, 1998), 12-
13.

22 Mikhail Zoshchenko was the only other contributor to the volume that had an individually-authored chapter.

2 Tovah Yedlin, Maxim Gorky: A Political Biography (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1999), 227.
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acquiescence to safeguard his well-being.*** Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn offers perhaps the most
scathing critique of Gor'kii in his Gulag Archipelago (Arkhipelag GULag, 1973), which includes
a tale about Gor'kii’s visit to Solovki. Solzhenitsyn blames Gor'kii for the death of a young boy
who dared to tell the outside visitor the truth about the prison.*” Apparently, Gor'kii listened to
the horrific treatment of the prisoners, but offered neither to rescue the little boy nor to criticize
the overall project. He instead acknowledged it as a grand success in the journal Our
Achievements (Nashi dostizheniia)**® and subsequently joined forces with other prominent Soviet
writers and nachal'niki to document the construction of Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal.

While there is much speculation as to Gor'kii’s coercion in such projects, few propose the
idea—as I do here—that Gor'kii genuinely believed in the work going on at these camps, despite
the violence and brutality he surmised. Gor'kii likely viewed such violence as an unfortunate but
ultimately beneficial component of perekovka. In his individually-authored chapters of the
collectively-written “history” of the Belomorkanal, History of the Construction of the White Sea-
Baltic Canal (Belomorsko-Baltiiskii kanal: istoriia stroitel'stva, 1934), Gor'kii configures the
transformation of prisoners in extremely violent terms: “I am fighting not in order to kill, as the
bourgeoisie does, but in order to resurrect the working humanity for a new life, and I kill when
there is no longer the possibility to exterminate man’s ancient habit of feeding off of the flesh
and blood of people.”**’

The idea of killing someone if he is not transformable does not represent an aberration in

Gorkii’s career; instead, it continues his personal approach to spiritual transformation. He sees

** Irwin Weil, Gorky: His Literary Development and Influence on Soviet Intellectual Life (NY: Random House,
1966), 166.

23 Solzhenitsyn, 60-61.

426 Maksim Gor'kii, Nashi dostizheniia (Moscow: Zhurnalnoe-gazetnoe ob'"edinenie, 1929).

27 «51 Goprock He IS TOTO, UTO0 YOUTH, KAK 9TO JeTaeT GypiKyasHs, a JUIsl TOro, 4T00 BOCKPECHTh TPYI0BOE
YeJOBEYECTBO K HOBOH JKH3HH, 51 YOMBAIO TOJILKO TOT/a, KOT/Ia Y’K€ HET BO3MOKHOCTH BBITPABUTD U3 YEJIOBEKA €r0
JIPEBHIOO MIPUBBIYKY IMUTATHCS IUIOTHIO U KPOBBIO Jmrofei.» Averbakh et al, eds., 12.
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human flesh as raw material that can be worked like any other, even if it proves more difficult;
again, in one of his individually-authored chapters of the History of the Construction: “Human
raw material is processed immeasurably more difficultly than wood, stone, metal.”**® This type
of language echoes a letter Gor'kii sends to the author Boris Polevoi in January of 1928 in which
the former critiques the latter’s language, claiming that “just as a lathe worker shapes wood or
metal, the literary man must know his material, language and words.”** Gor'kii sees people and
language alike in the framework of craftsmanship, and perhaps his mistake is not so much his
general support of the Gulag projects, but his genuine belief that human flesh can be formed like
words on a page or cement in a factory. **°

The Belomorkanal project gives the writer an opportunity to explore further two of his
central and long-standing intellectual preoccupations—biography and labor—in the laboratory-
type setting of the White Sea-Baltic Canal. These preoccupations, along with Gor'kii’s unique
history and forceful personality, explain his enthusiasm for Gulag projects and his relative
“success” in Stalin’s time as compared to other Soviet authors. Tellingly, Gor'kii expresses
interest in Canal-building nearly fifteen years before the White Sea Canal’s construction began
in 1931. In an April 1917 issue of his journal New Life (Novaia zhizn"), he justifies the use of
hard labor to build industry: “Imagine, for example, that it is necessary for us Russians, in the
interest of the development of our industry, to dredge a canal from Riga to Kherson in order to
connect the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea...and there, instead of sending to slaughter millions of

people, we will send just part of them to do this work that is necessary for the country and all its

8 «(Yenoseueckoe chpbe 00pabaTHIBACTCA HEM3MEPUMO TPYIHEE, YeM JIEPEBO, KaMeHb, MeTaiLy Ibid, 609.

2 qtd., Weil 116.
9 In addition, Gor'kii’s early stories, like “Chelkash,” demonstrate the author’s acceptance of cruelty as but a
normal part of life.
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people. It is ironic, of course, that the eventual shipment of people to conduct a similar
project does end with mass death, although the slaughter Gor'kii is referring to here is in
reference to World War I, against Russia’s continued involvement in the conflict. The writer’s
involvement with the Belomorkanal and endorsement of forced labor does not seem unusual in
light of such statements; he approved of this type of project long before the arrival of Stalin.

From the very outset of his writing career, Gor'kii was preoccupied with biography, and
this interest found a strong resonance in the literary project of the Belomorkanal. Many of
Gor'kii’s first short stories have individuals’ names as their titles and document the worldview of
that particular person: “Makar Chudra” (1892), “Starukha Izergil™ (1898), “Chelkash” (1898),
and the same holds true for his novels: Foma Godeev (1899), Zhizn' Matveia Kozhemiakina
(1910-11) and the unfinished Zhizn" Klima Samgina (1925). Gor'kii pens his own life story
when he publishes his autobiography as a trilogy (an identical format to Lev Tolstoi’s
autobiography) composed of the parts Childhood (Detstvo, 1913), Among People (V liudakh,
1916) and My Universities (Moi universitety, 1922).**

Gorkii often blurs the boundary between fiction and reality in both his creative writing
and life writing. Scholarship has shown that important aspects of the first volume of his
autobiographical trilogy are fabricated,”* perhaps in an effort to create a myth about his origins
that would outlive his physical life. In a way, Gor'kii almost becomes his biography; it seems

nearly impossible to speak about the author without mentioning his humble beginnings, or as

41 «HpeHCTaBbTe, HAIllpuMep, 4TO HaM, pYCCKUM, HY?KHO, B UHTCPCCAax pa3BUTUA Hamei MMPOMBINUICHHOCTH,

popbITh Puro-Xepconckuii kanai, 4To0bl coequHNTH bantuiickoe Mope ¢ YepHBIM... 1 BOT, BMECTO TOTO, YTOOBI
MOCBUTATh HA YOOI MHJUTHOHBI JIFOJIEH, MBI TIOCBIIAEM YacTh UX Ha 3Ty paboTy, Hy)KHYIO CTpaHe, BCEMY €€ Hapoay.»
Maksim Gor'kii, Nesvoevremennye mysli, Paris: Editions de la Seine, 1971, 28.

2 Konstantin Aksakov’s autobiographical Family Chronicle also contains three parts and even Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s Confessions—Ilargely credited as the first autobiography—consists of two parts, with the author alluding
to a third, unfinished part.

3 Barry Scherr, “Gor'kij’s Childhood: The Autobiography as Fiction,” Slavic and East European Journal 23
(1979): 333-45.
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59434 It is

Evgenii Zamiatin describes him, he is the man “with a big heart and a big biography.
specifically Gor'kii’s mythic biography that is meant to inspire others in downtrodden positions,
whether it is wayward orphans or hardened criminals.

In addition, Gor'kii uses the space of his autobiography to document his love of
storytelling—a habit he acquired from his illiterate grandmother—as well as to explain the
impetus of his humanitarian concerns, since the hardships he endured in his childhood
supposedly gave him a particular sensitivity to the plight of human beings. A different example
of Gor'kii’s life-writing, his volume Fragments from My Diary (Zametki iz dnevnika, 1924),
resembles fiction more than reality, since the pieces read like creative stories and do not have the
sequential organization and factual content that a diary would. And the reverse holds true:
Gor'kii’s fictional works frequently document the author’s real-life experiences. The writer
acknowledges that the material for his first short stories come from his wanderings around
Russia, and he claims he learned to write because he “had so many impressions that it was not
possible for me [him] not to write.”*%

Another important theme for Maksim Gorkii’s work—Ilabor—finds an outlet in the
Belomorkanal project. In his 1928 essay “On How I Learned to Write” (O tom, kak ia uchilsia
pisat’), Gor'kii not only proclaims his interest in human labor but also links it to creativity: “The
history of human work and creation is much more interesting and significant than the history of

man.”*® Gor'kii believes that everything comes from and resides in man and that the fruits of

his labor are also beautiful. Yet work should not be repetitive or boring; work should

34« GonpmmM cepieM 1 ¢ Goboit Guorpadueit.» Evgenii Zamiatin, Litsa (NY: Mezhdunarodnoe literaturnoe
sodruzhestvo, 1967), 83.

435 «V MeHst 6BUTO TaK MHOTO BICYATIICHUM, YTO HE MUcaTh 1 He Mor.» Maksim Gor'kii, “O tom, kak ia uchilsia
pisat’,” 133.

6 «(Mcropust ueoBedeckoro Tpyaa ¥ TBOPUECTBA FOPA3/I0 MHTEPECHEE U 3HAYHTENIbHEE HCTOPUHM YeIoBeKa.» Ibid,
128.
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supplement and enhance a person’s existence, and, most importantly, make him into a better
person. Six years later, Gor'kii opens his key address to the All-Union Congress of Soviet
Writers by claiming that labor processes have never been sufficiently studied, and that these
topics are so important because they are directly related to creativity.*’ Gor'kii believes that the
hands must teach the head and that the head should not be torn from the earth, as it was when

8 and he asserts that the most

manual and intellectual labor separated from each other,43
successful and memorable types of heroes come from folklore, the oral creation of the working
people.

Even during the time of the revolution, when Gor'kii was undeniably a fiercely
independent political thinker, he proclaimed the value of work: “Only in the love of work will

99439

we achieve the grand goal of life. He acknowledges, however, that work must be made

enjoyable: “We relate to work as if it is the curse of our life, because we do not understand the

o 99440
grand sense of work and so we can’t love it.”

If a person’s relationship to work could be
changed, the world could become a new place, and the transformation of the person’s attitude is
perhaps even more important than the quality of the work itself. Gor'kii holds the controversial
opinion that Russians are inherently lazy, that they are formed of “two souls,” one Western and
one Asiatic, and that the eastern component is responsible for the intrinsically sluggish aspect in
Russian people.

While Gor'kii later tries to retract such ideas somewhat, they appear repeatedly in his

work: “The Russian people—as a result of its historical development—is an enormous flaccid

7 Maksim Gor'kii, “Sovetskaia literatura,” Doklad na Pervom vsesoiuznom s"ezde sovetskikh pisatelei 17 avgusta
1934 goda. O literature (Moscow: Gos. izdat. khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1961), 416-44, 416-17.
438 1.

Ibid, 421.
9 «Tonbko B MOGBH K TPYLy MbI IOCTHIHEM BEIHKOM IIe/TH KU3HI.» Nesvoevremennye mysli, 61.
0 «MbI OTHOCHMCS K TPYALY TaK, TOYHO OH MPOKIMATHE HAIIEH JKH3HH, IOTOMY YTO HE TOHUMAEM BEIHKOrO
CMBICITA TPy, He MOXeM JroouTh ero.» Ibid, 60.
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body, devoid of taste for government-building and practically unreceptive to the influence of

Gor'kii continues to blame Russia’s spinelessness, anarchism, and innate laziness on
the Eastern influence, claiming that evil, slave-like blood still courses through their veins, due to
the Tatar inheritance.**> Such assertions are highly inflammatory, since Gor'kii is both
championing Western ideas and proclaiming that there is something inherently, genetically
wrong with Russians. Gor'kii’s admiration of a strong work ethic also seems to explain his
esteem for the Jewish people, who he claims are almost always better workers than Russians.
The horrible scourge of anti-Semitism in Russia, as Gor'kii asserts, is caused by jealousy,

43 1n one of the most difficult moments of

because Russians cannot work as hard as the Jews.
the writer’s life—the death of his son in May 1934—Gor'kii pours himself into his work as the
only possible way of forgetting, as his colleague and friend Valentina Khodasevich recalls:
“Aleksei always worked a lot, but now, gritting his teeth, he fulfilled, created, wrote, taught,
educated, organized, fought, showed, achieved, not considering his own undermined strength, or
perhaps, in defiance of it, in order to forget.”***

Given the evidence of Gor'kii’s personal interest in biography and labor, it is possible to
see how his involvement in the Belomorkanal served as a continuation of ideas he had long been
exploring. Gor'kii was not necessarily forced to participate in such a project in order to garner

approval from Stalin; he took part because he thought it was a worthy endeavor. This type of

attitude perhaps explains Gor'kii’s relative success as compared to other writers in Stalin’s

1 «Pycckuii HapoJI, — B CHITY YCJIOBHI CBOETO HCTOPHUECKOTO PA3BHTHS, — OFPOMHOE APSAOIOE TENO, IMIICHHOE
BKYyca K TOCYJIapCTBEHHOMY CTPOUTEIbCTBY M OYTH HEAOCTYITHOE BIUSHUIO Haei.» Ibid, 164.

*“2 Tbid, 198.

3 Nesvoevremennye mysli, 248-49.

4 «Anexceii Beeria MHOro paGoTail, HO Tellepb OH, CTHCHYB 3yObl, BBITIONHSUI, TBOPHI, IHCAJ, TIOyJaJ,
BOCIUTHIBAJ, OPraHU30BBIBAJI, CIIOPHJI, IOKA3bIBAJI, JOOMBAJICS, HE CYMTAsICh CO CBOMMHU IT0JJOPBAaHHBIMU CHIIAMHU, &
MOXeT OBITh, U HallepeKop MM, 4ToObI 3a0bIThCs.» Valentina Khodasevich, “Takim ia znala Gor'kogo,” Novyi mir 3
(1968): 11-66, 60.
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Russia. In addition, his personality was so large and fame so great that he was able to sway
opinion and command power that nearly no one else had in the Soviet Union. Early on, Gor'kii
declared himself a political heretic, belonging to no parties but his own; despite his friendship
with Lenin, he was not afraid to criticize him in the most brazen of terms in 1917: “This
unavoidable tragedy does not bother Lenin, slave to dogma and his underlings, his slaves. Life,
in all of its complexity, is not known to Lenin, he does not know the masses; he has not lived

among them.”*®

It was precisely Gor'kii’s authenticity—he had lived with the people and
became idolized as “our Maksim” (nash Maksim)***—that allowed him to voice such strong
opinions. With his booming personality and presence, literary fame, and romantic yet difficult
biography, he had become an icon, a mass-culture hero among a newly literate audience**’ and
an ideal cultural representative for the White Sea-Baltic Canal construction. With Gor'kii’s life
and career as a metaphorical backdrop, it is now possible to turn specifically to the non-prisoner
texts that the construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal generated in the categories of Sketch,

Stage, and Screen. Like a red thread, Gor'kii’s ideals and influence can be traced through nearly

all of these documents.

445
«DT10 HeusOexKHas Tpareaus HE CMYHIACT .HGHI/IHa, pa6a JAOTMBbI U €ro NpUCHCIIHUKOB — €T0 pa6OB. )KI/BHB, BO

BCel ee CIIOKHOCTH, He BeJjoMa JIeHHHy, OH He 3HaeT HapOJHOM MacChl, HE JKUJI C HeW.» Nesvoevremennye, 113.
“6petrov Skitalets, Povesti i rasskazy. Vospominaniia, Moscow: Moskovskii rabochii, 1960, 285.

47 Mary Louise Loe, “Maksim Gor'kii and the Sreda Circle: 1899-1905,” Slavic Review 44 (1985): 49-66,

51.
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3.1 SKETCH

3.1.1 History of the Construction as Utopian Travel Sketch

The most significant non-prisoner narrative concerning the construction of the Belomorkanal is
undoubtedly the History of the Construction of Stalin’s White Baltic Sea Canal (Belomorsko-
Baltiiskii Kanal imeni Stalina: Istoriia stroitel'stva, 1934), the testament of the Canal project
collectively written by such prominent Soviet authors as Leopol'd Averbakh, Maksim Gor'kii,
Mikhail Zoshchenko, Vera Inber, Valentin Kataev, and Viktor Shklovskii. Some scholars go as
far to define it as a blueprint for Soviet society more generally: “It is possible to call the
Belomorkanal book an encyclopedia of Soviet society during the period of the ‘great turning
point,” the first half of the 1930s.”**® Despite the comparison of the monograph to a reference
work as well as the inclusion of the word “history” in its title, the volume is anything but a
straightforward account of the Canal project. Nevertheless, it does attempt to document the
construction in all of its aspects, making gestures at truth-telling by emphasizing the individual
biographies of Canal prisoners as well as the physical characteristics of Karelia. The reader is
trapped between the realms of fact and fiction with this unusual and propagandistic tome, its
content a collage of various pieced-together texts: official orders, prisoner menus, maps,
dialogues, photographs, songs, telegrams, addresses, newspaper fragments, and stories are all

contained in its pages.

448 <<KHI/IFy BeJ’IOMOpKaHaJI MOXXHO Ha3BaTb 3HHI/IKJ'IOHG,HI/I€I\/’I COBCTCKOI'O O6HICCTBa OIIOXH BCJIMKOI'O IepeiomMa,

niepBoii monoBuHE 30-X TomoB.» Mikhail Geller, Kontsetratsionyi mir i sovetskaia literatura Moscow: MIK, 1996),
134.
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Expanding upon Marina Balina’s argument for the volume as a travel narrative,** I

would like to assign the text to the category of sketch, or ocherk. Like a travel narrative, the
highly popular Russian ocherk blends fiction and reality. The sketch, developed prominently in
the nineteenth century by writers like Nikolai Nekrasov, became the dominant literary form
during the first Five-Year Plan and so exercises a particular importance during the time period of
the construction of the Canal.**® Although a primary feature of the ocherk is the representation

and analysis of facts, fictional elements play an important organizational role.*'

This type of
literature of fact—in which reality can easily be embellished—is adept at lending credibility to
enthusiasm for the Canal project and in turn serves as an ideal propaganda mechanism.
Although the sketch would typically be much shorter than the lengthy History of the
Construction, it is possible to interpret the volume as many different sketches cobbled together in
order to create one extended travel narrative. Travel writing was important more generally in
this particular moment in Soviet history, since most writers in the country—as part of the striving
towards “brigade creativity’—found themselves on the road. From 1931-1933, precisely the
years in which the Canal was built, it seemed as if only the leaders of RAPP remained in
Moscow; all other writers were on “endless trips.”*>

The plurality of material employed in the sketch genre is typically unified by the presence
of a first-person narrator. Gor'kii, as one of the few writers to pen chapters individually in the

History of the Construction and as the editor of the “History of Factories and Plants” series itself,

could be understood as a metaphorical, omniscient narrator. The traditional narrator of the

449 Marina Balina, “Literatura puteshestvii,” Sotsrealisticheskii kanon, Eds. Hans Giunter and Evgenii Dobrenko (St.
Petersburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2000), 902.

*° Harriet Bourland, Soviet Literary Theory and Practice during the First Five-Year Plan 1928-1932 (NY: King’s
Crown Press, 1950), 62.

1 Ray J. Parrott, Jr., “Questions of Art, Fact, and Genre in Mikhail Prishvin,” Slavic Review 3 (1997): 465-74. 469.
2 Dobrenko, The Making of the State Writer, 365.
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sketch, who often represents the author himself, typically does not develop or change, but rather
simply documents the people and places around him. This approach stems from the idea that a
rational, scientific manner can be used in understanding human beings, with detailed, factual
descriptions meant to assist in the comprehension of characters.

Russian travel writing has always differed from its European counterpart, stressing more

453

of a documentary quality than a personal, epistolary one. The genre stems from the ocherk,

promoted by Peter the Great as a way of documenting and highlighting various regions in Russia.
The traveler in Peter’s time was both a private citizen exploring unknown territory and an

official representative of the state, with the socialist-realist tradition stemming from this latter

454

prototype.™ The classic travel chronotope is designed to make what is foreign more accessible,

with its comparison between the familiar and the strange, the old and the new, inviting

455

ideological commentary. In addition, the travel sketch as developed in the 1930s highlights

46 Travel

the struggle between man and time as well as the conflict between man and nature.
sketches can follow two types of narrative paths: linear, i.e., following the road; and local,
describing a particular place and its customs. Since the linear model tends to be more abstract
and philosophical, it is the second, localized type that garnered much attention in the 1930s.*’
All of these features of the travel narrative—a linear trajectory following the metaphorical path
of perekovka, the tension between the foreign and familiar by way of geographical description,

the battle with nature, and the struggle with time—are omnipresent in the History of the

Construction.

453 Balina, “Literatura puteshestvii,” 896.
4 Ibid.

3 bid, 898.

* 1bid, 900.

7 Ibid.
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The phenomenon of perekovka is a type of pathway that is similar to the road journeyed
in travel narratives. As discussed in Chapter Two, in order to achieve perekovka, you must tell
the story of who you “were” in order to distinguish it from the person you came to “be,” offering
a linear trajectory of transformation. Such stories abound: there are the biographies of engineers
Voler'ianovich, Maslov, and Zhuk; there are the narratives of criminal men such as Volkov and

458 . .
there are even histories of

Rottenberg and criminal women, including Iurtseva and Pavlova;
the nachal'niki, including Frenkel', Rapoport, Kogan, and Firin.*** Such a preoccupation with
the life story also occurs in the book People of the Stalingrad Tractor Factory (Liudi
Stalingradskogo Traktornogo, 1934), the first volume in the “History of Factories and Plants”

(Istoriia fabrik i zavodov) series*®

that Gor'kii created. Gor'kii notes the importance of such
biographies in the introduction to this book, claiming that they give a sense of the diversity of
people who worked at the tractor factory:
All of them are not literati but they were able to write their own autobiographies
so that I, a writer and reader, could understand how the natsmen Terkul-Khan
learns to work at a difficult mill; how the red partisan Galushkin cries from
pleasure because the factory has begun working; how Khloptunova instructs girls

inculcating in them a good husbandry of mills.**'

% Averbakh et al, 85-86, 111, 125, 494-524, 342, 467.

% 1bid, 324, 166, 173, 366.

0 This series, established by official decree in October 1931, was meant to include documentary volumes on
various worksites including construction projects, railroads and, of course, Canals, although the series was never
completed in its entirety as originally planned. Gor'kii, as editor and overseer of the project, was very enthusiastic
about its ideals and wrote frequently in praise of the series. Gor'kii also saw the series as an ideal way to train new
Soviet writers; See Evgeny Dobrenko, The Making of the State Writer (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2001), 370-73.

1 «Bce OHM — He JTUTEPATOPBI, HO UM YJAJI0Ch HAIIKCATH CBOM aBTOGMOrpaMH TaK, UTO S, TUTEPATOP M UMTATEb,
BIDKY KaK y4HUTCS pabOTaTh HA CIO)KHOM CTaHKe HanMeH Tepkyi-XaH, Kak IuiadyeT OT paJocTH, YTO 3aBOJ] Hadall
paboratb, KpacHbI napTr3ad [aIymKuH, BIKY, Kak XJIONTYHOBA 00ydaeT IEBHILl, BOCITUTHIBAs B HUX
OepeXITMBOCTD K cTaHkam.» Il'in, 9.
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Here the tension between fiction and reality is exemplified—on the one hand, the idea
that a factory worker would cry from delight about his workplace opening seems improbable; on
the other hand, the presence of specific proper names and detailed information like ethnic
background and political persuasion lends the passage a veneer of truth.

The biographical mode so prevalent in the History of the Construction underscores the
centrality of perekovka as a trope, and re-forging, in turn, is meant to have a pedagogical-
ideological function, whereby other prisoners can learn how to become productive Soviet
citizens through the internalization of “inspirational” criminal biographies. The ocherk as a

genre also lends itself to socio-political agitation,***

making it an ideal format for re-forging
narratives. Biographies can also be used politically for an opposite purpose—to weed out class
enemies,'® in a project of life writing that is similar to the Soviet phenomenon of self-criticism
(samokritika). Yet if the act of writing is equivalent to power, as Michel Foucault would
argue,’® there is something potentially dangerous about giving criminal prisoners a narrative
voice at the camp site. Perhaps this at least partially explains why the History of the
Construction was banned just a short three years after its initial publication; subsequent Gulag
publications, if created at all, are devoid of such individual stories. This trend of de-
personalization also occurs in the development of Gulag newspapers. Although the paper
Perekovka repeatedly highlights the participation of convict lagkory and includes signed articles
and literary contributions by camp inmates, later Gulag publications entirely avoid this type of

individuation. In this intermediary period of “avant-realism,” the content of works is highly

ideological, but it has not yet become homogenized into a generic, anonymous master narrative.

“%2 Parrott, 471.

%3 Katerina Clark, “The History of Factories as a Factory of History,” 261.

% See Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977, Trans. and ed.
Colin Gordon (NY: Pantheon, 1980).
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The exposition of various personalities in the History of the Construction demonstrates
how people can be created and constructed, either like a piece of art or the building of the Canal

#4653 This combined

itself, since “the birth of the canal goes along with the birth of man.
aesthetic-technological connotation in the re-forging of prisoners brings to mind the futurist
concept of “life-building,” or zhiznestroenie; at the Canal, “the new man was created” (tvoritsia

466

novyi chelovek). Likened to the pages of a book, a person is changed irrevocably: “Prisons

changed the internal contents of people.”*®’

This birth of new people, in turn, is accompanied by
the birth of a new language**® and the birth of the Canal, since it is “as if Karelia itself was born
along with the Canal.”*” When there is a need for certain trades or specialties, these people will
be created at the camp site alongside the project of perekovka: “You say that there are no cement
makers here? This is true. But there are also no honest Soviet citizens here, so we must create
both cement makers and honest Soviet citizens.”*”" As mentioned earlier, the repeated emphasis
on rozhdenie (birth) renders the Canal’s construction organic, making an assault on nature appear
to be a natural phenomenon.

While re-forging tales represent metaphorical travel narratives (the prisoners move on a
fixed path, or put’, from the criminal underworld to a realm of enlightenment), traveling also
occurs in a literal but imaginary sense; the authors “visit” capitalist countries in order to describe

the awful penal conditions there. Contrasts are drawn between the Soviet project and American

slavery, the railroads of Japan, and the prison conditions in Europe (including England, Spain,

493 «...po/ICHME KaHaJIa K BMECTE C HUM POKICHHE uesoBeKa,» Averbakh et al, 161.

466 Averbakh et al, 342.

7 «Jlareps N3MeHMIM BHYTpEHHEE COlepKaHue mozeil.» Averbakh et al, 582.

8 For example, the new word kanaloarmeets, or Canal arny solider, is reportedly created during the Canal project.
Averbakh et al, 209.

99 «Kak Gyaro Tak u pomunack Kapemus ¢ kananom,» Averbakh et al, 542.

7 «Bw1 ToBOpHTE, UTO 371€Ch HET GeronmuKoB? IIpaBmisHO. Ho 3/1€Ch HET M YECTHBIX COBETCKHMKHX TPa/IaH, MBI
JIOJDKHBI CO3/1aTh M OETOHIIMKOB M YECTHBIX COBETCKHUX Ipaxkaan.» Averbakh et al, 177.
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Italy and Germany, and Poland). *’'

The project is likened to the erection of pyramids in
Egypt,*’* casting the construction in epic terms. In addition to this geographical diversity, the
local physical landscape of Karelia is described in great detail. The difficulty in completing the
project is underscored by the wild, difficult nature of a region filled with water and rock, a
landscape that is so quiet that it seems “the world had not yet been born” there.*”

The emphasis on the map in the History of the Construction comprises another important
element of the geographical thrust in the volume, a feature that is present in many of the other
non-prisoner narratives to be discussed in this chapter. The volume opens with a diagram of the
White Sea-Baltic Canal entitled “schematic map” (skhematicheskaia karta) and ends with a
diagram of the Moscow-Volga Canal, demonstrating how the Soviet project of transmogrifying
nature will continue to be carried out in the future, recreating additional landscapes. The
potential for changing the map under the revolutionizing agency of socialist power is particularly
highlighted:

There is an incredible connectedness in our new map. We see how one part of it
strives for another, and then they are connected: the Urals and the Kuzbass,
Siberia and Turkestan. The map of the future classless country must become a

whole, like the map of one city. Its dots, marking villages, strive to be

transformed into circles. Its dotted lines will become straight lines.*’*

7! Averbakh et al, 19-24, 49-52.

7 Ibid, 124.

73 «...M BCIO 9Ty OPOMHYIO THXOCTb, KaK GyaTO MHp ele He pomwics...» Ibid, 173.

7% «Y uBUTENBHAS CBA3HOCTD HAIIEil HOBOI KapThl. MbI BUIMM, KaK OJHA €€ YacTh CTPEMHTCS K JAPYTOM, H BOT —
onu coeauHensl Ypan n Kysbace, Cubups u Typkecran. Kapra Oynymeit GeckiaccoBoii CTpaHbl JOJDKHA CTaTh
LETTbHOM, KaK IJIaH ofgHoro ropoaa. Ee Toukw, n300pakaronme IOCENKH, CTPEMSATCS IPEBPaTUThCS B KpYyXKKH. Ee
ITyHKTHPHI — B TUHUK.» 1bid, 25.
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Just like the diverse prisoner population®”® is unified into one working mass and the
different styles of creative texts*’® are meant to convey a singular message, so will the different
areas of the country itself be pieced together by actively interacting with nature. It is possible to
see this geographical project as yet another type of collage—here more like the three-
dimensional style of assemblage—in which disparate pieces are connected into a whole. Yet
until the prisoners have finished their work, all of these sections of the Canal,
“Locks...Dams...Dikes...All of them for now are only on paper!”*’’

In one of his rather rare appearances in the book, Stalin is described as standing in front
of a map, pencil in hand, designating how the marshes will be dried out and the landscape will be
transformed by way of Soviet labor.*’® As Iakov Rapoport, assistant director of the
Belomorkanal project, gestures to a large diagram of the Canal’s pathway it is again noted that,
despite being conceived from “time immemorial” only under socialism could this grandiose
project be fulfilled.*”” These gestures had been echoed by the words of Lev Trotskii a decade
earlier in his landmark work Literature and Revolution (Literatura i revoliutsiia, 1924): “The

socialist man wants to and will command nature in all its breadth...He will indicate where the

mountains should be, and where they should part. He will change the direction of rivers and will

> In highlighting the varying religions, professions, ethnic backgrounds, and languages among the prisoners at the
Canal, the volume points to the great diversity of the camp population.

476 The volume contains an incredible amount of narrative styles, including skaz, reportage, theatrical, novelistic,
direct address of reader, repetition as a device, as well as dramatic shifts in tone, turning abruptly from a short,
punctuated style to a more lyrical one, from addressing the general to the specific, and from discussing history to
contemporary reality. Part of this great mélange of styles may be due to the fact that the book is collectively written;
in the end, its style is not homogeneously modified into a seamless whole.

an «Imto3sL... ITnotunst... [JamObL.. Bce oHU eme moka Tonpko Ha Oymare!» Averbakh et al, 181.

*7% Ibid, 552.

49 «M3mpesie 3amymanHblit...» Ibid, 554.
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480
create rules for the oceans.”

Trotskii goes on to explain that such an aggressive relationship
with nature will change the composition of man himself:
Man will become immeasurably stronger, wiser and subtler, his voice more
musical. The forms of life will become dynamically dramatic. The average
human will rise to the heights of an Aristotle, a Goethe, or a Marx. And above
this ridge new peaks will rise.*®!

Exemplifying the auditory theme that has permeated the body of cultural texts included
here, Trotskii refers to harmony, rhythm, and music to establish his argument. He does this for
reasons similar to the other authors’ insistence on melodic themes—such metaphors aptly
capture the notion of a collective body working in harmony, a sonorous orchestra composed of
many different instruments. The forms of life, in turn, are to become “dynamically dramatic,” as
if life itself were a theatre performance. Trotskii finishes his statement by returning to
geography; not only does man change the landscape according to his image (echoing Marx’s “in
changing nature, man changes himself” to be discussed below), but he also rises ever higher, like
mountain peaks.

In order to achieve this transmogrification of nature, a fierce battle must be fought

according to the Soviet trope of “the war against nature.” The History of the Construction,

therefore, is replete with military diction: people are “collectively organized in the fight against

480 «COHI/IaJII/ICTI/I‘ICCKI/Iﬁ YCJIOBCK X0UYCT U 6yneT KOMaHI0BaThb HpHpOI[Oﬁ BO BceM ee oobeme...OH YKaXET, raAc

OBITH TOpaM, a TJIe PacCTYIUThCS. VI3MEHUT HarpaBiieHHE PEK M Co3JacT MpaBmiia st okeaHoB.» Lev Trotskii,
Literatura i revoliutsiia (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo politicheskoi literatury, 1991), 194. English translation, Evgenii
Dobrenko, Aesthetics of Alienation: Reassessment of Early Soviet Cultural Theories, Trans. Jesse M. Savage
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP), 2005, 111.

! «UenoBek cTaHET HECPABHEHHO CHIIbHEE, MUUHEE, FOJIOC MY3bIKaIbHee, (JOPMBI GBITA IIPHOOPETYT
JMHAMHYECKYIO TeaTpaibHOCTh. CpeaHui 4elI0BEYEeCKUH THIT MOAHUMETCS 10 YpoBHS Apucrorens, ['ere, Mapkca.
Han stum kpspkem OyayT mogHuMaThesl HOBbIe BepnHbL» Trotskii, 197. English Translation, Rose Strunsky,
Literature and Revolution (Ann Arbor: U Michigan P, 1970), 256.
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the rocky stubbornness of nature,” and they must face “the fight with rock, marsh, and river.”**

Water is described as an “enemy” (vrag) that must be “trained” (rastit’), since every day this foe
becomes more and more dangerous,*™ and nature itself is “cunning” (khitraia),”* just like an
enemy would be. The outcome of this geographical emphasis and battle with nature is an
entirely original, subjugated, and rationalized physical environment: ‘The result of this new
science—planning—changed the understanding of geography while also changing the

o . g . ¢ 485
landscape...As it is said in prison, we ‘mastered nature.’”

This trope of war against nature
might be traced back to one of the foundational texts of socialist ideology, Karl Marx’s Capital:
A Critique of the Political Economy (1867), in which the relationship between man and nature is
described as one of struggle and dominance:
Labour is, in the first place, a process in which both man and Nature participate,
and in which man of his own accord starts, regulates, and controls the material re-
actions between himself and Nature. He opposes himself to Nature as one of her
own forces, setting in motion arms and legs, head and hands, the natural forces of
his body, in order to appropriate Nature’s productions in a form adapted to his

own wants. By thus acting on the external world and changing it, he at the same

. . 486
time changes his own nature.

82 «...KOIUIEKTHBHO OpraHW30BaHbI HA GOil IPOTHB KAMEHHOIO yIIOPCTBA HPHPOJIBL» «GOpBOY C KaMHEM, GOIOTOM,
pekoit.» Averbakh et al, 14, 15.

*5 Tbid, 94.

“** Ibid, 145.

3 «B pe3ynbTaTe HOBOII HAYKH — [UIAHMPOBAHHS — H3MEHHIIOCH HOHATHE O Fe0rpad iy, N3MEHUICS HOMYTHO 1
nmarqmadr...Kak roBopsT B jarepe, «Belyqamit npupoxy.»» Ibid, 358.

8¢ Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Trans. Samuel Moore (NY: International Publishers, 1970),
177.
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This connection is clearly made by the editors of the History of the Construction, who include
the phrase “In changing nature, man changes himself” as a title to a photograph of a stout woman
wielding a drill at the construction site. **’

The notion of harnessing the physical environment according to human will, however,
does not begin with Marx—it is actually introduced much earlier by the scientist Francis Bacon,
who advocates mastery over nature. Frequently credited as the originator of modern science,
Bacon proposed that nature was an external object that had to be manipulated by human
hands.**® This naturally introduced a connection between industry and the scientific method, an
association that is omnipresent in cultural texts related to the Canal. It was not just that the
Canal was to be constructed, but also that it was (supposedly) done rationally, with a plan, and

according to the latest engineering developments.*®

One of the most significant technical
achievements—and a source of much pride—was the engineer Maslov’s development of all-
wooden locks. When he first suggested the idea, others noted with incredulity that no such
system existed anywhere in the world and thought his proposal was a joke, yet his design was
ultimately accepted, because “genuine space for technology and science is possible only under
socialism.”**

The Soviet project, therefore, went beyond individual construction sites or new industrial

centers; it was intended to recreate all of science, since “under socialism you can work...and not

7 Averbakh et al, 318.

8 Neil Smith, Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of Space (Athens: U Georgia P, 2008), 3-
5.

9 Although the feats of technology and science are clearly highlighted in the History of the Construction, there is
also frequent mention of the project’s many challenges, including difficulties with cement (94), general technical
problems (128, 149), the lack of supplies (332), and the endless stream of questions related to how the project would
be completed (297). Such an open acknowledgment of the problems occurring during the Canal’s construction,
however, is here meant to show how the talent and abilities of Soviet industry were able to complete a project under
such dismal conditions.

0 «...MCTHHHBII IPOCTOP JUTA TEXHHKH X HAYKH BO3MOYEH TONBKO IIPH coluanusme.» Averbakh et al, 115.
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only work, you can create a new chapter within a new science: socialist hydro-technology.”*"!

In this example, the White Sea-Baltic Canal was not just a metaphorical laboratory for new
experiments, but also a literal, scientific one. Man, landscape, culture, industry, science—
everything was to be remade under the revolutionary power of socialism. Inherent in such a
reorganization of our environment is also a certain amount of danger, since people are not only
changed by the milieu they have created but also must live within it. The sociologist Robert E.
Park remarks upon this phenomenon in the context of urban planning: “Thus, indirectly, and
without any clear sense of the nature of his task, in making the city man has remade himself. But
if the city is the world which man created, it is the world in which he is henceforth condemned to
live.”*?

Time, the final characteristic on our list of literary devices typical in the travel narrative,
is an omnipresent motif in the History of the Construction as well as at the worksite itself. The
Canal’s construction was an important project in Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan, an economic
program that defied the boundaries of time, being completed in four, rather than five, years, its
name offering an endlessly repeated semantic, mathematical paradox: the title, that includes the
number five, is made equal to the time of completion, or the number four. In creating a new
science and a new world, straightforward rationality no longer holds true: the Underground Man
would finally realize that two and two does not equal four; it equals five.*”> This re-definition of
time was a source of great pride in the Soviet Union; the slogan “five in four” was ubiquitous,
and the motif was included in the History of the Construction: “Only the Soviet Union surmounts

all difficulties, fulfilling the grand plan of socialist construction—the five-year plan—even

1 «...TIpH comanm3Me padborath MOXKHO. U He TONbKO paboTaTh — MOXKHO CO3J1aTh HOBYIO IJIaBY B HOBOU HayKe:
CONMANACTHIECKON TUAPOTECXHUKE. »

492 Robert E. Park, On Social Control and Collective Behavior, Ed. Ralph H. Turner, Chicago: U Chicago P, 1967.
493 Fedor Dostoevskii, Zapiski iz podpol'ia, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 5 (Leningrad: Nauka, 1973), 99-179.
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earlier than in four years. The emphasis on acceleration formed half of one of the most

ubiquitous sayings about the Canal in the History of the Construction: that the Canal must be

3 The use of local materials (such as Karelian

built “quickly and cheaply” (korotko i deshevo).
pine for the wooden locks) and minimal technology was meant to keep down costs, just as work
storms and shock-labor were meant to increase work production. Words like “tempo” and “on-
time completion” of the Canal are everywhere in both prisoner and non-prisoner works about the
Canal, and according to the History of the Construction, time is the most important aspect of the
project: “For the realization of the project three things are needed: time, time, and once again

tlme 55496

Even though the Canal was completed during the projected schedule of twenty months,
work on the Canal is often described in the future tense in the monograph, locating the project in
an imaginary temporal realm.*’

The emphasis on a future, undefined time as well as a perennially unfinished landscape
strengthens the argument for interpreting the History of the Construction not only as a travel
narrative but also as a utopian vision. The word utopia comes from the Greek “oU tém0G,”
literally meaning “no place,” implying the impossibility of such a fantastical realm to exist. In
Stalinist culture, the future became the present, creating a sense of hypothetical, utopian time. At
the camp site, prisoners were encouraged to sacrifice their bodies and minds in the name of a
grandiose and future vision. Utopian texts and travel narratives, in turn, often follow similar

paths: both must describe an unknown world, country, or city; the physical landscape of this new

place; the route to get there; and the local customs and people inhabiting this milieu.

494 «Tonbko CoBETCKUI COI03 mpeoa0JICBACT BCC TPYAHOCTH, BBIIIOJIHACT BEJIUKUH IIaH COUAJIUCTUYCCKOI'O

CTPOUTENbCTBA — IATHIETKY — JAaXKe paHblle 4eM B 4 roma.» Averbakh et al, 81.
495 1.
Ibid, 123.
#96 «Jlnst oCyIIeCTBICHHS POEKTA HYXKHBI TPH BEILH: BPEMS, BPEMSI, | eIle pa3 Bpems.» Ibid, 124.
497 Balina, “Literatura puteshestvii,” 904.
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The imagined space of utopia has many similarities to the arena of the camp site; utopian
space is an imaginary enclave within a real social space as the result of spatial and social

8 In Thomas More’s seminal work Utopia, a trench separates the unwanted world

separation.
from the idealized space of utopia. Such a gesture of separation can quickly turn utopia to
dystopia, as with the Green Wall in Evgenii Zamiatin’s science fiction masterpiece We or with
the barbed wire of the Gulag camp. Just as utopias are often imagined as islands, Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn’s dystopian description of the Gulag is presented as an archipelago, or set of many
islands. Ultimately, utopian space offers an arena for social experimentation, just like the idea of
a laboratory that forms the metaphorical backbone of this research.

Both the laboratory and utopian metaphors in use here make the representation of space
an absolutely essential element of the Belomorkanal project, and space is also a crucial element
in the imagination of Stalinist culture. As Mikhail Epstein notes, an unusual phenomenon
happens in the Soviet chronotope; while time seems to disappear almost entirely, space becomes
expansive and uncontainable. This is precisely what occurs in the example of the Belomorkanal.
Nature and space are documented in all of their aspects, whereas time is rushed so hurriedly
forward it nearly disappears altogether. The physical locality of the project was ultimately more
important not only because it offered itself as a utopian laboratory, but also because it promised a
physical backdrop for the documentation of socialist grandeur. A slim, official text published in
1933 regarding the Canal’s recent construction includes a photograph that aptly demonstrates
this point; on the banks of the Canal, there is a large Soviet star, so large that it engulfs a ship

sailing through the Canal itself, looking awkward in the barren landscape. Thus the actual,

8 Fredric Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions (London:
Verso, 2005), 15.
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practical purpose of the Canal—to provide a waterway for transportation—is reduced to its

ideological purpose—to serve as a physical space for the advertisement of Soviet achievements.

3.1.2 The Literal Travel Narrative: Tourist Guides from the Belomorkanal

While utopian texts dwell in the realm of the unrealizable, travel guides potentially assist a real-
life experience. How can one comprehend, therefore, literal tourist guides to the fantastical
utopia—or dystopia, if you will—of the White Sea-Baltic Canal? The absurdity of such texts
mirrors the utopian drive itself. Jameson has suggested that utopian texts have goals that are
inherently paradoxical: these works posit the end of history yet want to offer usable historical
models; they attempt to resolve all political differences while being deeply political; and they

° It is

remain materialistic even though the needs of the body are supposedly overcome.*
incongruous, in turn, to have travel guides—what are essentially advertisements—for the
sensitive and secretive arena of the Stalinist Gulag. Yet during the early 1930s, the regime
figured the project as a colossal feat of Soviet power and a source of great pride. If we are to
understand Stalinist reality as a landscape of the fantastical, as scholars like Evgenii Dobrenko

. . . 500
and others would argue, such inconsistencies seem less out of place.

The style of these texts
combines a collage format with a totalizing, ideological message—echoing many of the earlier-

discussed Belomorkanal works—all while projecting a utopian vision of both the project and the

Soviet Union as a whole.

4% Jameson, xiv.
>% Evgeny Dobrenko and Eric Naiman, eds., The Landscape of Stalinism: The Art and Ideology of Soviet Space
(Seattle: U Washington P, 2003).
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“Map-guide” (Karta-putevoditel’), was published in 1934, immediately after the Canal’s
completion. The small volume consists of generously-sized fold-out maps on thin, tissue-like
paper, accompanied by an introductory text. Not surprisingly, the text addresses the alteration of
the country in terms of the map and the first Five-Year Plan by quoting Stalin: “Look at the map

of the USSR; the Five-Year Plan has re-carved the country’s face.””"!

The introduction posits
the White Sea-Baltic Canal as one of the most important socialist achievements in recent years
and as a major part of the first Five-Year Plan. Many factors contribute to the Canal’s
significance, according to the guide: it creates a long-awaited connection between the Baltic and
White Seas; it is longer than both the Suez and Panama Canals; it has “exceptionally great”
(iskliuchitel'no veliko) transportational significance; it is important to the production strength of
Karelia; and the on-time construction of the project in such harsh territory represents an
unbelievable technical feat.”*

While the text regurgitates the standard, official proclamations about the Canal, the
images are somewhat more complicated. The diagrams of the Canal shift from general to more
specific, moving from an overview map of the area, including the Ladozhskoe, Onezhskoe, and
Beloe Lakes, to a localized image of just the very beginning of the Belomorkanal and its
surrounding landscape, to a close-up of the Canal itself. This zoning-in serves both a
geographical and pedagogical function; as readers, we are slowly exposed to the landscape and
guided to the final locale of the Canal itself. While the text has a straightforward, totalizing

message, the images employ photomontage in order to create a fantastic reality, sometimes

including the juxtaposition of jarring pictures. The second map in the guide contains two

> «[ocMorpure Ha kapry CCCP, nsTuieTka nepekporia uuo crpansl. —M. Ctamun..» Belomorsko-Baltiiskii

Kanal imeni tov. Stalina: Karta-putevoditel' (Moscow: TsS Osvod, 1934), 1.
502 1.
Ibid.
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inserted photographs: one of the Karelian forest and another of a leisurely bather. The choices
for the photographs are at odds with one another; although the Karelian forest is commonly
portrayed in texts about the Belomorkanal in order to document the depth and wildness of the
untouched landscape, the bather almost seems like a parody. In the harsh and disorganized
landscape at the Canal site, there are certainly no bathing beauties in light-colored swimsuits
sunning on the Canal’s banks.

The third map in the guide, which focuses directly on the Canal, contains a photomontage
of pictures more likely expected: images of locks and dams are inserted along the pathway of the
Canal, offering a type of makeshift focusing effect. The use of photomontage in the travel guide
to create an idealized reality and isolate various constructive elements of the Canal demonstrates
the performative potential of visual images. The image, despite its association with factual

documentation, is adept at bringing what is absent into presence.’”

The documentary
photograph, in turn, “testifies to everything other than what it actually depicts,” since the full
story is always much more than the sum of objects included in the image.’"*

Although the miniature, postcard-like book “Foto-turist” (“Photo-Tourist”) of the White
Sea-Baltic Canal does not offer any substantial text, it does contain a series of interesting
photographs—all of which contain photomontage elements—as a version of a travel guide. The
titles of the photographs are typed and inserted, lending a homemade, collage-like feel. While
this feature may have simply been a technical necessity for the inclusion of text, the end result of

a pieced-together work is still the same. At times it is not just the titles of pictures that are

inserted but also other photographs; in the inset of one of the photopgraphs contained in the

29 For example, the case of medieval icons in which a graphic portrayal is meant to represent literally an otherwise
unknowable, non-locatable religious figure. Frances Guerin and Roger Hallas, eds., The Figure and the Witness:
Trauma, Memory, and Visual Culture (London: Wallflower, 2007), 12.

3% Guerin and Hallas, eds., The Figure and the Witness, 57.
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collection, Lazar' Kogan’s head looms above the administrators Semen Firin and Matvei
Berman, as if he were guiding them from a physically and intellectually higher vantage point.
Yet perhaps the most interesting photo in the whole collection is that of Stalin, Voroshilov, and
Kirov sailing through the Canal. Although Genrikh Iagoda, with his easily recognizable pencil-
thin moustache, is present in the photograph, he is not included in the title. The photograph
eerily echoes the painting by socialist-realist artist Dmitri Nalbandian: here, Stalin and company
are sailing through the Canal in an art work that must have been created using these documentary
photos. The work was finished in 1937, simultaneously with the declaration of Iagoda as an
enemy of the state. Nalbanidan, a devout Stalinist, was required to touch up the painting,
removing lagoda altogether and replacing him with a much less substantial—and ideologically
neutral—overcoat. The fate of lagoda represents just one of the many incongruities surrounding
the Canal and Stalinist culture itself; like Terent'ev or Firin, he was at one point a much-lauded
Canal representative, widely praised and even awarded the Order of Lenin, yet none of these
achievements could save him from execution.

Although the 1933 commemorative issue of the oversized, illustrated monthly magazine
The USSR under Construction (SSSR na stroike) to the White Sea-Baltic Canal is not a travel
guide per se, it contains many of its features. The magazine exposes the landscape in a series of
photomontages created by the famous photographer Aleksandr Rodchenko and underscores the
importance of the map by including artistic diagrams of the waterway as both the front and back
covers of the issue. Not just this particular issue but the publication itself serves as a type of
guide to the Soviet Union,; it is published in German, French, and English editions to showcase to
an international audience Soviet grandeur; other magazine issues also systematically document

the country like a travel narrative. Topics in 1933 include a tour along the Volga River, a
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showcase of the “new culture” of industry, the opening of a tractor factory, and a documentary
voyage through Mongolia. These themes demonstrate attempts by the editorial board (headed by
the omnipresent Maksim Gor'kii) to showcase both the technological feats of the Soviet Union
and its great geographical diversity.

The map images that open and close the Canal’s commemorative issue of USSR under
Construction are not mere diagrams; instead, they are innovative photomontages that creatively
reconfigure the landscape. Photomontage is an adept style for utopian, world-recreating
visions—a cruder equivalent to today’s airbrushing, the technique allowed artists to create a
landscape that physically did not exist. With his montages, Rodchenko was not as interested in
representing the reality of Soviet political life as other photomontage specialists were; instead, he
wanted to create “a complex, multilayered world of poetic imagination and private

references.”®

On the one hand, Rodchenko had removed himself from public debates
concerning the social purposes of photomontage,””® but on the other hand, his avant-garde
sensibilities and Lef membership indicated a willingness to collaborate with the state in the
shared state/constructivist goal of society’s transformation.’”’

Rodchenko was enthusiastic about the Canal project, even if his excitement was limited
to the creative potential he could explore at the camp site; he spent more time on the Canal than
508

did any other outside artist, with estimations running from three months (in English sources)

to nearly two years (in Soviet sources).”” He also made a large number of pictures at the Canal,

°% Margarita Tupitsyn, “From the Politics of Montage to the Montage of Politics: Soviet Practice 1919 through
1937,” Montage and Modern Life 1919-1942, Ed. Matthew Teitelbaum (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992), 82-127, 88.
2% Typitsyn, 96.

7 Groys, 22, 29.

508 Erika Wolf, “The Visual Economy of Forced Labor: Alexander Rodchenko and the White Sea-Baltic Canal,”
Picturing Russia: Explorations in Visual Culture, Eds. Valerie A. Kivelson and Joan Neuberger (New Haven: Yale
UP, 2008), 170.

°% L. Volkov-Lannit, Aleksandr Rodchenko risuet, fotografiruet, sporit (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1968), 125.
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coming away with more than two thousand negatives, and this work is often thought to be some

319 While some are critical of Rodchenko’s role in the documentation of

of his best photography.
a harsh labor camp, his artistic corpus from the Canal should be seen not as an aberration in his
career but rather the exemplification of it, since the ability to transform a Gulag camp into an
aesthetic project encapsulates the constructivist impetus to remake the world through
photography.”"!

The predominance of montage in travel narratives about the Belomorkanal becomes
clearer with a comparison of the aforementioned texts with a later tourist guide, Belomorsko-
Baltiiskii kanal i zapoliar'e (1936). The guide was published by the Central Council of the
Society of Proletariat Tourism and Excursion (Tsentral'nyi sovet Obshchestva Proletarskogo
Turizma i Ekskursii), in existence from 1927-1936, placing the publication squarely within the
tourist-guide genre. Despite becoming available only a short two years after the other guides
discussed here, the work has a much different physical appearance. @ Gone are the
photomontages, the inserted titles, the recreated landscapes; instead, there is a much more
straightforward, documentary guide that privileges text over image and includes simple, un-
embellished photographs as mere factual accompaniments to the surrounding words.

In the end, the White Sea-Baltic Canal represents a kind of dystopian utopia. Thousands
of prisoners died for a project that did not turn out as planned. Perekovka’s success was
negligible at best, and the Canal was too shallow to offer any real economic significance. The

Belomorkanal, therefore, did not exist as it was intended; it turned out to be a utopia in the

negative sense, a “no place” (ou topos). 1f we accept this line of reasoning, what does it mean to

> Leah Bendavid-Val, Propaganda and Dreams: Photographing the 1930s in the USSR and the US (Zurich:
Stemmle, 1999), 65.
' Wolf, 173.
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have a collective history, travel guides, diagrams, and maps of a place that does not actually
exist? On the one hand, it is an exercise in the absurd, an oxymoron. On the other hand, it is
precisely the type of documentation the Soviet regime would require in order to further its claim
of the White Sea-Baltic Canal as a revolutionary, ideological laboratory of socialist ideals. The
map is of primary importance in creating this alternate reality, since maps are not “inert records
of morphological landscapes or passive reflections of the world of objects” but rather “refracted
images contributing to dialogue in a socially constructed world.”'*> The language of maps, what
is chosen for portrayal and what is excluded, and the naming of locales are exercises in writing
and power, a cartographic performance for an audience willing to believe in the validity of such

documents as truth-tellers.

3.2 STAGE

Construction, Time, and the New Man: Nikolai Pogodin as Playwright

Nikolai Pogodin—the author of Aristocrats (Aristoktraty, 1934), the most famous play
concerning the White Sea-Baltic Canal—was a newspaperman before he was a playwright. He
worked as a reporter for proletarian-titled publications such as Trudovaia zhizn' (Working Life),
and as a correspondent for well-known Soviet newspapers such as Pravda (Truth). Many
specialists on the playwright’s career note how much Pogodin’s plays were influenced by this

professional experience. He developed his signature writing style while working for Pravda,

>12 J. B. Harley, “Maps, Knowledge, and Power,” The Iconography of Landscape: Essays on the Symbolic
Representation, Design, and Use of Past Environments, Eds. Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1988), 277-312, 278.
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subsequently employing the abbreviated, realistic language characteristic of the press in his

- 513
dramatic works.

Pogodin identified himself first and foremost as an author within the
previously-discussed genre of ocherk, with the example of his 1929 play Tempo (Temp) as a
sketch: “I am a sketch artist [...] My play Tempo is dramatic sketch with all the features of a
sketch. [...] It is truth.””'* The documentary aesthetic was imperative to Pogodin, who tried to
write exclusively on his contemporary reality.

For Aristocrats, he supposedly based the character Sonia on a real-life female prisoner

5

named Pavlova, who had told the playwright her life story.”” Although this reportage style

represented a new development for Soviet theater, the content of Pogodin’s plays did not
necessarily break with traditional patterns®'®: “In terms of form,” writes Rudnitskii, “his first
plays were newspaper sketches conscientiously translated into theatrical language. And in terms

of content, they develop the classical tradition.””"’

The playwright’s early productions met with
much success; Tempo was staged more than one hundred times in two years, seen by
approximately 120,000 viewers, and greeted with many favorable newspaper reviews.’'®
Aristocrats was also well-received as a light-hearted comedy and was profitably staged at the

Realist Theater (Realisticheskii Teatr) in Moscow in 1935; it was declared the best play of the

1934/1935 theater season.””” It was adapted into a feature film directed by Evgenii Cherviakov,

°13 K. Rudnitskii, Portrety dramaturgov (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1961), 300.

214« ouepxucr. [...] «TeMI» — 9TO CLIEHMUECKHMII 0UEPK CO BCEMH OCOBEHHOCTSMH O4epKa... ITO — OdepK. 1O —
mpaenaa.» Rudnitskii, 298.

315 Nikolai Zaitsev, Nikolai Fedorovich Pogodin (Leningrad: Iskusstvo, 1958), 110. I was unable to locate this
individual biography in the GARF or RGALI archival files.

>1% This oppositional style/content divide has been apparent in many of the previously-discussed cultural narratives
concerning the Canal, and the disparity occurs in both prisoner and non-prisoner texts.

>17 «Co cTOpoHBI (POPMBI ET0 HEPBbIE MBECH GBUIH Fa3eTHHIMU OUEPKAMH, 10OPOCOBECTHO HEPEBEICHHBIMH Ha SA3bIK
CIIEHBI. A CO CTOPOHBI COZIEPKaHUS OHM Pa3BUBAJIN KilaccHyeckre Tpaauiun.» Rudnitskii, 319.

>® Efim Kholodov, P'esy i gody: Dramaturgiia Nikolaia Pogodina (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1967), 11.

19y, Zaleskii, “Sovetskaia p'esa,” Sovetskii teatr 1 (1935): 7.
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The Prisoners (Zakliuchennye, 1936), for which Pogodin wrote the screenplay and Sergei
Alymov composed the songs.”*

The film largely follows the plot of the play, although it ends differently; in the play, the
newly re-forged prisoners simply watch the first ship sailing through the Canal, whereas in the
film, the prisoners themselves are riding through the Canal, all cheerily conversing with one
another. This difference offers the viewer a collective moment similar to the white-clad,
sparking Soviet citizens marching through Red Square at the end of Ivan Pyr'ev’s Circus (Tsirk,
1936). Yet the individual prisoners are not yet a uniform mass; instead, we learn details of their
individuality, as when Sonia reveals a picture of her daughter, who is waiting for her mother
outside of prison.”*" The happy chattering of criminals and officials is followed by a close-up of
the swirling water in the lock, offering the viewer visual proof that their past lives have indeed
been drowned in the depths of the Canal. The film offers a visual representation of the power
dynamics at work at the camp site, and the triangulation of characters with portraits or busts that
seem to be guiding them—Iike the invisible Stalin or Gor'kii—are present throughout the film

(see Figures 4 and 5).

>2% Given the film’s similarity to Pogodin’s play, it will not be discussed in detail here nor in the Screen section, as
the work essentially follows the same story line as Aristocrats.

321 Although in this example a visual Figure—a photograph—plays a key role, The Prisoners often uses written
documents as important plot devices, despite belonging to a visual medium: Maksim Gor'kii writes a letter to the
official in charge of re-forging Sonia (a detail not in the play); the prisoners read aloud to one another from the
Perekovka newspaper; Margarita passes Kostia a note about her ignorance of his thieving life; Kostia displays a note
to his fellow prisoners that attests to his re-forging and honesty.

178



Figure 5: The film The Prisoners (Zakliuchennye).

In terms of content, Pogodin’s theatrical works addressed motifs central to the
Belomorkanal project, including industrial construction, time, and the re-birth of man. One
Pogodin scholar interprets five of the writer’s early plays—Tempo (Temp, 1929), Poem about the
Axe (Poema o topore, 1931) My Friend (Moi drug, 1932), After the Ball (Posle bala,1934), and
Aristocrats (Aristokraty, 1934)—as a “poem to the Five-Year Plan,” with each play representing

part of a five-voiced oratory’** in the name of Soviet industrialization.”* In most of these plays,

>22 Musical metaphors are not only appropriate for Pogodin’s body of work as a whole, but they are particularly
relevant to his play Aristocrats (see the ensuing discussion).
523 Kholodov, 4.
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the reconstruction of man is just as important as the building of industrial projects.’** The
ubiquitous Gor'kii was an early supporter of Pogodin’s career, and the supposed “father of
socialist realism” had much praise for the playwright upon reading a collection of his essays sent
to him in Sorrento: “What you are writing about is not simply the external transformation of the
old Russian way of life, not just trifles, but rather the profound re-birth of the old Russian
man...and this re-birth is achieved with a simply miraculous rapidity.”>>

The death of the old Russian subject and re-birth of the New Soviet Man (accompanied
by an emphasis on time) are arguably the most prominent, recurring themes in all of Pogodin’s
dramatic works—themes, of course, that are central to the Belomorkanal project. The topic of
subjectivity, therefore, and the dramatic creation of the newly re-forged subject, will be the main
focus of the present analysis of Aristocrats. This subjectivity is mere performance, just as the
characters themselves are acting on the stage. None of the re-forging narratives are particularly
believable, and some of the more recalcitrant characters in the play quite brazenly disparage the
notion of perekovka: “There’s nothing reforged or reformed about me and all this play-acting
isn’t worth a god-damn,” says the character known simply as the “tattooed woman”

(Tatuirovannaia); >*° see Figure 6 for her jarring visual representation in the film The Prisoners.

Although she may act as if she is reformed, she acknowledges that it is just a performance.

> Tbid, 77.

>¥ «To, 0 yeM BBl nuIIIeTe, HE IPOCTO BHENMICHUE H3MEHEHHS CTAPOr0 PYCCKOro ObITa, HE MENOYH, a [IIyboUauIIee
TIepepoXICHNE CTAPHHHOTO PYCCKOro yesoBeka... [lepepoxkaenne aTo copepmaercst ¢ ObICTPOTOMH MPOCTO
qynaecHOW.» Zaitsev, 10.

2% «Hu uepta 51 He TIEPEKOBAIACh M ILTIOKO HA BCE ITH JPaMbl uepes miedo.» Pogodin, 71. Wixley and Carr, 279.
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Figure 6: The character the “tattooed woman’ in the film The Prisoners (Zakliuchennye).

Before depicting the transformations of prisoners, Pogodin gives a colorful and comic
portrayal of life at the labor camp, focusing mainly on the criminal prisoners—even the sky is
described as “criminal” (vorovskoe) in the opening of the play—who sarcastically call
themselves “aristocrats.” BelBaltLag appears almost like a raucous playground, where vodka is
easily attainable, cocaine is longed for, card games are played in the name of love, thieves
recognize old friends from the criminal underworld (for example, the main characters Kostia and
Sonia), convicts plot escape, and people of all backgrounds—including religious figures like
priests and deacons—intermingle. Nevertheless, both criminal and political prisoners openly
acknowledge their disdain for the authorities. The thief Karas' (similar to the name of a real-life
prisoner who penned the biography discussed in Chapter Two) notes prophetically: “Ten years in
these parts! They don’t kill you outright, but instead offer a slow death over years.”>>’ The
engineer Sadovskii claims: “What, I a builder? I—an enthusiast! Vitia, it’s all padding, a sham,

connections, mimicry, my friend!””*® Finally, the Canal is “a whim of the new tyrants. A

527 o . . .
«JlecsaTs ner Ha Takoii cropone!.. He yonnum Te6st cpasy, a Ha rofa qanu JiuHHYI0 cMepTh.» Nikolai Pogodin,

Aristokraty, 5. Wixley and Carr, 180.
> 4 crpourens? S suTysmact? Burs, 5To TydTa, 5TO JMIA, 3TO 6J1AT, TO MEMHKPHS, IPYT Moii!» Pogodin, 28.
Wixley and Carr, 214.
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senseless gesture.””* The degree to which various prisoners collude with the authorities serves
as a major conflict, with both criminals and politicals disdaining their former friends either for
collaborating with officials or, on the opposite extreme, for not participating in the project
enthusiastically.

The main character, Kostia or the Captain, (Kapitan) is a well-known figure in the
criminal world and respected by the other prisoners for his daring and bravado. From packages
to cigarette cases to pens, he manages to steal numerous items right from under people’s noses in
absurdly comical episodes. Although he is the prisoner most resilient to re-forging, claiming that
he will never change, he ultimately swears allegiance to the Canal and hard labor. Sonia, the
female main character, accepts the role of worker sooner than Kostia, even if she is also at first
very skeptical of the phenomenon of re-forging. Their two journeys to becoming socialist

59530 as the

citizens form the foundation of the plot—*both people and the canal must be re-built,
play claims—while their transformations exemplify the importance of life-writing, the state as
substitute family, and the idea of put'.

Like with many of the conversions detailed in actual prisoner autobiographies, Sonia’s
re-forging is facilitated by dialogue with a camp official. At first, however, their conversations
are unconvincing, and Sonia remains one of the most vocal opponents of re-forging, her criticism
astute and inflammatory: “It’s all a lie [...] It’s a lie! Re-forging, remaking, education,
newspapers [...] Who are they fooling? A prison’s a prison!”>' Sonia partially attributes her

ability to discern mendacity to the fact that she grew up in an orphanage, an experience that

trained her how to be severe with the world. The official who helps her to re-forge herself, in

529
530
531

«bapckas 3ates. beccmbicnensiii xect,» Pogodin, 28. Wixley and Carr, 215.

«ITepexoBriBaTh HaO...l1 kaHan ctpouts Hago.» Pogodin, 15. Wixley and Carr, 194.

«Bce 710 10%5 [...] ITO — NOXKB! TlepexoBka, mepenenka, BOCOUTaHue, ra3ersl... Koro nmyraor? Tioppma —
3Ha4uT TIopbMa.» Pogodin, 20. Wixley and Carr, 202.
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turn, is re-cast in the role of the father—the nachal'nik asks specifically what Sonia’s father did
for a living and compares his father to hers; Tamara, another prisoner, then claims that the
official is a spitting image of her dead father as she bursts into tears.

Even if they are initially recalcitrant, the parentless status of the majority of the prisoner-
characters eventually makes all of them more susceptible to words of kindness or consideration
from authority figures intending to act as parental substitutes. In a later conversation, the official
asks Sonia to tell him her life story, including details of the robberies and murders she has
committed.””  Although Sonia compares him to a “gramophone” (grammofon),”> constantly
repeating that she needs to begin work even as she insists that she never will, she eventually
takes a first step in her transformation by agreeing not to drink vodka. Finally, she consents to
begin working and to end her criminal ways.

While Sonia’s re-forging is a process, occurring only after many discreet conversations
with the official, Kostia’s transformation is more sudden and therefore even less believable.
Kostia’s character also has a more slippery sense of selfthood, perhaps justifying his accelerated
route to perekovka; since he is accustomed to assuming different identities, his identity is
malleable and fluid and his “re-forged” persona can be adopted more easily than Sonia’s. During
his registration at the prison camp, Kostia makes apparent his many personalities: “About this
registration—Ilet’s see, what name was I tried under? Blium? Ovchinikov? My biography has
gotten all mixed up. What kind of questions are these? I’ll register myself under my father’s
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name. Kostia Dorokhov. In addition to the previous identities he had in the criminal world,

Kostia (who actually goes by the klichka “Captain”) adopts different personalities at the actual

232 Pogodin, 27.

> Tbid, 29.

>3 «3ammceiBaThes... [To Kakoii (amumuu Mens cyamwm? bmom? Opumnnkos? Bces Guorpadus neperyTanack.
Uro 3a Bompockl? 3ammmryck Ha Gammnuio cBoero nambl. Kocts Jlopoxos...» Pogodin, 10. Wixley and Carr, 186.
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camp site. He pretends to be an engineer, an aviator, and even an electrician in his hilarious
efforts to dupe fellow prisoners and officials into procuring items for him. Significantly, when
Kostia is eventually re-forged, he finally drops all assumed names and criminal sobriquets: “I ask
you to remember—my surname is Dorokhov, my name is Konstantin Konstantinovich. Criminal
nicknames are not to be used from this day on. Konstantin Konstantinovich.”*’

Other characters in the play also grapple with issues of their subjectivity, sometimes
finding it difficult to recognize their friends; the engineer Botkin hesitatingly says to Sadovskii,
“I’'m so sick, Sadovskii. I knew you, I still know you. No, it is you, Iurka [...] Dear old Iurka,
I’ve been living for half a year in emptiness. I don’t see anything before me, I don’t feel time.
It’s frightful to live like this.”>*® Botkin’s complete disorientation speaks to his presence in a
dystopian environment. Since there is no gradation of space and time is eternal, he finds it
difficult to recognize even some of his closest friends and colleagues.

Just as important as the transformation of the character-prisoners is the route to their re-

fashioning. One prisoner-turned-educator acknowledges that he has “passed through the school
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of prison, other characters refer to the “pathway to life, and the play ends with a
steamship plying the literal route of the newly-opened waterway, as the camp chief Gromov
acknowledges its metaphorical counterpart: ‘“Perhaps no one can understand this quite so well

and feel so deeply about it as we do, who have trodden the glorious path of the White Sea Canal
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31eck otnanatoT. (Jlumony) Koncrantua Koncrantunosnda.» Pogodin, 64. Wixley and Carr, 268.

336 «MHe Tak 6ompHO, CamoBckuid. S 3HaN Tebs, 3Har0. Her, aTo ThI, FOpka... Muisnii FOpka, s monroja KuBy B
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Carr, 215.
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3% Instead of the horizontally-oriented and more commonly used notions of

Construction.
putevka, put', and doroga (start, path, road), the society is likened by Kostia to a ladder, a
vertically-oriented metaphor:
The Chekists aren’t magicians. Before every man they simply set a ladder and
say “Climb it.” The higher you climb, the better life becomes. One rung gives
you better boots and clothes, another—better food. Then there is the shock-
brigade rung: when you get on that, you forget you’re in a prison camp and you’re
allowed to send for your wife. But there is still a higher rung, when your entire
ten-year sentence is cancelled and vanishes like a nightmare after a spree. [...] |
know one thing—a secret: if you climb to the very highest rung of the ladder and
for some reason or other drop down, that’ll really be a terrible fall!**’
Kostia's metaphor more accurately describes the social divisions at the camp site, and
there are other instances in which he astutely defines the administration’s ideological goals and
methods. After numerous attempts by educators to reform him, Kostia laments: “Again you have

1,°*! reflecting the interconnectedness between punishment and the

come to pick away at my sou
psyche as necessitated by the penal philosophy of perekovka.

While the transformational life story serves to strengthen the role of re-forging, the

physical act of writing often seems to undermine the validity of perekovka—demonstrating,

339 «HI/IKTO, MOXET 6I)ITI), HE IOMMET 3TOT'0 ¢ TAKUM BOJIHCHHUECM, KAaK MbI, ITpOIICAIINEe CIIaBHEIN IyThb

Benomopcrpos.» Pogodin, 88. Wixley and Carr, 304.
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«IToqauMmuTech.» YeM BhIIIE, TEM KpacuBee )KU3Hb. Ha 0[HOH cTyIeHbKe BBI IOJTydaeTe JydIiee
00OMYHIMpOBaHHE, IIOTOM IUTaHKE, TOTOM OBIBAET CTYIEHb yJapHOCTH, U BBl 3a0bIBacTE, YTO BBl CHIIUTE B Jlarepe,
BaM pa3pellaloT BHITUCHIBATH JKeHy. Ho ObIBaeT Takast BEICOKasl CTYNEHb, KOTJa BCE BAIIN JECATH JIET
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TIOI/IeTe 10 caMOM BBICOKOH CTYIEHH U 110 KaKOH-HUOY/b NPUYMHE CKOBBIPHETECH OTTY/Ia BHU3, YBEPSIO Bac, 3TO
Oyner o4deHb nevanbHoe canbTo.» Pogodin, 58-59. Wixley and Carr, 260-61.
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perhaps, that it is possible to perform, but not to document, subjectivity. Kostia steals
Sadovskii’s pen, making it impossible for the engineer to write down his crimes as a wrecker,
something he had tried to do several times but, as he claims, he “could never get it down on

paper straight.”>*

At the end of the play, Sadovskii promises Gromov a written list of his
crimes, and the administrator acknowledges the change in Sadovskii with the help of another
writing-related metaphor—that a “page” (stranitsa) in the engineer’s life had clearly been turned,
obviating the necessity for him to acknowledge his crimes in writing. In addition to Sadovksii’s
pen, Kostia is accused of stealing another, more modern writing instrument: a typewriter. The
supposed theft causes great controversy among the other prisoners, all of whom had finally
believed that Kostia was re-forged and had given up thieving. Even when writing does occur, it
is often portrayed as nonsense or a ruse; Sonia claims, “I can’t understand the rubbish they write
about in the newspapers” and Sonia and Kostia sign papers—before their re-forging—that they
will over-fulfill the plan, which they do not take seriously.’*

If subjectivity is the grandest performance in Aristocrats, music is the medium through
which the new utopian ideal of collective selthood can be expressed. At the end of Act Three,
Kostia claims he wants to sing a Hungarian Rhapsody about the marvelous night that had passed,
the work they had accomplished, and the potential for human love. The “former” Father
Bartholomew follows Kostia’s serenade with his musical ensemble’s performance of a foxtrot.
The dance for which Kostia asks is called Peter the Great (an appropriate choice, since this
famous Russian leader represents another empire-builder, reformer, and changer of geography in

the northwestern party of the country), and the camp dissolves in the merriment of music and

dance. When water rushes through the newly-constructed Canal at the end of the play, it is
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“singing through the locks, making it appear as if nature—Ilike the prisoners—is joyfully
musical in appreciation of being transformed by socialist labor.

Kostia, an accordion player, not only performs musically, but also uses music in his final,
grand metaphor about the magic of re-forging. Before relating song to the camp site itself, he
recalls a vivid childhood memory—reinforcing the crucial role of individual autobiography and
past experience—of seeing a Jewish boy play the violin in a concert hall as if it were his entire
purpose in life. Kostia then moves on to an analogy between this performance and his own that
he is about to give on the glories of the Canal:

The rhapsody isn’t finished yet, there are still a few notes to be struck, still a few
bars out of tune. The Bolsheviks know this very well. To go through the
conservatory of life is no easy job, especially for folks like us. Sonya, you’re not
pleased with my speech, I can see. Sonya, I can’t sing a Soviet serenade with a
cheap tune now. This serenade of mine has cost a great deal.”*

The musical metaphor is so apt because it sufficiently describes the unification of
many voices into one whole, a collective composed of many individual pieces. The camp
chief Gromov notes after Kostia’s speech, “Yes, comrades it’s true, our destinies have
become intermingled and in this intermingling of thousands of lives there is much that is

»346 The composition of the camp population is diverse: “Sluices, dykes, rocks,

touching.
dynamite, boulders, marshes, crooks, bandits, wreckers, kulaks, ministers of the

Provisional Government, colonels, pickpockets...thousands of them with spades and
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»347 and therefore some kind of

shovels and wheelbarrows and saws—Ilike a battle tonight,
aggregating force is required to bind everyone together in a type of human collage.
Pogodin’s play reiterates many of the tropes associated with the Canal’s
construction: war against nature, re-forging as pathway, autobiography as conversion
narrative, collage, and music. Although the play was certainly intended to be a positive
representation of the Canal project that would popularize its methods, the text actually
erodes the legitimacy of re-forging. None of the characters’ transformations are
plausible, and their earlier disdain for the regime is so forthright and repetitive that it
makes their spontaneous refashioning unbelievable. The play’s success was not because
of its adherence to the official party line, nor because of audience appreciation of the
lesson of re-forging, but for just the opposite reasons: renuinely funny and supremely

colorful, with a broad cast of criminal characters, the play found in those elements the

key to its popular success.

3.3 SCREEN

Aleksandr Lemberg’s Documentary Films

Although the aforementioned film The Prisoners might be the obvious choice for the Screen
section, this work will be set aside here for several reasons. First of all, the movie closely

follows the plot of the play from which it takes its screenplay. In addition, a shift from fictional

547
«11mr0351, TaMOBI, CKaJIbI, aMMOHAJTBL, BAJTYHBI, TUTBIBYHBI, )KYJTHKH, OAHUTHI, BPEIUTEIIH, KYJIaKd, MUHHACTPHI

BPEMEHHOT'O TIPABHUTEIILCTBA, ITOJKOBHHUKH, (papMa30HBL... TBICSYH C JIOTTATAMH, C TAUKaMH, C 3aIlajlaMi — IITYPMOBast
Houb.» Pogodin, 68. Wixley and Carr, 274.

188



to factual materials—here, a discussion of documentary film—will allow us to compare the two.
As discussed in Chapter Two, the line between fiction and reality is often blurred in texts
regarding the Belomorkanal, and supposedly factual media—Ilike photography or newspapers—
can be used in order to fabricate fantastical realities. Aleksandr Lemberg, whose documentary
films offer a different approach in narrating the Canal’s history, will be the focal point of the
Screen section.

Despite arguments for the non-reliability of the visual image,”*® documentary film offers
the most tangible “proof” thus far for the administration that the Canal was successfully
completed and the prisoners effectively re-forged. There is something altogether different—and
more powerful—about seeing the ideological tropes of the Canal played out visually, on the big
screen.

Lemberg was affiliated with official Party affairs long before he began his work
documenting the White Sea-Baltic Canal. He worked as a cameraman on the front lines during
World War I; in 1918-1922 he filmed Lenin, eventually becoming responsible for recording the
leader’s funeral; in 1919-1920 he worked as a filmmaker on agitational ships and trains
(agitparokhody and agitpoezdy).”® Tt is not surprising, therefore, that Lemberg would take up
the ideologically-charged task of recording one of the great achievements of the first Five-Year
Plan. In its ability to prompt the viewer to make particular associations, film as a medium

offered new potential for expressing propagandistic themes.

> “For all our reliance on Figures, we never quite believe in their revelations. Despite the privilege given to the
authority and presence of the Figure, it is, after all, just a Figure, a picture. It might be manipulated, biased in
perspective: it does not fully reveal the truth of what it claims to represent,” Introduction by Guerin and Hallas, The
Figure and the Witness: Trauma, Memory and Visual Culture, Eds. Frances Guerin and Roger Hallas (London:
Wallflower Press, 2007), 1-2.

** Tutkevich, 232.
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As Sergei Eizenshtein would argue, such manipulation of the audience was possible
mainly through montage. Rather than understanding film purely as a visual medium, Eizenshtein
combined shots—which he defined as hieroglyphs that became intelligible only within a
particular context—in order to stimulate the brain physiologically and make the viewer “feel”

550

cinema rather than simply see it. This stimulation is achieved through the combination of

drastically contrasting shots, with the “collision between two tendencies” ultimately intensifying

1 . . .
For Eizenshtein, therefore, cinema could never be reduced to

the viewer’s experience.”
individual shots; rather, it was their assembly and their context that made the medium. Film did
not just use montage as a technique; film was montage.

Montage, according to Eizenshtein, has the ability not just to create new realities but also
to act physically upon the viewer, since it “enhances perception from a melodically emotional
colouring to a direct physiological sensation,” shifting one into what Eizenstein would call the

“fourth dimension” of cinema.’>>

This fourth dimension is a type of alternate reality, a realm
that does not actually exist, and this radical re-conception of space mirrors the avant-garde
experimentation with photomontage as an exercise in creative geography. The discussions of
both photomontage and film montage—heated debates in the 1920s and early 1930s—allowed
artists to explore the possibility of creating realistic-looking fantasies. Early experimentation
with montage is likened by one scholar to a type of total vision or “panoptic,” in which a
universal eye akin to Dziga Vertov’s “cine-eye” is capable of capturing the entirety of space

simultaneously. Like the all-seeing panopticon of prison discussed in Chapter One, here the

“cine-eye sees everything inaccessible to the ordinary eye and is not bound by the old model of

%% Sergei Eisenstein, Selected Works, Vol. 1: Writings 1922-34, Ed. and trans. Richard Taylor (London and
Bloomington: BFI and Indiana UP, 1988), 185-86.

! Tbid, 190.

2 1bid, 191. Emphasis in original.
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perception. It allows the new society to free itself from the old canon of representation and to

shape a new one along with new body language and new living spaces.””>

The panoptic eye of
cinema, therefore, is adept at capturing the pre-determined reality of panoptic life in prison.
Keeping this theoretical explication of montage in mind, Lemberg’s films offer the
viewer stunning examples of the technique, and these instances will comprise the core of the
formal analysis undertaken here. In terms of content, it is necessary to highlight Lemberg’s
reiteration of two of the central tropes concerning the Canal’s construction—the war against
nature and the pathway to perekovka. Lemberg, in the end, strategically balances content and
form. The adeptness of montage for embracing contradictions permits him to present the
possibility of a theme transforming into its opposite—for example, the sleepy nature of Karelia
into an industrial powerhouse or the wayward criminals into honorable socialist citizens.
Lemberg’s 1934 film The White Sea-Baltic Waterway (Belomorsko-Baltiiskii Vodnyi
Put’) opens with dramatic, anxious music that eventually flows into a softer, more relaxed
melody. The music is mirrored by the succession of shots: first the viewer sees pictures of the
Karelian landscape, with intertitles acknowledging its imposing rock and deep forest, a landscape
covered with lakes and rivers and crashing waterfalls. Yet in a socialist country, as the film
informs us, such waters must be made ‘“navigable” (sudokhodnymi). In order to do so, prisoners
are brought to the work site beginning in 1931. There is no attempt made by the film to mask the
fact that the Canal was built with prison-labor or to make the criminals appear—at least
initially—as anything other than lawbreakers. The headshots of several prisoners are shown,

making note that the convicts have no education or training but multiple prison sentences.

Montage, with its facility for combining opposites, helps to document the miraculous

>3 Oksana Bulgakowa, “Spatial Figures in Soviet Cinema of the 1930s,” The Landscape of Stalinism: The Art and
Ideology of Soviet Space, Eds. Evgeny Dobrenko and Eric Naiman (Seattle: U Washington P), 53.
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transformation of the prisoners; first we see the original tools of their respective professions—
skeleton keys to break into homes, tools to break into safes, brass knuckles to ward off
enemies—but then we glimpse their substitutes: saws, shovels, and wheelbarrows. After seeing
the literal instruments of their transformation, we travel to the actual worksite, where prisoners
frantically use their new tools to cut down forests. The change in nature and change in man
occur side-by-side, and one would not be possible without the other.

Some tools in particular are highlighted, such as the “local Ford” (mestnyi ford), which
is essentially a horse pulling rocks on a cart, very far from the motorized vehicle that is its
namesake. No attempt is made to conceal the crude working conditions and homemade tools;
instead, these are highlighted almost as a source of pride, as these obstacles had to be overcome
in order to complete the construction. In addition, an intertitle makes clear that the locally-made
tools allow the camp to be self-sufficient; in difficult economic times, the camp does not need to
tax the resources of the plants and factories of the country. This assertion underscores the
assessment of the Belomorkanal as laboratory; instead of relying on outside sources, the camp
site produces its own, with inventions that are innovational only because of their very elementary
design. Shots of logs collected on the water (being readied for use in locks or makeshift roads)
and images of rocks that are piled up into dikes and dams allow the viewer to visualize vividly
how “nature’s riches” are being re-oriented in order to serve the purposes of man. This
reconfiguration is on an epic scale; a comparison is made with Egypt—until then, as the film
claims, this country supposedly had the largest water reservoir in the world, yet one that was two
times smaller than the one created at the Belomorkanal.

While the first half of the film concentrates on Karelia’s wild landscape and its

subsequent transformation, the second half focuses more on the cultural apparatuses at the camp
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site—simultaneously highlighting and making equivalent the change in nature with the change in
man. Alongside the picks and axes showcased in the beginning of the film, one of the “most
important machines” at the Belomorkanal is the printing press, which we see churning out issues
of Perekovka. The reading room is shown, with its sign listing its working hours as noon to five.
The portrayal of an agitational brigade is merry and animated, with its members grinning broadly
and playing guitars. They sport identical uniforms with kerchiefs akin to those that young
Pioneers would wear.

The brigade has not just a performative function, but also a pedagogical one; as a crude
animation demonstrates how a canal works (its locks filling up with water and raising a ship to
the next lock, etc.), the members of the performance group mimic the drawing, with different
members standing at different heights to represent the Canal and one member holding a drawing
of a boat on a stick that he moves through the human waterway. In this sequence, the prisoners
figuratively become the Canal-—a move that happens literally with the infamous claim that the
waterway is built on the bones of its workers. This is also an example of assemblage, a three-
dimensional art construction used to convey a singular message. In gathering together to form
the route of the Canal as well as the vessel traveling through it, the criminals not only lose their
individuality in the name of a collective, but they also subjugate themselves to the artistic
expression of an idea. Subjectivity is lost in the shared performance of the utopian dreamland of
the Belomorkanal.

In addition to the cultural endeavors at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, like the agitational
brigades and newspaper-reading, the cultural byt, or everyday life, is also portrayed. We see a
prisoner joyfully taking a bath in conditions that are surely ameliorated for the dissemination of

what is essentially a propaganda film; we even see a prisoner being examined by a doctor. The
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juxtaposition between the pair is jarring—the criminal prisoner, with his large tattoo of an eagle
on his chest revealed as he lifts his shirt, offers an odd contrast to the bespectacled physician in a
crisp white lab coat. As if the disparity were not already evident, the next shot shows an even
closer view of the prisoner’s large tattoo that spreads across his entire chest. The symbol of an
eagle in the language of criminal tattoos symbolizes authority within the thieves’ world as well
as freedom, sometimes denoting a past attempt at an escape.””

Both the change in nature and the change in man are underscored by a cyclical theme in
the film. The documentary follows the seasons of the year, highlighting the different challenges
faced in winter and spring. In several different shots, the film shows the prisoners walking down
a pathway as a group, either across a bridge or simply on a path to the worksite. These shots,
when intercut with other shots asserting the prisoners’ transformations and cultural
enlightenment, exemplify the idea that the criminals are now following a different path, the route
of perekovka.

The film ends on a musical note, with an orchestra playing as the laborers put the
finishing touches on the final lock. The lock chambers—all composed of precisely aligned wood
beams that look almost like graph paper on the screen—appear majestic and grand, especially
when seen in scale of the now Lilliputian people who walk on the floors of the rooms. As the
lock doors slowly close, the conscious use of montage throughout the film seems to have elicited
the desired emotional response; it seems unbelievable that the piles of rocks and logs, the furious
work with primitive tools, and the difficult landscape could actually have been transformed into

such a neatly articulated finished product.

% Lev Mil'ianenkov, Po tu storonu zakona: Entsiklopediia prestupnogo mira (Saint Petersburg: Damy i gospoda,
1992), 14, 183.
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Lemberg’s 1933 documentary film Belomorstroi Reports (Belomorstroi raportuet) offers
an even more dramatic example of the use of montage to facilitate specific viewer reactions. The
film opens with large explosions alternating with intertitles that demand “Listen, Party!” “Listen,
Karelia!” and, finally, “Listen, Union!” to the report from the Belomor construction. The large
explosions, each growing in magnitude, achieve visually what the intertitles demand textually:
our attention is seized. The re-forging of prisoners is highlighted immediately after the evidence
of the destruction of nature: “We will not only make the canal, but along with it re-forge the new
man in the crucible of creative work.”>> Similar to the previously discussed film, this assertion
of re-forging is followed with various shots of prisoners walking down pathways with the
question asked “who are they?” (kto oni?). The idea of put' or doroga is emphasized by the
sequence of shots: prisoners are shown walking from behind, from the side, walking down a path
along with men on horseback, walking with shovels. With a total of eight separate shots of
prisoners walking in different places, there is a sense of forward motion, of traveling, that is
instilled in the viewer from this montage of pedestrian performances. The notion of put’ is
emphasized throughout the film, in terms of industry as well as people: a conveyor belt
transporting rocks mirrors this forward motion, and several shots of railroad tracks are merged
with shots of water help to collapse the notion of a roadway for trains with a waterway for boats.

These eight shots are interspersed with scenic images of Karelia, here bringing the
transformation of nature and the transformation of man even closer together than in the previous
film. By employing Eisenstein-style montage and juxtaposing two opposites—the active
walking of men with the stillness of untouched nature—the two are inextricably linked while

also fomenting a particular emotional reaction in the viewer. Under the “firm direction” of the

335 «ME1 caaarM HE TOJIBKO kaHal...Ho BMecTe ¢ HUM NEPCKOBABLICTOCA B TOPHUJIC TBOPUCCKOI'O TpyJid HOBOI'O
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OGPU, this sleepy landscape is transformed and the White and Baltic Seas are connected; even if
nature is described as ‘“‘stubborn,” man “is even more stubborn.” The initial, peaceful shots of
the Karelian paysage are drastically contrasted with a subsequent series of men “working” on
nature: hammering away at rocks, frantically sawing down trees, and deftly wielding
jackhammers. Yet this film does not initially highlight individual prisoners in photographs as the
first film did; instead, it shows a group of criminals en masse dancing merrily around a toothless
accordion player. Although one of the prisoners is shown separately from the group as he
narrates how he was re-forged and will never return to his previous criminal life, the
administrative officials are the real focus of the film: Genrikh lagoda, Lazar' Kogan, lakov
Rapoport, Nefteli Frenkel', Nikolai Khrustalev, Matvei Berman, and Semen Firin are all featured
in separate shots acknowledging their particular contributions to the Canal project.

As head of the USSR, the most important official is Stalin himself, and this is the only
Lemberg film discussed here to include footage of the leader. The impetus to build a canal is
attributed to Stalin, and he is shown along with Voroshilov and Kirov making a voyage through
the Canal. Appropriately, a nautical metaphor is used to explain Stalin’s role in the project: “The
Captain of the country of Soviets leads us from victory to victory!” and “With a good captain the
ocean is not as frightening!”>>® This metaphor is very similar to others used to denote Stalin's
significance: just as he is the captain steering the vessel of the country, he is the driver of the
locomotive of history. The film ends, appropriately, with a close-up of Stalin followed by the
setting sun.

The last Lemberg film to be discussed here, Port of Five Seas (Port piati morei, 1932-

33), includes many of the themes already discussed: the battle against nature, the re-forging of
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criminals, the role of officials and prisoners, the importance of culture, and the difficulty of the
project. What is different about this film is that its intertitles are entirely in French, suggesting
that the film was produced for a foreign audience. It is necessary, therefore, to analyze how the
propaganda created for export might vary from that distributed within the Soviet Union.
Although the same key ideological tropes concerning the Canal remain, there is a major
difference in this film, namely a predilection for documenting facts and figures regarding the
construction project. Although some figures are mentioned in the other films, this really only
occurs once in Belomorstroi Reports, where a list of the number of locks, dams, and dikes is
included. Port of Five Seas, however, is like a veritable statistics report: 83,000 kilometers of
railroad; 8,000 illiterate prisoners learn to read; 6,000 nearly illiterate prisoners receive an
education; 15,000 prisoners finish advanced courses; 4,000 prisoners receive a technical
education; 75 kilometers of rock is destroyed; 1,000,000 cubic meters of wood are claimed; 118
“works of art” (ouvrages d’art) are created (including 19 locks, 15 dams, 40 dikes, and 32
channels). The film’s predilection for detailing specific numbers speaks to the necessity to offer
concrete and precise documentary proof of the achievements made in the Soviet Union.
Alongside this fixation on facts, there is also an emphasis on the concrete image of the
map, as was discussed in the first section of this chapter. The film opens with a spinning globe
with USSR written across it—reminiscent of the beginning of Ivan Pyr'ev’s wildly popular
musical Circus (Tsirk, 1936)—followed by a map where the cities of Stalingrad, DnieproGES,
Magnitogorsk, Gor'kii, Khilingorsk, Cheliabinsk, Kuznetsk, Moscow, Volkhov, appear; they are
then followed by the appearance of railroad tracks drawn on the map, with animated trains
moving around to connect all the cities. While this first map is meant to document the

achievements of the first Five-Year Plan, an additional map notes the projections of the second:
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The Belomor Plant, The Palace of Soviets, Bobriki, Lugansk, Solikansk, and Sverdlovsk. A
third map denotes important cities in Russia: Rostov-on-Don, Odessa, Moscow, Leningrad, and
Arkhangel'sk.

Finally, yet another map indicates bodies of water: the Black, Caspian, Baltic, White, and
Azov Seas, with animated lines that link them all to Moscow, followed by a close-up on a map of
the Karelia region. This film, unlike the previous two, strides into the future; it does not end
with the construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal, but rather asserts that in 1935 Moscow will
be the port of five seas.”’ This accomplishment seems even greater than the feat of just one
canal—this is a radical re-drawing of the map in light of the projects completed during the first
and second Five-Year Plans. This more grandiose message—one that must be buttressed with
statistical numbers and visual diagrams—is precisely what would be deemed the most
appropriate for export, so as to maximize the sense of achievement and pride that the Soviet

Union is attempting to portray.

The three sections in this chapter, Sketch, Stage, and Screen, help to illuminate key
aspects of the impossible attempt to stage a performance of subjectivity in the utopian laboratory
of the Belomorkanal. Sketch addresses the fantastical landscape of Stalinism through the
exploration of travel guides as narratives; Stage incorporates these themes to see how they were
performed but not necessarily believed; Screen demonstrates how montage was used to showcase

a particular reality for the purposes of propaganda both in the Soviet Union and abroad. These

7 Like the slogans of “five in four” for the first Five-Year Plan and “quickly and cheaply” for the construction of
the White Sea-Baltic Canal, the idea of Moscow being the “port of five seas” was a particularly contagious
catchphrase. In my interview with Tedor Shumovskii, a prisoner who worked in the forests of the Canal, he
mentioned the phrase numerous times as the ultimate goal of the project, imagining the larger, loftier goal of the
administration rather than limiting his commentary to only a discussion of the Belomorkanal.
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three categories intersect, all drawing from one another as they stake their claims and make their
assertions. Similar to the complementary categories of Press and Performance, which allow for
the category of Page, where the ideals of the documentary aesthetic and criminal world can be
performed as a type of pseudo-subjectivity, so does the combination of the magical landscape of
Sketch and the performance of perekovka in Stage permit the more general collapsing of
opposites in Screen. In both instances, the impossibility of realization and the presence of the
absurd become apparent.

Part of the incongruity of the Canal experience stems from the gesture to assemble a
multitude of disparate parts into a collective whole: criminals and intellectuals work alongside
one another; physical labor and creative effort mirror each other; visual and textual narratives
echo each other. In the grand design of the Canal, wood meets water, the landscape is changed,
and the various pieces of locks, dams and dikes are combined together to form a singular
waterway.

Yet just as the collection of separate navigational features failed—the Canal was barely
used, since it was too shallow for anything but barges and tourist ships—so did the collective
message of perekovka, of utopian subjectivity and the individual biographies, artworks, and

efforts that were subsumed to the collective.>>®

If we understand the Belomorkanal as a utopian
laboratory, the construction’s completion, ironically, actually served only to mark finally its

unfeasibility: “The victory of a utopia means its death, since in victory the modal status of the

utopian vision is transcended [...] The battle of the utopias is thus a battle for self-

>>% Nevertheless, perekovka arguably did work to at least a certain extent, and the fact that cultural narratives
regarding its existence still survive to this today underscores the persistence of the concept despite its potential
failure.
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annihilation.””> Inherent in all of these texts, therefore, was the promise of their own violent

- 560
destruction.

>>% Evgeny Dobrenko, Aesthetics of Alienation: Reassessment of Early Soviet Cultural Theories, Trans. Jesse M.
Savage (Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP, 2005), 109.

>% The History of the Construction, although re-printed in 1988, was banned three years after its initial publication,
with existing copies either destroyed or hidden away in secret libraries. The copies that did survive were often
marred or physically altered; an original copy I saw in the Gulag Museum in Moscow had Averbakh’s name
scratched out as an editor on the title page, most likely due to the writer’s fall from grace. Nikolai Pogodin’s play is
no longer performed in Russia and its filmic equivalent barely exists in Russian film histories. Lemberg’s films can
only be seen in the Krasnogorsk archive, where they do not even have records of the films’ distribution.
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4.0 CONTEMPORARY TRACES AND POPULAR CULTURE

We’ll remain as a trampled cigarette butt, as spittle,

In the shade under a bench, where the corner won’t let light play,
And counting the days, we’ll compress in embrace

With the dirt, into humus, sludge, a cultural stratum.

—Tosif Brodskii™'

...We have a history, and we are not going to argue if it is good or bad—

it is our past and we must know it. Otherwise what type of people are we—

without a past, and so, without a future?

—Publissﬁleer, from re-print of the History of the Construction of Stalin’s White Baltic Sea
Canal

At the 2009 National Convention for the American Association for the Advancement of Slavic
Studies (AAASS), a panel of scholars gathered to discuss the Soviet past as “traumatic object of
contemporary Russian culture.” In the course of this discussion, one of the panelists countered
the notion—often levied upon Russians by a patronizing West—that Russia needed to “face” its
history and come to terms with its past, that it had not fully recognized the sins of the Stalinist

»563

era and needed to do so before it could “move forward.’ This is a common enough statement,

and one that may not seem all that surprising or misguided. Yet the tenacious insistence on

361 «MeI ocTaHEMCS CMSITBIM OKYpPKOM, IUIeBKOM, B TeHH / [lon ckamel, Kyzia yrojl IpOHUKHYTh Jydy He gact, / U

CJIeKUMCS B OOHUMKY C TPsI3bI0, CUnTas AHH, / B eperHoii, B ocagok, B KyJbTYPHBIH IUIACT.)»

262 «...Y Hac ecTb IpONLIOE, ¥ He GYIEM CIIOPHTE, IUIOXOE OHO HIIA XOPOIIEE 3TO — HALIE IPOILIOE H MBI JOJKHBI
ero 3HaTh. lHaye 4TO MBI 32 HapoA — Oe3 MPOIUIOro, a 3HAYMT, 1 Oe3 Oyaymero?» From the epigraph of the 1998
re-printing of Belomorsko-Baltiiskii kanal imeni Stalina: Istoriia stroitel'stva.

°%3 The refutation of this point was asserted by Andrey Shcherbenok during the closing discussion of the panel.
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witness and repentance, as some of the panelists argued, misses the point. Russia is facing its
history. At an accelerating speed, the country is publishing histories, memoirs, diaries, letters; it
is producing historical films and television programs; it is releasing archival documents and
making radio shows; it is organizing retrospective exhibits and interview programs. If anything,
there is almost an obsession with the Stalinist past by virtue of what is sold in stores and
available as programming. These cultural sources, however, tend to follow a certain pattern. At
Dom knigi, you can find shelves upon shelves of books on World War II battles, but fewer on the
infamous history of Magadan; there are numerous options for criminal encyclopedias as well as
prisoner memoirs, but there are virtually no offerings about day-to-day life in the Gulag. Yet
despite the resources that are now available in Russia, political discussions and historical debates
regarding responsibility do not form a part of society’s dialogue; there is no assignment of guilt
for the crimes of the past.

Nevertheless, the problem is not that Russia is not facing its past—it is simply not facing
it in a way that can be rationally explained. The end result is a deeply conflicted attitude towards
Stalinism, with an inextricable mixture of pride and shame allowing former Soviet citizens to
praise and denigrate the former regime within the same sentence.’® Despite the fact that the vast
majority of Russians are aware of Stalinist repression and the extent of the brutality of the
Terror, many choose to remember the period during Stalin’s rule as more optimistic, well-

565

ordered, and friendly. While this may seem illogical to outside observers, it is difficult—

precisely as an outsider—to put oneself in the position of having lived through the experience of

%% For examples and analyses of this dual practice, see Dina Khapaeva’s extensive research on the subject,
including: “Historical Memory in Post-Soviet Gothic Society,” Social Research 76 (Spring 2009): 359-94 and
Goticheskoe obshchestvo: morfologiia koshmara (Moscow: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2007).

°% Khapaeva, “Historical Memory,” 360.
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the Soviet Union and its decades of propaganda. Some scholars speculate that this historical
amnesia may be the emotional and psychological result of trauma, with the severity of repression
so grim that most choose to repress memories of the Gulag and the purges altogether.”®® The
focus here, however, will be on not the psychological repercussions of trauma but rather the
reproducibility and ubiquity of Stalinist-era symbols in contemporary Russian culture; their
presence facilitates a different type of discussion regarding the Soviet legacy.

It is necessary, however, to bear in mind the particularly conflicted attitude towards the
Stalinist past while beginning an analysis of contemporary cultural artifacts related to the Canal.
On the one hand, if we understand the legacy of the Gulag as a traumatic one, then it is perhaps
surprising that such cultural artifacts exist at all—it is precisely the inability of articulation that
creates the traumatic object. A traumatic event, therefore, is inherently paradoxical because it
both demands urgent representation and yet shatters all frames of comprehension and
reference.’® On the other hand, this difficulty in representation might be precisely what lends
these contemporary cultural products their particular features, allowing for the repetition of
graphic images—such as the Belomorkanal brand logo—that are more easily digestible and
readily reproduced. Although interpretations of these materials may vary, what is certain is that
there is a plethora of texts and objects related to the White Sea-Baltic Canal. One could be
reminded of its existence every day in contemporary Russia, given the wide availability of
commercial products that are named in its honor. It is not so much Russia’s non-confrontation of

its past that is at stake, but rather the manner in which it is confronted; it seems much more

2% Mark Lipovetskii and Aleksandr Etkind, “Vozvrashchenie triton: Sovetskaia katastrofa i postsovetskii roman,”
Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie 94 (2008): 174-206, 176-77; Dina Khapaeva, Goticheskoe obshchestvo: morfologiia
koshmara (Moscow: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2007), 81.

7 Frances Gurein and Roger Hallas, eds., Figure and the Witness, 3.
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bizarre and inappropriate to have cigarettes named after an infamous Gulag camp than to have a
memorial erected in its memory.

Just as the texts from the time of the Canal’s construction are diverse in format, style, and
form, so do the cultural narratives under discussion in this chapter embrace a multifarious set of
approaches, perhaps even more diverse in quality: from collages to rock bands, from painting to
poetry, from films to cigarette packaging—it seems that there is practically no corner of culture
that is safe from infiltration by the project’s legacy. Not only does this disparate and diverse
second life of the Canal’s thematic keep its story alive—in however unorthodox of a format—but
it also indicates that the historical understanding of the Canal’s reputation is still being
contemplated, just as contemporary Russian society also grapples with finding the most

appropriate attitude towards the Stalinist past.’®®

Given the complexity of historical memory
regarding what is both a deadly Gulag project and an “achievement” of the first Five-Year Plan,
the works discussed here neither accept the Belomor project’s philosophical claims nor entirely
disregard them. Instead, they reanimate prominent themes regarding the White Sea-Baltic
Canal—such as the war against nature, perekovka, subjectivity, and utopia—in a novel way,
often using a piecemeal or collage-style format. Despite certain similarities with their
predecessors, the contemporary cultural products under discussion here make two important
moves that are directly related to each other: they reclaim the collective as a traumatized body,

and they infuse their works with a violent physicality that outstrips all previous, comparable

examples from texts regarding the White Sea-Baltic Canal.

%% The search for a “usable” past continues to be of prime importance to contemporary Russian historians and
politicians. For an interesting discussion of the recent attempt to normalize the Soviet past, see Khapaeva,
“Historical Memory,” 361.
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4.1 THE POETRY OF SERGEI STRATANOVSKII

Sergei Stratanovskii—a poet, critic, and bibliographer at the National Library in St. Petersburg—
never spent any time in the Gulag yet became fascinated by the topic of Stalin’s White Sea-
Baltic Canal.’® Rather than lived experience, his attraction stems from an interaction with

cultural texts, which Stratanovskii (see Figure 7) claims as the source of his inspiration: the

Figure 7: Sergei Stratanovskii. Photograph by author.

chapter on the Belomorkanal in Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago and the
philosophical writings of BelBaltLag prisoner Aleksandr Meier. Stratanovskii notes the

incongruity of the Belomorkanal event in terms similar to those in the opening argument of this

°% Interview with author conducted at the St. Petersburg branch of the MEMORIAL human rights organization, 7
February 2007.
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chapter; there is a disconnect between the propaganda advertising the Canal and the reality of its
mass death. Nevertheless, as Stratanovskii notes, both are true—the Canal is completed in
record time, yet it is a dark moment in Soviet history.

Iurii Serov, a representative of the documentary film studio Lennauchfil'm, made a
similar comment regarding the paradoxicality of the Belomorkanal after we watched a
documentary film about its history. Serov acknowledged that the topic of the Belomorkanal is so
complicated because, unlike the film we had just seen, it was not a black and white matter. On
the one hand, many people died at the Canal and it was a major catastrophe; on the other,
according to Serov, it accomplished what it set out to do—it created a Canal and allowed some
people to re-create themselves and be proud of their work.””® Although coming to terms with
this anomaly is difficult, it is also a perfectly appropriate summation of Stalinist culture, and the
Belomorkanal again serves as an apt case study for Stalinist culture as a whole, distilling
contemporary Russian society’s attitude towards the Soviet past. This conflicted attitude is one
reason, perhaps, for what Stratanovskii would claim is the present-day indifference to the evils of
the Gulag; people smoke Belomorkanal cigarettes without thinking about the potential
implications, and many people harbor nostalgia for the Soviet period as an innate part of their
consciousness.”’ Despite the current flood of information and memoirs in Russia, Stratanovskii
claims that people actually knew more about the Gulag during its existence than they do today;
although historical information is now more widely available, contemporary youth is simply not
interested in exploring these resources.

Stratanovskii’s poetic work about the Belomorkanal, “Waterway” (Gidroarteriia, 1985-

1993), is written in the form of an oratorio composed of eleven titled sections, with each section

370 Brom an interview with author, 8 March 2007, Lennauchfil'm studios, St. Petersburg.
>l From an interview with author. 8 February 2007, MEMORIAL Human Rights Society, St. Petersburg.

206



representing a different voice or group of the Canal’s prisoner population.®’?

The emphasis on
aurality is evident, linking it with many of the works discussed in Chapter Two. The first section
immediately captures the overall vocality of the poem, titled “The Chorus of Prisoners” (Khor
zakliuchennykh), in which the convicts are immediately described as “outcasts” (otverzhentsy) on
the Soviet land. Here, the notion of a collective body is still present, but it has been redefined;
the prisoners acknowledge their identity as slaves and refuse. As in earlier texts, the diversity of
the prison population is acknowledged—they are “priests, murderers, thieves” (popy, ubiitsy,
vory)—while simultaneously being turned into an indistinguishable mass—they are simply a
“collection of voices” (sobor golosov). Like the orchestras, songs, and dramatic productions that
came before this poem, there is a musical performance of identity, but here the chorus demands
rather than entertains. Relying on aural participation, the poem cries out “listen, listen to us,

listen to us through the shaldovvs,”573

in a plea that mirrors yet subverts the opening of Lemberg’s
documentary film Belomorstroi Reports (see the third section of Chapter Three), which also
demands, “Listen!” repeatedly. Even if this ragtag crowd of prisoners may be lonely, lost, and
poor, as the poem describes them, there is an element of strength in their collective misery and
desire to be heard.

Just as the notion of the collective is infused with a raw physicality informed by the
prisoners’ recognition of themselves as slaves, so does the motif of put', or pathway, introduce an
element of violence. Both the Tsar’s Road (in reference to Peter the Great’s overland haul of
ships; see Chapter One) and the Canal itself are figured as a road of bones, with the prisoners

59574

acknowledging themselves as such: “My — doroga kostei. The title of the poem,

372 Sergei Stratanovskii, “Gidroarteriia,” Zvezda 2 (1994): 75-77.
>3 «Cnymaiite, cymaiire Hac / Ciymaiite Hac yepes ThMEL» Stratanovskii, 75.
37 «“We are aroad of bones,” Stratanovskii, 77.
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“Gidroarteriia,” literally means a hydro-artery, naming the work with a reference to the human
body. A waterway is a path that connects larger bodies of water and institutions with one
another, just as the veins and arteries of the human body connect to organs in order to allow them
to function. The fact that the human bodies have literally become part of the natural landscape
makes the leap from industrial construction project to human organic matter less drastic; the
physicality of flesh and the materiality of industry have become inseparable.

Subjectivity is a prominent theme in the poem, and the seemingly endless attempts for the
masses to define themselves borders on obsessive; “We are outcasts of the Soviet land,” “We are
a chorus of voices,” “We are free refuse,” “We are an inkblot in history,” “We are a road of
bones,” “We are canal army members,” “We are soldiers,” “We were wreckers,” “We will be

victors.”"

The definition is dependent on the theme of the stanza; the first seven classifications
come from the first and last verses, both titled “The Chorus of Prisoners” (Khor zakliuchennykh)
and the last two—rather different—definitions of selfhood come from the section titled simply
“Engineer” (Inzhener). These self-identifications attest to the need for everyone associated with
the Canal project to define themself as well as his or her relationship to work, and the need for a
repetitive assertion of selfhood becomes urgent in light of the collectivizing and homogenizing
effect of the Stalinist labor camps. The demarcation of subjectivity reaches a feverish pitch—
with the help of word play—in the final verse of the oratory that is titled identically to the first
(“Chorus of Prisoners”):

Listen to us—it’s us

Listen, listen to us

575 o
«OTBep)KeHHBI 3emut / COBETCKOM — MBI; MBI — CO60p T'OJIOCOB; ME1 — OecruiaTHOE 6BI,I[J'IO; Mz B HUCTOpUH —

KIIICKA; MBI — JIOpora KOCTei; MBI KaHAII0apMEHIIBI, COoNaThl; beutn MeI — Bpeautenu / Bynem — mobemuternu,»
Stratanovskii, 75-77.
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We are from a hole, from shadows
We speak from the depths of the earth
We are canal-armymen, soldiers ...
It’s not us, not slaves

You are not slaves, and neither are we
Slaves are muter than fish

And we, as a reward—have gralves576

The wordplay of my, vy, raby, and ryby cannot be captured in the English translation; the
rhyming of these words plays with the negligible differences between “us” and “you,” between
“slaves” and “fish.” Despite the earlier classification of self according to profession or social
status—for example, engineer or non-political prisoner—here there is a sense of collectivity; all
of them are prisoners and ultimately face the same fate.

In an analysis of subjectivity in the poem, it is necessary to contrast the (much more
common) use of the pronoun “we” with the examples of the individualized pronoun “I,” the latter
occurring most frequently in the stanza entitled “Kulak™ (Raskulachennyi). Kulaks were the
largest portion of the Belomorkanal’s prisoner population, and in this verse the reader glimpses
their tragic fate; the “rapists of the earth” (nasil'niki zemli) come to seize the peasants’ livestock,
confiscate their bread, devastate their homes, and divide their household belongings. Given that

kulaks were defined as wealthy, landowning peasants, it is perhaps not surprising that here the

276 «Cnymaiite Hac — 310 Mbl / Citymaiite, ciymaiite Hac / Mbl n3 nposaiia, u3 TeMbI / M3 ocie aeit 3emin

roBopuM / MBI — KaHAIOAPMEHIIBI, CONIATHI [...] DTO HEe MBI, He padbl / Bel — He palbl, a He MbI / PRIOBI HeMee paObl
/ MBI, a B Harpafdy — rpo0ObL.» Stratavnovskii, 77. Interestingly, nearly this exact phrasing (my ne raby, raby ne my)
appears in a propagandistic documentary film on Solovki, as a teacher writes the words on a blackboard in what
looks like a classroom. This demonstrates how contemporary works draw from official, ideological ones to create
cultural commentary.
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individualistic “I” takes precedence over the collective “we,” and that the definition of the self is
cruel and harsh:

And since then I am a slave

And God will not give me even

A crude grave

When he finds out that I'm dead

I am a Belomorkanal zek™”’

Although not translatable into English because there is no equivalent, the verb chosen
for “die” in the above passage (dokhnut') is used primarily for animals, underscoring the status
of the prisoners as mere expendable livestock. Unapologetic identifications of the self occur in
the opening and closing lines of the stanza: “I am a slave” and “I am a zek” (zek a word for a
Gulag prisoner that comes from the abbreviation z/k for zakliuchennyi). However grim the
context, these bold declarations of individuality modestly reclaim some type of identity in the
name of the lost masses, even if the collective body remains the central focus.

While some of the stanzas have an individual personality at their head: “poet,”

99 <¢

philosopher,

29 <<

“historian, engineer,” “Chekist,” others denote a collective group: “Chorus of

2

Prisoners” and “Chorus of Non-Political Prisoners.” The collective body that is here formed is
much more misshapen and haphazard than its predecessors, and the group ultimately does not
sing in a unified voice. Stratanovskii is hesitant, as many writers are, to offer any clear meaning
behind the symbols in his poem, preferring instead for readers to draw their own conclusions.

Yet when I insisted on asking him about the role of the chorus—what I take to be the most

important aspect of the poem and also what relates most directly to the present research—he

>« ¢ Toii Iopkl — 51 — pab / Y maxe rpy6siit rpo6 / Mue He noxaput Bor / Korpa y3maer: ciox / 5 6enomopckuit

39K.» Stratanovskii, 77.
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offered that the chorus represents a “general consciousness” (obshchee soznanie) of the people.
The “chorus” of prisoners and ‘“chorus” of non-political prisoners, as well as the definition of the
poem as an oratory, bind it to musical and performative motifs.

The dramatic transmogrification of nature is an important theme in the poem, and it is
often related to historical legacy and utopian/dystopian characteristics. Stratanovskii chooses
Faust as a vehicle to explicate this change in nature. It is an appropriate selection for a multitude
of reasons: the desire to re-shape nature according to man’s will in Goethe’s Faust parallels the
efforts at the Canal; Faust is mentioned in numerous other works regarding the Canal (ones both

578
and

contemporaneous with the Canal’s construction and those that come afterwards);
Stratanovskii claims that the philosopher Meier’s work on Faust is one of his original
inspirations for writing the poem. Goethe’s Faust is a rich summation of the issues connected
with the Belomorkanal project, including the desire to organize and control the world by
understanding it; the role of aesthetic production in redemption; the innate human desire to
strive; the significance of the deed; and the creation of new man (with the homunculus
symbolically paralleling the idea of re-forging).””

Yet perhaps the most direct connection comes in the second part of Faust, with the failed

attempt at building a system of dikes. Part II, which is much more historical, action-oriented,

>7® The connection of Faust with various personalities involved in the White Sea-Baltic Canal is deep and complex.
Gor'kii himself expressed a desire to write a version of Faust in 1906-07; see Nina Berberova, Moura: The
Dangerous Life of Baroness Budberg (NY: NYRB, 1998), 96. Vera Inber, one of the authors of the History of the
Construction, writes quotations from Goethe in her diary in 1933, just at the time she would be participating in the
Canal project. The philosopher and Belomorkanal prisoner Aleksandr Meier, as already noted, writes at length
about Faust. Lev Losev also mentions Faust (Zhizn' 312).

> The homunculus is created in a laboratory from liquid vapors from the sea, offering more connections with the
present research. Alchemy, the premiere science of the eighteenth century, held promise of discovering new
formulas and creating new chemical experiments. The idea of re-forging, or the smelting of metals, is itself a type
of chemical process. There is, however, a key difference between the homunculus and the re-forged prisoner; the
former is all mind and spirit in search of a body, whereas the latter is privileged precisely because of the physical
body’s ability to produce labor, with the thinking mind downplayed.

211



and focused on the communal, is an apt landscape for thematics related to the White Sea-Baltic
Canal to emerge. Faust’s blinding at the end of Part II is metaphorical; he believes that the
construction project—a reclamation of land from the sea—is being built for him, but in reality it
is his own grave, just as the prisoners at BelBaltLag are essentially constructing a “road of
bones.” Even though Faust will find out that “the only way for modern man to transform
himself...is by radically transforming the whole physical and social world he lives in,” such

efforts and the “great developments he initiates—intellectual, moral, economic, social—turn out

580
to exact great human costs.”

It is not surprising, therefore, that specifically the trope of war against nature would be
particularly highlighted in the two stanzas titled “A Chekist by the Name of Faust” (Chekist po
familii Faustov). In the first of these two stanzas, an introductory sentence informs the reader

that the Belomorkanal is “not just the construction of a large waterway—it is the beginning of

59581

the great task of re-imagining nature. Alongside this re-creation of nature, man will be re-

582
d.

create The Chekist arrogantly claims they will become masters of the natural environment:

they will flood the rivers, make the birds unnecessary, and tame nature like a “beast in a cage”

583

(kak zveria v kletku)™™" in the name of the Five-Year Plan. In a parallel that the poem makes with

the orthographic reforms of the Russian Revolution, the animals will be abolished like the letter

(13 19

iat"” While the poem employs the same kind of terminology used in other cultural texts

regarding the Canal, here the end result is clearly a dystopian, rather than utopian, vision.

380 Marshall Berman, “Faust as Developer,” Faust, Trans. Walter Arndt, Ed., Cyrus Hamlin (New York: Norton,
2001), 717.

B Oro ne MIPOCTO CTPOUTEITHCTBO OOJBIIIOTO ITYTH — ATO HAYAJIO BEIUKOTO JIelia IPpeoOpa30BaHuUs IPUPOIBL.»»
Stratanovskii, 76.

>82 Ibid.

>%3 Ibid.
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The philosopher Meier, who served as an inspiration for Stratanovskii and was an
important Faust critic, himself worked as a hydro-technical specialist at the Belomorkanal. He
was able to hold this favorable occupation after completing special courses at the camp site, and
his prison experience was similar to that of other intelligentsia members discussed here; he
continued to work on his own intellectual projects while in prison, was released early, and
subsequently worked on the Moscow-Volga Canal as a free citizen. Meier wrote very actively in
the 1930s, and he called this period a “summing up” (vremia podvedeniia itogov) of his work.
Some of his most intimate works, including Victim (Zhertva) and Three Sources (Tri istoka)
were written in Medvezh'ia Gora, the capital of the Belomorkanal construction.’™*

In a section entitled “Observations on the Sense of Mystery” (Zametki o smysle misterii)
from Victim, Meier discusses the interconnections among myth, rhythm, and secrets: “The

585
727 and

rhythmic, symbolic word, that is the myth, is in and of itself a pathway to the absolute,
he goes on to argue that the word has not only a musical rhythm but also a rhythm related to
sense. It is significant that the idea of rhythm plays such a central role in Meier’s philosophical
extrapolations specifically during the time when he is living at BelBaltLag, and it offers another
example consistent with the auditory motifs that have been discussed thus far. Perhaps even
more directly related to the White Sea-Baltic Canal, however, is his commentary on water, which
also brings to mind Faust’s homunculus:

The beginning of life is a wet beginning, everything living comes out of moisture,

the carrier of the seed hides itself in the form of living existence, is moisture,

fertilizing strength, without which the earth would be dry and fruitless, moisture

384 Aleksandr Meier, F ilosoficheskie sochinenia (Paris: La Presse Libre, 1982), 20.
585 «PurmMudeckoe, CHMBOIHITYECKOE CIIOBE, T.€. MU}, €CTh caMo 10 ceOe ITyTh K aOCOomoTHOMY.» Meier, 141.
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at the same time resuscitates, makes fresh, rouses what has fallen, is tired or
dying.”®°
Meier cites another liquid—blood—as the key to life, and notes that a “rhythmic flood”

(ritmicheskii potok) can actually weaken the spirit.”®’

Just as there is a raw physicality apparent
in Stratanovskii’s verse, so does it exist in Meier’s philosophical writings from the time period of
the Canal’s construction. During a project in which death and suffering was an everyday
affair—with the landscape itself as a mass grave—this physicality seems appropriate, and it is an
often explored motif by contemporary artists working with the legacy of the White Sea-Baltic
Canal.

Alina Mal'tseva, another St. Petersburg poet, also chooses Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic
Canal as a subject for her verse.”™ Her “Poem about the Belomorkanal” (Poema o
Belomorkanale, 1995) begins with a mystical, rather than physical, part of the body: “The
northern part of my soul / Whispers to me: ‘Soon you will write / About freedom...””® Similar
to Stratanovskii, the prisoners are related to mute fish, carcasses that have become imbedded in
the landscape. There is a “crimson abyss” above the Canal that “throws thunder,” perhaps in an
attempt at revenge.””° The depths of the new waters are “paved with bones” as well as stones.””!

There is a schizophrenic musicality in the poem, with the moans of prisoners juxtaposed with the

sounds of the orchestra. Mal'tseva’s work, therefore, continues some of the efforts made by

386 «)KI/IHKOG Ha4aJIO €CTh HA4YaJIO JXU3HU, U3 BJIAI'M UCXOAUT BCC )KMBOC, BJIar'd — HOCUTCJIb CEMCHU, KOTOPOC

packpbIBaet ceds B (hopMe KHUBOT'O CYIIECTBA, Bllara — OIIO0TOBEPSIONIas CHila, 63 KOTOPOH 3eMIIs cyxa 1
OecIiIoHa, OHA B TO XK€ BPEMSI OXKHBIISIET, OCBEXKAET, OAHUMAET Ia/lalollee, ycrauoe, ymupatomee...» Meier, 143.
" Meier, 145.

>%8 Despite her St. Petersburg location and the recent publication of her poetry, it was not possible to locate
Mal'tseva for an interview, and none of my contacts at the St. Petersburg branch of MEMORIAL knew of her
whereabouts.

% «Cesepuas yactb moeii qymm / llermuer Mue / «Cxopee Hamumu / IIpo Bommy...» Alina Mal'tseva, * Poema o
Belomorkanale” (St. Petersburg: Real, 1995), 3.

590 «Han xanamoM B Oe3qHe anoit / Tyda MomHUH MeTana,» 7.

! «Kak JIHO JUT HOBBIX BOX MOCTHIHN / VI KAMHSMH, H KOCTBMH...» 8.
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Stratanovskii: the infusion of physicality—including mass death—into the poem as well as the
exploration of auditory motifs. The frequent choice of poetry in expressing the White Sea-Baltic
Canal experience indicates its facility as a medium for this task,”> a capability that exists

because of the performative nature of poetry and its relationship to music and song.

4.2 THE PAINTINGS OF PETR BELOV

Like Stratanovskii, the artist Petr Belov did not serve any time in the Gulag, nor were any of his
family members victimized by the Stalinist Terror. In his early career, Belov worked mostly as a
set designer and a landscape painter, but in his later life he chose the atrocity and terror of Soviet
rule as a theme for a final, masterful series of paintings. Symbolically, he selected this rather
morbid subject around the time he himself had fallen ill after suffering a heart attack, confronted
by his own mortality; the artist passed away in 1988. Two of these paintings, White Sea Canal
(Belomorkanal, 1985) and The Rooks Have Arrived, or April Plenary Session (Grachi prileteli,
ili aprel'skii plenum, 1987) will be the focus of the discussion here, and these works continue the
contemporary efforts to reclaim the victims of the White Sea-Baltic Canal.””

In Belomorkanal, Belov uses a modern manifestation of the Canal’s legacy—an empty
pack of Belomorkanal brand cigarettes—as the centerpiece of his painting. The pack, what is

essentially a piece of garbage, takes up nearly the entire canvas, with a string of barbed wire in

>%2 There are many other examples of poetic works dedicated to Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal, many of which
have a much more sympathetic assessment of the project than the verses discussed here. The pro-Stalinist
Konstantin Simonov wrote “Belomorskie stikhi” (“Belomor Poetry”) and “Belomortsy,” (“Belomor,”) , Vasilii
Kazin wrote “Belomorskaia poema” (“Belomor Poem,”) and S. Olender’s poem “Belomorskie vechera” (“Belomor
Nights”) appeared in the April 1934 issue of the popular Soviet magazine 30 dnei (Thirty Days).

>3 For paintings and biographical information, see Petr Belov: 1929-1988, Moscow: 1989. Introduction written by
Anatolii Smelianskii.
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the lower left-hand corner reminding the viewer that we are in the landscape of a Gulag camp.
From the right-hand side, an indistinguishable mass of prisoners walks into a hole at the top of
the cigarette pack; some have wheelbarrows, others hold shovels. The faces of the prisoners are
impossible to differentiate. They are one lump, a mass of humanity that eventually melts into a
shadow of black on the right side of the canvas. They are walking towards their fate—the empty
promise of a construction project called the Belomorkanal, where the scale of life is entirely
shifted; the human bodies are only as tall as an empty cigarette pack—people and object are
made equivalent to one another. Both human lives and cigarette packs are disposable, and the
painting eloquently captures the absurdity of death and destruction.

While Belomorkanal exclusively highlights the collective mass of prisoners, there are
some gestures towards individuality in Belov’s The Rooks Have Arrived. In a small, half-frozen
stream between two sheets of ice, individual faces of prisoners can be discerned. This painting
visually captures the idea that the Canal is a “road of bones,” with the victims of its construction
permanently submerged under water. The body of water in the painting is not a grandiose canal;
instead, it is a tiny stream, mirroring the too-shallow reality of the actual Canal. On the left bank
of the ice stream, which comprises the majority of the painting, there is a collection of garbage
that includes squashed cigarette butts, empty cans, newspapers, and a vodka bottle. The refuse
heap parallels the prisoners’ underwater faces; they are side-by-side in the painting and made
equivalent. Once again, the convicts are mere bits of garbage, their eyes closed permanently in
the frosty embrace of death, their positioning reminiscent of the besplatnoe bydlo (worthless
trash) in Stratanovskii’s poem. The White Sea-Baltic Canal is directly referenced by the
inclusion of an empty pack of Belomorkanal brand cigarettes in the junk heap, this time

crumpled up as a real piece of garbage would be. This Belov painting perhaps captures the
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absurdity of the Canal project even more directly than Belomorkanal; although the faces of the
forgotten are permanently inscribed in the depths of the water, spring has arrived—as the title
indicates and the arrival of birds foreshadows. Yet even this natural event is coupled with
political significance; the return of the rooks accompanies the April Plenary Session.””*
Nevertheless, spring has come, and despite the loss of life, Soviet power has not been able to
completely transmogrify nature according to its will, since it still follows the cyclical pattern of
seasons. The natural elements—snow, birds, water—are nearly exactly balanced by man-made
elements—garbage, a clock tower, murder victims. This painting is one of the few
Belomorkanal works to address time as well as space so directly, although the hands of the clock
are submerged just as the people are, indicating that time, too, has been drowned.

Belov’s repeated use of Belomorkanal cigarette packs in his paintings necessitates
additional commentary. The ongoing availability of this brand of papirosy in Russia today has
become a rather embarrassing symbol of the Canal project; contemporary critics often point out
derisively that Germany has no cigarette brand named Auschwitz or Dachau, as if these
examples would somehow be the equivalent.’” T contend, however, that the Gulag as a whole—
despite certain commonalities with Nazi concentration camps—operated under entirely different
historical and cultural circumstances. Precisely the fact that the Belomorkanal brand does
exist—and continues to be popular and in wide use to this very day—already suggests that the
historical conditions are different. The cigarette brand, in fact, has become more emblematic of

the Canal than the actual waterway itself; while the latter is rarely used because of its too-narrow

> The work also clearly references the 1871 painting Grachi prileteli by Aleksei Savrasov, which Russians know as
both a beautiful work and a symbolic harbinger of spring.

35 Tvorchesto i byt GULAGa (Moscow: Zven'ia, 1998), Introduction. See also L. Rubinshtein, Domashnee
muzitsirovanie (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2000), 222.

217



. . oq- . . 596
size, everyone is familiar with Belomorkanal cigarettes.’

The true reality of the Canal—a
construction project built entirely by prisoners—has been displaced by a brand of papirosy.
There is perhaps no other text or material from the White Sea-Baltic Canal experience that as
adeptly captures the notion of absurdity inherent in the project as the reality of this cigarette
brand; far from being an inexplicable phenomenon, the cigarettes’ availability in contemporary
Russia makes perfect sense as a symbol for the Canal project precisely because of its
irrationality.

Furthermore, it is not just Belov who employs the cigarette packs in his works; rather,
they have become a common reference point for numerous artists and filmmakers. The
shanson™’ music group Belomorkanal uses the curved logo of the brand of cigarettes on all of
their album covers, referencing the papirosy—and thereby the White-Sea Canal project as a
whole—textually as well as pictorially, serving to further ingrain the cigarette brand as an
instantly recognizable emblem for the Gulag project. With song titles like “Letter from Prison”
(Pis'mo iz lageria), “Night before Execution” (Noch' pered rasstrelom), “Thief” (Vor), “Zek in
Freedom” (Zek na vole), and “I Am Not Guilty” (Ia ne vinovat) from their album Song Frame of
Mind (Nastroenie shanson, 2005), the group clearly attempts to address elements of criminal life
in their music.

Recent Russian films also use the logo symbolically, with the cigarette label’s
recognizability allowing for specific associations to be made by the viewer. An administrator

main character in Iulii Gusman’s 2006 film Soviet Park (Park Sovetskogo perioda) smokes

2% Vokrug sveta, http://www.vokrugsveta.com/body/zemla/belomor.htm, 7 February 2010.

T The genre of music known as shanson, popularized by modern singers such as Mikhail Krug, is also sometimes
referred to as blatnaia muzyka, demonstrating its connection to the criminal realm.
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Belomorkanal cigarettes; as one of the cruelest and most corrupt officials in this Soviet-themed

Disneyland, his tobacco habits do not seem incidental (Figure 8). The recent American film

Figure 8: The film Soviet Park (Park Sovetksogo perioda).

Transsiberian (Brad Anderson, 2008) also features Belomorkanal cigarettes. In the opening
scene of the film, corrupt Russian detectives investigate a crime scene, most likely gang-related,
that includes frozen dead bodies on an abandoned tanker at sea. The chief inspector smokes
Belomorkanal papirosy in a particularly extreme close-up shot (Figure 9). In both the musical
and filmic examples, the rough and raw nature of criminal or prison life is highlighted by using

the cigarette pack as a semiotic marker.
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a low levelidealemin Rukshan's gang.

Figure 9: The film Transsiberian.

A semiotic reading of the Belomorkanal brand’s logo can help to underscore its
popularity and reproducibility. As Iurii Lotman argues, art, given its requisite decoding, exists as
a “secondary modeling system.”””® Art, unlike language, deviates from established systems and
upsets the potential of automatic perception. Lotman also discusses images, which he claims
require less complex codes.” Given its direct resemblance to an object and its graphic nature,
the image appears more truthful and seems to belong more to the primary modeling system of
language—instantaneous comprehension, less complex codes—rather than the secondary
modeling system of art—non-automatic comprehension, complex codes. With its arched curve
accompanied by the word “Belomorkanal,” the brand’s logo combines both image and text,
making its apprehension even more immediate and less complex, since both language and image
belong to the more easily understood primary modeling system. In a complication of this matter,
however, the logo is used frequently in artworks, such as in Belov’s paintings. What belongs to

the primary modeling system (language/image) now becomes incorporated into an example of a

5% Turii Lotman, Struktura khudozhestvennogo teksta (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1970), 17.
>% Lotman, 73-74.
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secondary modeling system (art), in a move that simplifies the otherwise complex code of
aesthetic works and allows their significance to be more readily digested and instantly
understood.

In the logo, the word Belomorkanal is sandwiched between two curved arches composed
of numerous lines. These archways are akin to rainbows, with the separate lines mimicking the
individual colors of a rainbow’s composition—a symbol that represents good luck in Russian as
well as American culture. The curved arches, given the Canal’s watery existence, also bring to
mind the rounded slopes of currents or waves. The repetition of the two arches on either side of
the word Belomorkanal also could be interpreted as the two banks of the Canal, with the text
running through the middle as the waterway’s content. The logo as pictured on the cigarette and
vodka brand also includes a map, referring to the ever-important Soviet alteration of nature.
Significantly, the map does not simply document the area of the White Sea-Baltic Canal itself;
instead, it includes multiple cities in a large swath of landscape in order to affirm the existence of
Moscow as the “port of five seas.” In yet another example, the legacy of the Belomorkanal
reaches beyond itself; not meant to be bound merely to Karelia or to the period of its
construction, it instead becomes emblematic of the whirlwind of change occurring in the country
more broadly during the Soviet period.

Even in the non-visual realm of jokes, or anekdoty, the Belomorkanal brand of cigarettes
has made an appearance. This tendency again demonstrates the durability of the cigarette brand
as a type of equivalent for the Canal; indeed, some claim that the Canal is “celebrated, but not
famous” because it is known most directly through the brand of cigarettes and not the actual

construction, which is too deficient to be used to any extensive degree because of its
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shallowness.®” One of the most common jokes (anekdoty) about the Belomorkanal directly
references the cigarette pack in an untranslatable pun:
Two pilots with bad hangovers are getting ready to take off. The captain asks the
navigator:
—Did you bring the maps?
—And also two new decks of cards.
—Bah! Again flying by the “Belomor” pack.®”'

Since the word karty in Russian means both maps and playing cards, the joke can
simultaneously reference the map that is on the cigarette pack as well as card-playing, one of the
most common criminal pastimes.®”> Another untranslatable joke about the Belomorkanal claims,
“The new Belomorkanal cigarettes are superlight...you have to have super lungs in order to

51”9 Yet perhaps the most common®”* joke regarding the Belomorkanal

smoke these cigarette
does not refer to the cigarette pack:
—Do you know who built the Belomorkanal?

—The right bank was built by those who told the joke and the left by those who

heard it.°*

600
601

Vokrug sveta, http://www.vokrugsveta.com/body/zemla/belomor.htm, 7 February 2010.

JIBa erumnka (3KuIIaX) ¢ 60IbIIOro 60ayHa coOMparoTcs B3eTaTh. Kamiran cnpalmmBaer y mrypMaHa:

- Te1 kapTs! B3su1?

- A Kax K€ J]B€ HOBBIC KOJIOZIBI.

- Tedy ThI, onaTh M0 Mauke "benomopa" nerers.
http://myabris.ru/page.php?id=139&PHPSESSID=b3f05700ad9153addd9a0ca509b51640, 16 February 2010.
692 See Chapter Two, page 124 for further discussion of the role of cards in prison life.

%93 Hosrle curaperst benomopkasan cynepnérkue... Hano uMers cymepinérkue, 4Todbl KypUTh 3TH CHIapeThi!
http://anekdoti.ru/jokes.php?joke_category=90, 16 February 2010.

6941 am making this claim after informally surveying former Gulag survivors and others familiar with Soviet culture
when I asked them about the existence of jokes regarding the Belomorkanal; this joke was always the most
commonly told, with the one regarding the pilots as a close second.

%93 3paere, ko cTpon Benomopkanan?

— OnuH Oeper CTpOWIIH Te, KTO pacCKa3blBajl aHEKIO0T, a IpYyroi — Te, KTo ero ciaymai. As told to me by former
Gulag prisoner Viacheslav Dalinin.
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Although this joke is different from the others in that it does not refer to the papirosy, it
has more in common with the Russian anekdor tradition in the sense that it is self-referential,
alluding to the inherent danger of joke telling. Given the significance of the Canal’s construction
as an iconic Soviet project, it is perhaps surprising that there are not even more jokes regarding
the waterway; perhaps because the Canal was built in a mere twenty months, there was not the
requisite period of time needed for folk culture to develop.

It seems clear that the Belomorkanal cigarette packs have morphed into an important
cultural symbol, and their existence is often used as evidence for Russia’s insensitivity to the
legacy of the Gulag. Not only the consumption of the cigarettes but also their appearance in
other contexts seems to corroborate this lack of historical cognizance. For example, at the Gulag
Museum in Moscow, a display containing the “most important possessions of a Gulag prisoner”
contains not only items we would expect—Ilike a spoon or mess pan—but also a pack of
Belomorkanal cigarettes. Although cigarettes were certainly valuable possessions for prisoners,
the fact that specifically Belomorkanal brand cigarettes were chosen for the display seems
incongruous, even if the brand was chosen simply for its association with the Gulag. Why would
a prisoner want to smoke a brand of cigarettes named after one of the most deadly construction
projects that claimed thousands of lives? Perhaps part of the reason lies in the fact that the
Belomorkanal brand is virtually the only option if one wants to smoke the distinctive style of
Russian papirosy, a harsher type of cigarette with a large paper filter.

Nevertheless, although the tendency is to point out the absurdity of having such a product
available at all, I assert that this odd vehicle of commemoration for the Canal project is actually

extremely appropriate. Just as grief stemming from the Soviet experience often manifests itself
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in contemporary literature rather than in open dialogue,®” so does the historical legacy of the
Gulag make an appearance in material culture at least as much as in formal monuments. Belov’s
paintings can help us to understand why the symbol of the Belomorkanl cigarette pack is quite
useful in contemporary art. The prisoners at the White Sea-Baltic Canal were, on some level,
refuse; they were used as ideological containers and laboring work horses. The fact, therefore,
that the construction would be memorialized on something as impermanent as a cigarette pack
demonstrates the disposability of the prisoners. Cigarette packs—and cigarettes themselves—are
nothing of substance; they are consumed immediately as smoke that disappears into the air and
cardboard cartons that are crumpled and thrown away in the garbage.

Despite the supposed economic and cultural magnitude of the Canal’s construction, the
impact of the waterway on the Karelian region is much less than what was originally forecast.
The cigarette container itself embodies this disparity; on both the original and current design of
the label, a map of the Canal is featured, demonstrating the ability of Soviet power to transform
the landscape permanently. Yet the supposed permanence of this achievement is eroded by the
very disposability of the pack itself, allowing it to appear as pieces of garbage in numerous
contemporary cultural products. Trash itself has more generally become an important
component of our postmodernist culture. The contemporary critic Mikhail Epstein organized
collective discussions in Russia on specified themes—one of which included garbage—for his
“laboratory” of contemporary culture.®’

This type of makeshift memorial can be dramatically contrasted with its Holocaust
counterparts. The prisoners at Auschwitz were not engaged in construction; they were not used

exclusively for their physical labor and they did not leave behind evidence—in the form of an

69 I ipovetskii and Etkind, 176.
7 Epstein, Transcultural Experiments, 52.
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industrial project—of their physical toil while imprisoned. Although at certain strategic
moments during the Holocaust, some Jews were used for their professional abilities or trades,
this percentage was small and diminished continuously as the war progressed. More often, the
promise of work and supposed necessity of Jews for factories and various labor projects was a
mere disguise for the actual, much more sinister, purpose at hand. The Nazi concentration camps
existed exclusively for the extermination of unwanted elements of the population, whereas the
Gulag—although certainly a means for political oppression—was an important, even if failed,
component of the country’s economic structure as well as an ideological school for those deemed
to be enemies of the state.

This difference in function completely separates the two experiences as well as the
memorials in their honor. The monuments honoring the Jewish victims of the Holocaust are a
gesture at permanence, an attempt to recapture and make solid and present the numerous lives
that were lost; many of these memorials feature repeated elements as their centerpiece. In
Krakow, there is a scattering of many silver chairs over a large square near Schindler’s factory;
in Berlin, there is a collection of many differently-sized white stones; in Brooklyn, NY a field of
tablet markers denotes specific individuals, camps, and historical locales. A comparison of these
memorial sites with their Gulag counterparts underscores their different historical legacies;
markers in honor of the Gulag tend to be modest, non-specific, and contained. A rock from
Solovki resting on the banks of the St. Petersburg simply states “to the victims of the Gulag”

(uznikam Gulaga, see Figure 10). A rock from Solovki was also used in the memorial for
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Figure 10: Gulag memorial site, St. Petersburg. Photograph by author.

victims of the Terror that sits in Lubianka square in Moscow. Once again, this site does not
denote individual people or camp names, and it consists of one large, solid piece of stone (see
Figure 11). In addition to embodying the collective, the usage of solid stone also represents a
gesture of permanence, a kind of timeless memorial. The fact that such types of hard rock were
often present at the Gulag sites themselves, including Solovki and the Belomor construction,

makes this choice seem all the more appropriate.
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Figure 11: Terror memorial site, Moscow. Photograph by author.

In Russia, it is mainly the memorials in honor of World War II that seem to share
commonalities with their Holocaust counterparts. In Victory Park in Moscow, the various sites
of victories are memorialized in a large column stretching defiantly towards the sky. The
magnitude and specificity of this marker demonstrates the continued significance of World War
IT in the historical consciousness of the Russian people and Zurab Tsereteli, known for his
flamboyant and grandiose sculptural designs, was an ideal architect for the project. Russians
tend to recall World War II—and not political oppression—as the most difficult and sensitive
moment in their recent history, and it is around this event that Russians rally with patriotic
8

spirit.60 Memorials, holidays, and historical programs, therefore, are focused around events

connected with World War II rather than the long—and arguably more severe and bloody—

608 Khapaeva, “Historical Memory,” 365.
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experience of the prison camps and political terror (see Figure 12 for a large display in Red
Square dedicated to the sixtieth anniversary of Russia’s victory). While Russia’s participation in
World War II can be viewed with pride, honor, and a sense of shared hardship, the more complex

phenomenon of the Gulag often evades representation in any type of straightforward manner.

Figure 12: Red Square memorial in honor of the 60th anniversary of victory in World War II.
Photograph by author.

The availability of Belomorkanal cigarettes, therefore, is not an anomaly. And despite
disparaging criticism from cultural commentators, the brand remains popular, especially for
smoking products less legal than tobacco. Contemporary Russian magazines acknowledge that

the cigarettes are now more famous than the Canal itself.®”” Not only do the cigarettes remain

99 Vokrug sveta, http://www.vokrugsveta.com/body/zemla/belomor.htm, 9 February 2009.
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available in spite of their condemnation, but an affordable vodka has been added to the
Belomorkanal brand of products (Figure 2). The vodka also uses a map of the Canal region for
its label and also represents an inexpensive, easily consumed, and hastily disposed product. It is
not insignificant that Belomorkanal would be chosen as a brand name for cigarettes and vodka—
two products detrimental to one’s health that are focused on immediate usage followed by
disposal. In Belov’s The Rooks Have Arrived, a bottle of vodka, although not the Belomorkanal

brand, accompanies the crumpled cigarette packs in the refuse pile on the snowy ice patch.

4.3 THE COLLAGES OF VADIM VOINOV

Given the essential role that collage plays—both as literary technique and as ideological
metaphor—to the present research, Vadim Voinov’s art pieces are especially adept examples of
the Canal’s legacy in contemporary culture. Voinov was born into the Party elite; his father
served as the director of the Propaganda Center, his cousin studied with Stalin’s daughter, and
his uncle was a right-hand man to Andrei Zhdanov and eventually became the first secretary of
the Leningrad (St. Petersburg) Regional Party Committee. At one point, this uncle was even
suggested as a successor to Stalin, although his untimely execution prevented it. Voinov’s father
was arrested when the artist was nine years old, and he eventually passed away in a hospital for
veterans wounded in World War II. Despite their closeness to the regime—or precisely because
of it—Voinov’s family members faced many hardships. Voinov studied art history and
architecture, and worked as a sailor, before becoming involved in the art world in the 1970s. His
art pieces have complex spatial relationships and profound historical suggestions, demonstrating

his parallel interests in architecture and museum studies.
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When I met with Vadim Voinov at the artistic-cultural center Pushkinskaia 10, which
houses his studio as well as a permanent collection of his work, he acknowledged the link
between his work and the collage experiments from the 1920s and 1930s. The prison camps
serve as a common motif in his works, and he had read the collectively-written History of the
Construction, which he called an “anti-book™ (anti-kniga). He recognized that he had faced
difficulties because of the very sensitive, political nature of his collages’ themes, yet claimed that
what was most important was that he continued to produce artworks and function as an artist.®'
Voinov follows the tradition common to contemporary art of using found objects. His artwork
often includes everyday objects and many of his pieces, given their three-dimensionality, might
better be categorized as assemblages, even though the term collage is used more frequently in
describing his work.

In Voinov’s constructions, random objects are put together that prompt particular
connections in the viewer’s mind, not unlike Eisenstein’s montage technique in film. These
items are replete “with the blood and flesh of existence, creating a Benjaminesque ‘aura of
authenticity,” and for this reason they pester and importune, demanding the viewer’s attention,

demanding decipherment.”®"!

The emphasis on “flesh and blood” in this explication, as well as
Voinov’s specific choice of everyday objects, injects Voinov’s art works with physicality and
rawness. Items that have been ripped from their usual contexts, stripped from the mundane
world in which they had a home, now become violently transformed into art objects. Not

insignificantly, many of Voinov’s pieces have sharp or pointed objects as part of their

composition: spears, swords, axes, razor blades, screwdrivers, shovels, picks, daggers, scissors,

%1% From an interview with the author at 53 Ligovskii Prospekt, 10 March 2007.
' Emphasis in original. Aleksey Kurbanovsky, “The Struggle with Emptiness,” in Vadim Voinov, A Convoluted
Monograph, 30.
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bayonets, and even mousetraps are included in his works, creating a palpable sense of danger.
Because the items that Voinov chooses for his pieces have such an unbelievably “strong

. 612
emotional aura,”

it is impossible for the viewer not to react, not to enter into dialogue with the
works.

Yet the employ of such everyday objects, while offering a profound resonance, also poses
the threat of the “profanization of culture: the loss of the message in triviality, its sinkage in mud

59613

and garbage. Just as the Belomorkanal prisoners were portrayed as “worthless trash” in
Stratanovskii’s verse and represented as actual refuse in Belov’s paintings, the mundane,
ordinary object again rears its head in contemporary culture to provide commentary on the
Stalinist past. There is a danger—one that becomes literal with the example of real-life cigarette
packs—that the legacy of the Soviet experience will somehow become lost in the garbage dump
of history, devoid of meaning and denied of articulation. Nevertheless, the significance in
Voinov’s works stems not from the objects themselves, but rather from how they are placed in
relationship to one another, which frees the assemblages from their individual components.

The importance of the inter-relationship between objects often necessitates a certain
amount of deciphering. For example, the piece Wounded Elephant in a Family Album (Ranennyi
slon v semeinnom al'bome, 1994) might at first seem to be related to the black elephant figurine
that is placed in the center of the assemblage. Yet “elephant” is Russian is slon, which is also the
acronym for the Solovki Gulag camps (Solovetskie lageria osobogo naznacheniia, or SLON).
The fractured pieces of photographs from the family album dissect the human figure; a head is

upside down, legs are at a forty-five degree angle. The elephant in the center of the work has a

hole in the middle of its chest, as if the animal had been shot with a bullet in an execution. The

°12 Tbid.
®* Emphasis in original. Ibid.
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artist renders physical violence pictorially in a similar way in The Purge (Chistka, 1992), which
includes a group photograph—composed of individual, oval-shaped faces—that has been torn to
pieces, with some visages missing altogether. Such violence can be represented by the selection
of material as well as by the inclusion of particular objects; the title of the work itself invokes
brutal associations. Conditioned Reflex (Uslovnyi refleks, 1991) contains the same type of group
photographs, and although they are not torn into pieces, the presence of a metal chain encircling
the pictures alludes to a sinister brutality. Voinov represents the violence of the Soviet
experience with the physical dissection and reformulation of images. Just as Solovki is cast as
an object via its name by using an elephant, so does Voinov use a cardboard cross in his piece on
the Kresty, or Crosses, prison in St. Petersburg (Tiur'ma “Kresty,” 1982-1992). Demonstrating
his understanding of the essentials of criminal life, the artist includes a few playing cards, a beard
trimmer, a mess pan, and a scrap of paper in the assemblage.

Voinov’s works often focus on the aspect of hard, physical labor in the Soviet Union by
featuring picks, shovels, and construction projects. The Difficulties of Growing Up (Trudnosti
rosta, 1980-1990) includes a spade and shovel alongside a typical, star-shaped communist pin;
Here’s Your Shovel (Vot Vam lopata, 2000) has a shovel—which the title itself makes clear—
along with a poster, titled “The erection of the canal’; The Pharoah’s Profile Il (Profil' faraona,
1984) assembles a cast-metal profile image of Stalin along with a pamphlet on the Cult of
Personality and a worn, caked-with-dirt shovel;614 We Have Constructed (My postroili, 1991)
juxtaposes a poster of the same name with a cardboard container labeled “bricks,” a matchbox,

and a spade; Silhouette of a Proletarian (Siluet proletariia, 1991) includes a physical wrench

%1% 1t is worth noting that in this piece Stalin is described as “pharaoh.” It is not the first time a reference to ancient
Egypt is made in works regarding the White Sea-Baltic Canal; both prisoner-written (i.e., Stratanovskii’s verse) and
non-prisoner-written texts (i.e., the History of the Construction) make parallels between the construction of the
Canal and the erection of the pyramids.
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alongside the image of a factory worker ripped from sort of catalogue or publication; Record
(Rekord, 1992), referring to shock-worker labor draws together a miniature pick-axe and a 1933
cover of the previously-discussed illustrated magazine USSR under Construction (SSSR na
stroike); the list could go on. The assemblage that most directly references Stalin’s White Sea-
Baltic Canal, entitled Smoking Break (Perekur, 1990) also includes the head of a shovel in
reference to the physical labor undertaken to complete the project. Yet the title of this piece is
perhaps even more significant; not only does Voinov use the title Smoking Break, but he also
includes a crumpled pack of Belomorkanal cigarettes on top of a poster of the dams of the
Moscow-Volga Canal. Once again, a pack of the infamous papirosy—and a crumpled pack, no
less, making evident its status as a piece of refuse—becomes the focus of a contemporary art
piece regarding the Canal.

The violence of Voinov’s art pieces—demonstrated by both the frequent usage of sharp
objects and the repeated slicing or cutting of the compositional materials that make up his
assemblages—as well as the above-mentioned emphasis on physical labor in the Soviet Union
foreground these two phenomena as key features of the artist’s work. The reason for their
centrality also stems from their inter-connection. Violence irrevocably changes the composition
of the human body just as hard labor physically transforms it. The raw, visceral component of
the Soviet experience bleeds through, with individuals not presented as distinct personalities, but
rather as so many bits of garbage, forgotten, unwanted, and discarded. If we once again turn to
the example of the Holocaust, we can see how different the Soviet jail experience is from its
Nazi counterpart. In terms of the Holocaust, it is precisely the reclamation of the individual
voice and individual lives that forms its most distinctive feature. Holocaust survivors travel to

schools to tell their individual stories; oral histories are laboriously collected with financial
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backing from Stephen Spielberg and others; at the Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C.,
visitors are presented with an identity card of a specific Holocaust victim so that they can
imagine their personal story and struggle. Soviet memory, on the other hand, is decidedly more
collectively oriented, at least at this stage of its practice.

Voinov’s assemblages, therefore, offer a type of subjectivity that is not entirely unrelated
to the collective body that exists in the cultural narratives contemporaneous to the Canal project.
The motifs of the Belomorkanal—the war against nature, utopian/dystopian space, collectivity,
musicality—are not rejected but rather re-formulated. Instead of a re-claiming of the individual
or a denigration of the project itself or its physical locale, there is the presence of a traumatized
collective body and an emphasis on the actual spatial landscape of the Canal in contemporary
works on the subject. Both of these features differentiate themselves from their earlier
counterparts, however, with the introduction of violence. This is not a joyful collective working
in the name of Soviet labor, but rather an abused and forgotten mass of humanity. This is not the
glorious re-creation of the Canal landscape through photomontage, but rather the dissection and
attenuation of the project’s natural environment.

Once again, the performative element in all of these works becomes a central component
and also links it with the earlier works about the Canal; here the element of trauma makes this
notion of performance even more relevant, since an art work’s attempt to address a past ordeal is
a certain type of conscious memorialization. As Frances Guerin and Roger Halls suggest:

The act of bearing witness is not the communication of a truth that is already
known, but its actual production through this performance act. In this process, the
listener becomes a witness to the witness, not only facilitating the very possibility

of testimony, but also subsequently sharing its burden. That is to say, the listener
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assumes responsibility to perpetuate the imperative to bear witness to the
historical trauma for the sake of collective memory.°"

In the representation of the traumatic event, therefore, the spectator of art plays a
performative role just as the producer of art does. All of the works discussed here beg
commentary from the viewer or reader; they prompt reaction and are not meant to be understood
in a vacuum. In addition, while many of these objects can be found in traditional museums—
such as Belov’s paintings or Voinov’s art pieces—they insistently employ the everyday in their
constructions, another feature that draws them closer to the earlier cultural narratives from the
Canal. The prisoners’ autobiographies, performance pieces, and fictional works are all examples
of the most democratic type of artistic participation. Everyone could be an artist and was
encouraged to try, just as the components of everyday life were to be used as the subject matter
for the artworks themselves. The performance of identity in the earlier works as well as the
performance of traumatic witness in the contemporary works adeptly embodies the paradoxes
inherent in Stalinist culture. On the one hand, the notion of performance forwards the suggestion
of a suspension of belief; one is merely play-acting. On the other hand, it is precisely through
the physical act of such a performance that one is able to believe, or make others think that they
themselves believe.

The performance of identity in a utopian/dystopian world is difficult to ascertain because
it is not supposed to exist in the first place; subjectivity is based around the collective. Yet it is
precisely the notion of performance that allows for the continuation of collective membership; as
separate members of a chorus, an agitational brigade, an orchestra (or even as individual pieces

of garbage), many separate personalities are condensed into a massive whole, and the many

%15 Frances Guerin and Roger Hallas, eds., The Figure and the Witness, 11.
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voices together as one make musical motifs central to this type of expression. The historical
legacy of collectivism in Russian culture also contributes greatly to the production of such
narratives. As the opening epigraph makes clear, the unwanted bits of humanity compress
together into a whole, into a “cultural stratum,” that, despite its unsavory composition and
forgotten existence, is a collective social force. Rather than refuting the turn towards collectivity
that is at least in part a legacy from the Soviet past, it is possible to capitalize on this communal

inheritance by employing as a creative drive and an inspiration for future artworks.®'

61 The critic Mikhail Epstein explores the potential of collective creativity in his transcultural art experiments
(including group essay writing), realizing “that Soviet culture, not in spite of, but due to its collectivist and
totalitarian nature, possessed some creative potentials that had never been realized before.” Emphasis in original,
Transcultural Experiments, 34.
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5.0 CONTEXTS AND CONCLUSIONS

5.1  UTOPIA AND ITS IMPLICATIONS

This project began with the metaphorical space of laboratory and will end with the ideological
space of utopia. The difference between these two terms might be seen as similar to the
distinction between doroga (road) and put' (pathway) in Russian; while the former would quite
practically and predictably lead you to a village or town, the latter could lead you to a fantastical,
not-yet-realized world. While the space of the laboratory offers results and data, utopia fulfills
dreams and worldviews. Put' and utopia bear a similar ideological charge.

At the same time, however, if we may mix such rigid oppositions, the realms of
laboratory and utopia are not entirely different. Both present controlled, contained environments
that are structured according to human design. Both promise a store of potential knowledge.
What is begun as a test experiment in the lab can become societal trial in the utopia, with
evolution from one to the other having a seemingly natural logic. As I have argued in the
previous chapters, the Belomorkanal’s isolated realm and the prisoners’ (in theory) ideological
education allowed the camp site to become a testing ground for socialist experiments. The
prison camp more generally—with its barbed-wire fences, guard towers, and barracks walls—

was precisely the kind of boundarized space required for the construction of utopia.
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Utopias are often separated by walls, bodies of water, or fences; to guarantee a success,
their space must be demarcated in a dramatic way from any potentially poisonous outside
influences. In the chronotope of the utopia, time and space may undergo radical shifts. Time, so
focused on a future agenda, loses its role in the present. As time shrinks and becomes less
significant, space expands, clarifying the essential role geography plays in utopian constructs.
This chronotope adeptly applies to the Belomorkanal’s construction. The project is built in just
twenty months, in what essentially violates presumed temporal restrictions and consistently
emphasizes the future completion of the project. As time seems to shrink, the physical terrain of
the construction grows ever larger. Chapter Three, on non-prisoner narratives, focuses closely
on the geographical aspects of the Belomorkanal project. Explorations of the sketch genre, travel
writing, and tourist guides help to magnify landscape’s significance. Descriptions or
hypothetical renderings of the natural environment provide the content of these texts, often with
the help of montage. Whether it is the textual montage of the History of the Construction, the
photomontages of Aleksandr Rodchenko, or the filmic montages of Aleksandr Lemberg, the
style is vital in terms of geography because it allows for the creation of worlds that do not
actually exist. For an ideological, propagandistic regime, montage offers unlimited potential for
the fabrication of reality. The Belomorkanal does not exist as it is portrayed on page and press,
stage and screen—most would claim it is more of a killing field than a site of human
transformation—and so this imaginary world, this utopia or “no place,” had to be invented with
the help of aesthetic and literary techniques, as the previous chapters have demonstrated. In
shifting from text to reality, from inspiration to construction, montage becomes assemblage: the
three-dimensional assembly of the Canal itself, the various elements of dams, locks, and dikes

that are pieced together to form a continuous waterway.
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There are many instances of the Soviet Union’s utopian experiments besides Gulag
camps. The official creation in 1934, for example, of the Jewish Autonomous Region of
Birobidzhan,®'” was designed for Soviet Jews to resettle in a new “homeland” that would
become their national territory. Even the 1936 creation of ethnic republics (in accordance with
the Stalin constitution) in Central Asia represents an experiment in utopian society-building—the
assignment of both people and place according to a larger ideological, philosophical design.
Many scholars, in turn, choose to interpret the Soviet Union itself as a type of failed utopian
experiment; Mikhail Epstein calls communism “the most extraordinary utopia of the past.”®'®
The inability to travel freely outside of the Soviet Union and its stringently controlled borders
create the strict physical demarcation of space that is a frequent precondition for utopia’s
existence.

Because of its tendency for isolation, utopian space often exists on the margins; like the
prison camp, it typically occupies an isolated border region or boundary. Despite the traditional
academic focus on centralization—with great urban centers and capitals as the generators of
culture—recent scholarly studies have argued for the importance of the periphery in the 1920s
and 1930s Soviet Union, since “decentralization and mobility were conceptual and aesthetic
imperatives [...] They were means of liberating vision and, by association, experience from the
static, hierarchical control of bourgeois civilization.”¢"

Coupled with the essential role of geography in the utopian construct is its other primary

ingredient: people. The philosophical rationale or impetus for the creation of a utopia unites

617 Robert Weinberg, Stalin’s Forgotten Zion: Birobidzhan and the Making of a Soviet Jewish Homeland (Berkeley,
U California P, 1998).

%1% Mikhail Epstein and Ellen Berry, Transcultural Experiments: Russian and American Models of Creative
Communication (NY: St. Martin’s P, 1999), 44.

%1% Emma Widdis, “To Explore or Conquer? Mobile Perspectives on the Soviet Cultural Revolution,” The
Landscape of Stalinism: The Art and Ideology of Soviet Space, eds. Evgeny Dobrenko and Eric Naiman (Seattle: U
Washington P, 2003), 219-40, 222.
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these two key components—place and people—by infusing geography and inhabitants alike with
ideology. Chapter Two, prisoner narratives, focuses more closely on the people who inhabited
the utopian world of the Belomorkanal construction. Murderers and historians, criminals and
intelligentsia, performers and writers—the diversity of the population building the Canal
becomes apparent by way of the prisoners’ artistic contributions and life stories. These glimpses
of the inhabitants of the Gulag, often in the form of autobiography, illuminate many different
aspects of the Soviet camps during the Stalinist period: the importance of artistic participation,
the substitution of the state for the natural family, the emphasis on the morally galvanizing power
of physical labor. Most importantly, however, the analysis of these life stories in the previous
chapters demonstrates the absolutely essential ideological ingredient of perekovka, or re-forging.
Perekovka functions as a redemptive phenomenon at the Belomorkanal; those who have
gone astray from the proper Soviet put’ are given the opportunity to re-fashion themselves with
the twin tools of socialist education and physical labor. 1 have demonstrated how this promise
facilitates the depiction of the camp as a “factory of life,” where people are created alongside the
feats of industry included in Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan. Marina Balina claims that utopia
resides always in the landscape of the future, where there is no horizon and no opposition

620

between past and present. This space, Balina would assert, is where life is made.””" But rather

than the symbolist phraseology of tvorenie zhizni,”*' T believe this phenomenon could more
adeptly be described by the futurist notion of zhiznestroenie, or life-building. Instead of being

created, the prisoners’ new lives at the Belomorkanal are constructed or built. Life-construction

captures the sense of industry so important in the notion of perekovka, and it also introduces

620 Balina, “Literatura puteshestvii,” 899.
62! See Chapter Two for an assessment of the construct of life-creation and its importance to the symbolist
movement.
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aspects of the futurist movement’s ethos, which plays an absolutely essential role in the
development of creative life at the White Sea-Baltic Canal. Two of the most visible artistic
personalities who serve time at the Canal—Igor' Terent'ev and Sergei Alymov—have direct ties
to the futurist movement.

Just as a focus on geography allows for the Soviet “war against nature” (highlighted in
Chapters One and Three) to become apparent, so does a concentration on the people who inhabit
the utopian landscape permit the philosophy of perekovka to emerge as the project’s ethos. The
struggle to master nature and the fight to re-create people are the twin ideological battles waged
on the banks of the White Sea-Baltic Canal, representing the two components of landscape and
people that are the key ingredients of a utopia. The shift from montage to assemblage becomes
possible in terms of both geography and people; the diversity of the camp’s population assures a
kind of three-dimensional collage, with prisoners from all types of backgrounds united into one

‘Gfamily,” 622

simultaneously waging the war against nature and the struggle to transmogrify their
internal contents. The complex network of cultural interconnections among the various media,
artists, and texts produced at the Belomorkanal—as well as their contemporary echoes—more
closely follow the pattern of a rhizome than a root; diffuse and multifarious rather than
hierarchical and successive, with the technique of assemblage as the most appropriate method for
encapsulating such a model.

Since assemblage is primarily an artistic term, it is particularly adept in capturing the

Belomorkanal’s cultural practices—the radical transformations occurring at the camp site are

622 The issue of the family has always been a dilemma in utopian constructs, since an allegiance to the state must be
substituted for more traditional biological ties. Often, the duties of raising children become communal so as to
dissolve familial relations. In the Soviet Union, the notion of the workers’ “family” (see Chapter Two, pages 46-50
and 60) at this time period served as a replacement for the traditional family. Later, the state—and Stalin himself—
will be presented as the “great family” (see chapter five of Katerina Clark’s The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual),
displacing the notion of a communal, workers’ family for a more imperialist vision.

241



possible only because of the revolutionizing potential of art. The Canal’s completion is a body
of work; it is the outcome of a motivational oeuvre, and literal bodies are contained within its
construction. Bearing in mind that Stalinism has been described as the “lethal aestheticization of
life,”® the creative participation intended both to facilitate and to express the radical
transformation of people and place can be read as inherently dangerous. Songs claiming victory
in the “war against nature” actually testify to the rape of the natural environment®**; poetry in

625 . . .
While there is a certain amount

honor of the re-forged criminal may precede a death sentence.
of violence in prisoner and non-prisoner texts written during the time period of the Canal’s
construction, this brutality becomes more vivid in contemporary cultural products related to the
Belomorkanal, as shown with the artworks discussed in Chapter Four. Even when not directly
stated—as the case with the health-damaging products of alcohol and tobacco that carry the
Belomorkanal brand name—an undercurrent of destructive potential is present in modern
manifestations of the White Sea-Baltic Canal.

During the course of this research, the differing techniques of collage and montage have
been subsumed by the overarching notion of assemblage, with this latter term embodying the
fullest extent of three-dimensionality as well as a characteristic of collectivity. Collage
exemplifies much of the artwork included in Chapter Two of prisoner narratives, whereas
montage most directly relates to the non-prisoner narratives contained in Chapter Three. These

allocations can be understood by the applicability of the technique to the respective

demographic. The prisoners were piecing together their lives after they had been violently

623 Evgeny Dobrenko and Eric Naiman, eds., The Landscape of Stalinism: The Art and Ideology of Soviet Space
(Seattle: U Washington P, 2003), xiv (from introduction by Naiman).

624 A particularly successful artistic treatment of this phenomenon is the nature writer and sketch artist Mikhail
Prishvin’s The Tsar’s Road (Osudareva doroga, 1957), which treats the detrimental effects the building of the Canal
had on Karelia’s natural environment.

623 As is the case with Igor' Terent'ev, who, despite his formulation of pro-Soviet agitational songs and
performances, was executed after participating in the construction of both the Belomor and Moscow-Volga Canals.
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ripped out of their home environments, just as they were now being spliced together with other
convicts to create a collective mass toiling for the construction of socialism. The metaphorical
importance of collage to the prisoner population also elucidates the significance of the chorus,
orchestra, and auditory themes that have been discussed throughout this project. Like voices in a
chorus or instruments in an orchestra, separate—and disparate—prisoner experiences were
strung together to create a unified melody. **°

Montage subsequently goes a step further by not just assembling random fragments but
systematically realigning them to create an unreal world that appears factual, as with Lemberg’s
documentary films or Rodchenko’s photomontages. This technique, therefore, is ideal for the
non-prisoner narratives as it allows for the design of a fantastical, utopian realm. In Chapter
Four, the style of assemblage becomes most relevant and, in turn, becomes emblematic of the
Canal project as a whole. Not only does Voinov employ assemblage in his art pieces, but
assemblage serves as a metaphor for the collective. The locks, dams, and dikes forming the
White Sea-Baltic Canal are a smaller assemblage contained within one much larger that allows
for the projection of Moscow as the port of five seas.

As Chapter Four argues, collectivity in contemporary Russian art has not been abandoned
but rather re-imagined, offering avenues of exploration for artists that do not need to break
entirely with the past. It therefore seems particularly appropriate that one of the main artists
discussed in Chapter Four, Vadim Voinov, employs the technique of assemblage for his Soviet-
themed art pieces. Although he and others refer to these works as collage, the term assemblage

is more appropriate, given the three-dimensionality of these pieces. Instead of ignoring or

626 Other prominent Gulag-related texts use the motif of the chorus; for example, Andrei Siniavskii’s well-known
Gulag work A Voice from the Chorus (Golos iz khora,1973), in which various prisoners are figured as a continuous
alternation of voices, forming an odd and disparate choir.
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refuting the Soviet past, Voinov (literally) uses pieces of it to create a sense of shared history, an
invisible collectivity among viewers who can identify—and make associations with—the
components in their composition. The production of these artworks attests to what Mikhail
Epstein would call the “lyrical value” of everyday objects and the human life that is preserved
within them.®”” Assemblage, therefore, emerges as the most adept style not only for expressing
the people and place of utopia but also for contemporary manifestations of the Soviet past.

Water commonly serves as a divider of utopian space. The White Sea-Baltic Canal is a
waterway, and a fixation on its liquid contents would be expected. Yet this emphasis on water
reaches beyond the Belomorkanal experience and into the Soviet literary arena of the late 1920s
and early 1930s as a whole. This phenomenon is apparent with the LEF group of artists whose
member Nikolai Chuzak (the main theorizer of zhiznestroenie, or life-building) describes the
organization’s demise in the late 1920s as a river stopping short of the sea; a grave problem,
since they are worth nothing if they “do not flow into the sea—the sea of massive

628 viktor Shklovskii claims in 1933 that the writer must absorb water in order to

dimensions.
express themselves artistically,®*” and the philosopher Aleksandr Meier writes at length about the
philosophical resonance of water during his imprisonment at the White Sea-Baltic Canal.”® The
Russian-language term utopia itself alludes to water and its lethal potential; an article on the
White Sea-Baltic Canal in the Russian travel journal Around the World (Vokrug sveta) astutely

acknowledges the false but evocative etymological link between the words in Russian for utopia

(utopia) and to drown (utopit’), advising the reader to think of this connection the next time they

627 Mikhail Epstein, After the Future: The Paradoxes of Postmodernism and Contemporary Russian Culture, Trans.
Anesa Miller-Pogacar (Amherst: U Massachusetts P, 1995), 254.

62% «A Tpom HaM 1ieHa, eCITM MBI HE BIaJeM B Mope — B Mope MaccoBocti,» N. F. Chuzak, (Literatura fakta,
Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1972), 269.

629 See Chapter One, page 16.

639 See Chapter Four, pages 209-10.
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hold a pack of Belomorkanal cigarettes in their hands.®*!

Water is not only a life force, a symbol
of creative energy and vitality, but it is also capable of destruction—drowning, flooding,
inundating.

Stalin himself was reported to have had a particular obsession with water, with his
favorite film being Grigorii Aleksandrov’s 1938 river-based musical Volga-Volga.®* This
fascination played itself out in the urban capital of the Soviet Union, since “water was perceived
in the 1930s as a sacred and powerful element, as the basis of existence” and “the cult of water
could be seen in the numerous ponds and fountains that mushroomed all over Moscow” and “in
the provision of the General Plan to concentrate major architectural objects on the banks of the

59633

Moscow River. In regards to the loss of life at the Moscow-Volga Canal, Stalin downplayed

the high fatality rates, claiming that “man after all is mortal” but “the canal would last

634
forever.”

Water formed a central motif not only in the History of the Construction, but in
many production novels and stories of the 1920s and 1930s: Andrei Platonov’s “The Epiphan
Locks” (Epifanskie shliuzy, 1927); Leonid Leonov’s Soviet River (Sot', 1930); Boris Pil'niak’s
The Volga Flows into the Caspian Sea (Volga vpadaet v Kaspiiskoe more, 1930); and Marietta
Shaginian’s Hydro-central (Gidrotsentral', 1931). Even the most famous book in all of Gulag
literature—Aleksandr Solzhenitysn’s Gulag Archipelago (Arkhipelag GULag, 1918-1956, 1973-
75)—employed a water-based metaphor in its conceptualization of the prison camps.

One of the most dramatic attempts to control water, master nature, and create the

aesthetically beautiful occurred in the eighteenth century with Peter the Great’s founding of St.

1 Vokrug sveta, http://www.vokrugsveta.com/body/zemla/belomor.htm, 7 February 2010.

632 Andrew Horton, Inside Soviet Film Satire: Laughter with a Lash (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1993), 75.
Beyond just mere film preferences, Paperny (see note 19) also argues for the connection between Stalin and water.
633"V Paperny, “Moscow in the 1930s and the Emergence of a New City,” The Culture of the Stalin Period, Ed.
Hans Giinther (NY: St. Martin's P, 1990), 229-39, 232.

634 Martin McCauley, The Soviet Union 1917-1991 (London: Longman, 1993), 106.
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Petersburg. This grandiose project had much in common with the Belomorkanal experience: the
struggle to control a wet, natural environment in an isolated and nearly unpopulated northern
location; the sacrifice of thousands of lives in the name of a culturally significant project meant
to swell national pride; the presence of a great, larger-than-life personality who serves as the
construction’s namesake; the use of primitive tools to build a grand design; a rationalist, utopian
vision applied to a landscape with dramatic consequences. In addition, Peter had already
envisioned a waterway along the current route of the Belomorkanal, nicknamed the “Tsar’s
Road” for his land overhaul of ships along this passage. The city itself was designed around a
series of Canals and employed Karelian granite for its river banks, with the end result a
composition of “water, stone and sky.”®"

St. Petersburg is commonly described as a city built on bones, just as the White Sea-
Baltic Canal is often called a road of bones. Despite the high rate of mortality and insistent force
of a despotic leader in both projects, the violence inherent in the building of St. Petersburg has
receded into the background. Although Aleksandr Pushkin’s classic poem “The Bronze
Horseman” (Mednyi vsadnik, 1833) includes a devastating flood, Fedor Dostoevskii’s
Raskolnikov peers into watery canals before committing his murderous act in Crime and
Punishment (Prestuplenie i nakazanie, 1866), and Andrei Belyi’s Petersburg (Peterburg, 1913-
14) forecasts doom, most often St. Petersburg is celebrated for its beauty, art, and culture—not
for its death or destruction. Despite the fact that the site of its construction was not an actual
prison camp per se (although prisoners were certainly used as laborers), the key difference is that
St. Petersburg was ultimately a success, whereas the White Sea-Baltic Canal was not. People

can visit St. Petersburg and marvel at its Italian-inspired architecture, they can roam its romantic,

%3 Orlando Figes, Natasha’s Dance: A Cultural History of Russia (NY: Picador, 2002), 8.
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winding streets and graceful bridges, they can celebrate its beautiful white nights. The
Belomorkanal, on the other hand is too shallow and too narrow; it is barely used and virtually
never visited by tourists. It is a scar on the landscape and a place people forget, even when
smoking cigarettes or drinking vodka named after the project.

The commonalties between the two construction projects allow for a continuous model of
history rather than one that abruptly shifts after the 1917 revolution. A prisoner in Krasnodar
draws a similar conclusion while being interviewed for the documentary film Stalin Is with Us
(Stalin s nami, 1988). He claims that Genghis Khan, Peter the Great, and Stalin are all the same,
that they all drowned and crushed people, in particular Peter the Great in the swamps of current-
day St. Petersburg and Stalin with his White Sea-Baltic Canal.®® Like the Belomorkanal, St.
Petersburg is both “a utopian ideal city of the future, the embodiment of Reason, and [...] a
terrible masquerade of the Antichrist.”®’ Also like the Canal project, “the city is a complex
semiotic mechanism, a culture-generator, but it carries out this function only because it is a
melting-pot of texts and codes, belonging to all kinds of languages and levels.”®*® Before St.
Petersburg is completed, it is a blank slate upon which history can be written just as Karelia is a
remote locale where nature and man can be re-fashioned according to emerging societal
requirements. This lends St. Petersburg a theatrical quality not unlike the Belomorkanal project,
and early visitors note its performative quality, as if the metropolis were merely a giant stage

63
set.%%’

636 Tofik Shakhverdiev, dir., Stalin Is with Us (Stalin s nami), 1988.

7 Yuri M. Lotman, Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture, trans. Ann Shukman (Bloomington:
Indiana UP, 1990), 194.

%% Tbid.

639 Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 8.
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In reality, the construction of the White-Baltic Sea represents a dystopia, and it is often
that a utopian vision morphs into the inverse. Utopias and dystopias, therefore, are intimately
related despite semantically being the opposite of one another. This is true in literature as well,
with works like Andrei Platonov’s Foundation Pit (Kotlovan, 1930) being defined as both a

utopian and dystopian novel.®*

The closeness between the potential of a fulfilled dream and the
disillusion of a realized nightmare is precisely what creates the element of the absurd that runs
throughout the Belomorkanal project. What is supposed to be a creative force is actually a
destructive one; what is supposed to be an aesthetic revolution becomes a violent one.

Is there any promise, therefore, for utopia as a construct? Is there any possibility of its
resurrection given all of its many past, miserable failures? While the contemporary critic
Mikhail Epstein claims that it is time to move beyond utopia and its subsequent parodies,®*' he
nevertheless argues that it is still a viable category, since some have tried to ‘“create a utopia of

the ordinary rather than to reject utopianism as such.”®**

Just as there is hope for the collective
to be re-claimed as an important artistic and societal feature in contemporary Russian culture, so

too, perhaps utopia can offer a pathway for the future, but only if it is radically transformed.

5.2 PERFORMING FOR STALIN

In analyzing propagandistic materials, the contemporary researcher is faced with a dilemma—

how can we accept zealous statements of allegiance to socialist ideals when they are written

640 See introduction, Andrey Platonov, The Foundation Pit (London: Harvill P, 1973).

64 Mikhail Epstein, After the Future, 330. Interestingly, Epstein also argues here that Postmodernism itself is the
last great utopia, that in rejecting the notion it appropriated it is actually more utopian than all previous utopias, as it
represents an eternal present.

42 Epstein, After the Future, 44.
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within the confines of a hard-labor work camp? Yet how can we entirely reject them when there
is evidence that such fervor for the administration did exist and that prisoners had numerous
motivational factors spurring them to work and affirm their dedication? In the end, all texts are
products of some sort of ideology; no work is created in a vacuum, but rather emerges from the
cultural context in which it was written. To ignore works like the History of the Construction
because they are highly ideological or to dismiss prisoner-written biographies as non-genuine
propaganda—which has long been the attitude to works regarding the White Sea-Baltic Canal—
entirely misses the point. These texts, like any others, are cultural artifacts from the time period
in which they were produced, historical fossils that yield important revelations upon close study.

I have argued here that what occurred on the banks of the Canal was a type of
performance, an act of identity that—once performed numerous times—could come to be
believed by the actors themselves, blurring the line between illusion and reality. Mere existence
in the Soviet Union could often take on this guise of performance, since in Stalinist culture
“survival and success depended on one’s skills in ideological navigation, on being able to make
one’s way through a world that existed on the plane of representation and imagination, a plane
that exerted a type of asymptotic and symptomatic pressure on the surface of everyday life.”®*
The key to surviving Stalinism, therefore, rested upon one’s success as an actor.

Just as people in the Soviet Union as a whole struggled with one another for better jobs,
bigger apartments, and Party membership, this competition was mirrored inside the Gulag with
the phenomenon of udarnichestvo and its demands to continuously outdo previous work norms.
Udarnichestvo became all the more popular after Aleksei Stakhanov’s mining feat in 1935, an

achievement that spurred a burgeoning movement in his name, dedicated to the over-fulfillment

%43 Dobrenko and Naiman, The Landscape of Stalinism, Naiman introduction, Xi.
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of work norms. The development of shock-worker labor at the Belomorkanal directly
foreshadowed future social developments in the Soviet Union, as addressed in Chapter One.

Although the concept was not created at the White Sea-Baltic Canal,***

the project’s construction
arguably witnessed its rapid growth and systemization. The importance of the udarnichestvo
phenomenon cannot be overstated in terms of the Canal project; one’s labor output was one’s
meal ticket, and the udarniki received numerous special privileges. Countless poetic works and
articles were devoted to the shock-workers and their abilities, slogans and banners reminded
everyone of their presence.

The shock-worker concept also provided a bridge between the individual and the
collective; although an udarnik may be honored specifically by name, his achievements were
possible only within the context of the working masses and the brigade that helped him to
outperform other workers. As a Soviet publication assessing the legacy of the first Five-Year
Plan explained, shock-worker labor is “a summons to pleasurable, cheerful work, in the name of
a glorious goal, where the little ‘I’ becomes just as proud and significant as the big ‘we.””*" The
emphasis on the individual achievements of the shock-workers—their specific names were
written on billboards, they were individually assigned prizes—reformulates the issue of
constructed subjectivity within the framework of the collective.

In addition to Soviet citizens more generally performing their identity during Stalinism in

order to procure privileges, the criminals at the Belomorkanal often describe their former trades

as a performative act and with an artistic flair, as if actors on a stage. One female criminal

%44 The first udarnik brigades were in the Donbas coal mining region in 1926-27. N. V. Primush, Udarnichestvo:
Mif i real'nost’ (Donetsk: Donbas, 1990), 11.

643 «310 BHI30B HA PAIOCTHEIN BeCEIIbIi TPYJL, HA CIABY IIENOTO, IJIe MAICHBKOE «» CTAHOBUTCS TAKHM K€ TOPIBIM
1 3HAYUTENBHBIM, Kak Ooibmioe «MbL» B. G. Panteleimonov, U podnozhiia promyshlennoi piatiletki
“udarnichestvo” (Paris: Soiuz Sovetskikh Patriotov, 1945), 31.
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laments the fact that she can no longer ply her trade with confidence because she cannot afford
the expensive clothes—that is, the costume—necessary for the performance of thief, and a
criminal in RUR discusses the art of being a pickpocket (karmannik) as the most “clever” of all

types of theft (samaia umstvennaia krazha).®*°

The element of show is absolutely vital for the
prisoners’ trades, and the artistic component of transgression has been an important aspect of this
research, as it draws more closely together the aesthetic and criminal realms. As Andrei
Siniavskii writes in his semi-autobiographical Gulag monograph A Voice from the Chorus (Golos
iz khora, 1973):
In theory one would think that power belongs to brute force. In fact, this is not
the case at all: power is wielded by the magician, by the man with the subtle
sleight of hand. It belongs to the light-fingered cutpurse. Power belongs to art.
Almost as in the case of poets, what counts most in the thieves’ code of behaviour
is style, the ability to project one’s personality in terms of show, spectacle.®’

In this passage, the distinction between the artist and the criminal are collapsed—and
both wield a surprising amount of power. In the case of the criminal population at the White
Sea-Baltic Canal, this potential for power is augmented by the fact that the prisoners could
perform their thieving trades as well as participate in artistic projects.®*® As the Bakhtin

epigraph opening this chapter asserts, crime is an inherently public act; it brings a moment of

privacy onto the street, in turn creating a need for spectators. The parallel drawn between St.

® GARF, f. 7952, op. 7, d. 31, 1. 35.

647 Abram Terts/Andrei Siniavskii, «Ka3anocs Gbl: KTO CHIIBHEE — Y TOrO U BJIacTh. Hirdero nmogoGHOro: BacTh B
pykax gapozest. C TOHKOW MHCTPYMEHTOBKOH B nanuax.» Golos iz khora. Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2 (Moscow:
Start, 1992), 543. English translation from: Abram Tertz (Andrei Sinyavsky), A Voice from the Chorus, trans. Kyril
Fitzlyon and Max Hayward (NY: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1976), 147.

%% Many criminals were able to continue stealing while in prison, whether it was from fellow prisoners within the
barracks or by going into Povenets and using their thieving skills there in order to rob new arrivals to the area (see
Chapter Two, page 130).
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Petersburg and the Belomorkanal in the last section is also relevant within the context of
performance, since, as some scholars claim, the rationally planned city has the appearance of a

°  Even the shock-worker

grand stage set and is inherently theatrical in its design.®
autobiographies represent a type of performance, since “writing trauma is often seen in terms of
enacting it, which may at times be equated with acting (or playing) it out in performative

650 . . .. . .
7Y In our contemporary society, crime is increasingly figured as a

discourse or artistic practice.
commodity, a product willingly consumed by an eager public, like spectators at a carnival.®>!

The metaphor of the foxtrot, which the philosopher Lev Losev uses in his short story
“From a Conversation at the Belomor Construction™ (Iz razgovora na Belomorstroe, 1932-33),
describes how prisoners’ work on the Canal has a direct connection to the performance of
selthood. The prisoners, as Losev’s short story claims, were energetically “dancing” on the
outside, but empty and soulless on the inside:

We and our work are a foxtrot. We are cheerful, joyful, alive; our tempo is jerky,
garish, against any type of lethargy. But on the inside we are empty, we don’t
believe in anything, we mock and deride everything. We don’t care about what
we sign or what we vote for. We are sluggish, anarchist, profligate. We become
numb, tremble, lisp; and everything there, in the depths, is rickety, corrupt,
everything crawls, sticks, languishes sickly, aches, suffers dissolutely, laughs at
its own weakness and solitude. The colossal energy of the Belomor construction

is our intellectual and technical-expressive, industrial and social foxtrot. Our

rhythm is buoyant, fresh, young; and our souls are empty, anarchistic, and

%49 Yuri Lotman, Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture, trans. Ann Shukman (Bloomington: Indiana
UP, 1990), 197.

9 Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 2001), 186-87.

61 See Mike Presdee, Cultural Criminology and the Carnival of Crime (NY: Routledge, 2000).
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profligate. For us at Belomorstroi it’s tedious, cheerful, frightening, hysterical,
joyful, empty, profligate!...>>

Losev’s description interweaves two seemingly incongruous qualities—especially in the
last sentence with the alternating valences of the string of adjectives—suffering and joyfulness.
While the prisoners are cheerful on the outside, they are disintegrating on the inside. Productive
work again becomes a type of performance, one whose cheap mendacity puts into ever greater
relief the magnitude of human pain.

The foxtrot metaphor was complex and far-reaching; not only did it appear in many other
Soviet literary works both related and unrelated to the Canal, but it was also emblematic of
modernism itself. The dance symbolized the “decadence” of the West, and the allure of its
profanity allowed for its popularity in the Soviet Union. As an American traveler in 1920s
Moscow noted (in his appropriately-titled monograph The Reforging of Russia), “From ballet
dancers to former princesses, former manufacturers’ daughters to former janitors’ daughters,

9653

every girl in Moscow has one great social ambition—to learn to fox-trot. Hullinger asserted

that the cabarets and cafes of the early 1920s were packed with foxtrotters, thanks to the

654

introduction of the dance by American relief workers. The dance was so popular that one

concerned observer claimed it happened everywhere except on public transportation and in

652 (MBI 1 Hama paGota — GOKCTPOT. MbI — GOJPBI, BECEIBI, KUBbI; HAIIIM TEMIIBl — PE3KHE, GPOCKHE,

MIPOTUBOIOIOKHOCTD BCSIKOH BsiiiocT. Ho BHYTpH ceOst MBI — ITyCTBI, HM BO YTO HE BEPUM, HaJl BCEM TIIyMUMCS U
n3zeBaeMcs. Ham Bce paBHO YTO IOJMMCHIBATH U 32 YTO I'OJIOCOBATh. MBI — BSUIBI, aHAPXWYHBI, Pa3BPATHBL;, MBI
MJIEEM, APOXKUM, CIOCIOKAeM; U BCE TaM, B ITIyOMHE, pacxJii0aHHO, PaCcTIICHHO, BCE ITOJI3ET, JINIHET, O0JIE3HEHHO
MJIEET, HOET, pa3BpaTHO TOMHTCS, CMEETCsl HaJl COOCTBEHHBIM OECCHIIMEM U OJIMHOYECTBOM. beromopcTpoii, Best aTa
KOJIOCCaJIbHAsI SHEPIUS CTPOUTENIEH, 3TO — HAIll HHTEJUIEKTHIABHBIN U TEXHUYECKH-BBIPAa3UTEIbHBIH,
TIPOM3BOJICTBEHHBIN M cONMaNbHbINA (okcTpoT. Hamia purmuka — 6o1pasi, cBexasi, MOJIOast; M HAIIX JTyIIN — ITYCTHI,
aHapXWYHBI ¥ pa3BpaTHBL. Y Hac Ha bemomopcTpoe — ToMuTeIbHO, 00pO, )KYTKO, HaJIPEIBHO, BECEIIO, ITYCTO,
pasBpatHo!...» Losev, Zhizn': Povesti, rasskazy, pis'ma, 334.
:z Edwin Ware Hullinger, The Reforging of Russia (NY: Dutton, 1925), 319.

Ibid.
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graveyards.®> Some explained that their passion for the dance stemmed from a desire to escape
the bleak realities of the revolution and civil war they had just lived through; as one girl
explained to Hullinger, “I am now trying to live on the surface of life [...] I have been in the

656 Just like Losev’s

depths for five years. Now I am going to be superficial. It hurts less.
description of the dance, the foxtrot was all surface, meaningless, performance, making it an apt
metaphor for the role-playing of subjectivity at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, where many
prisoners acted a certain part either to obtain privileges or because of ideological indoctrination.
Although the foxtrot was eventually outlawed in the Soviet Union because of its
supposed “bourgeois” tendencies, not everyone agreed that the dance and building socialism
were entirely incompatible.®®” As a reflection of its popularity, the foxtrot appeared in numerous
literary works during the 1920s, including Mikhail Bulgakov’s novel Master and Margarita
(1928-40), Il'ia Erenburg’s novel Trest D. E. (1923), and Vladimir Maiakovskii’s play Bedbug
(Klop, 1928). In Maiakovskii’s Bedbug, the main character Prisypkin—an avid foxtrotter—

claims he cannot possibly change society if he is forbidden to dance.®®

Prisypkin, like the dance
itself in Soviet society, must be removed from the cultural arena only to re-appear later as farce.
In 1935, however, the regime’s attitude towards the dance softened, and official protocol claimed
that the dance should be neither forbidden nor propagandized.®’

Just as metaphorical performance—whether in the guise of a criminal trade, labor-related

foxtrot, or spectacle of subjectivity—was ubiquitous at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, so did literal

63 Anne E. Gorsuch, Youth in Revolutionary Russia: Enthusiasts, Bohemians, Delinquents (Bloomington: Indiana
UP, 2000), 121.

%% Ibid, 323.

%7 Anne E. Gorsuch, “Flappers and Foxtrotters: Soviet Youth in the ‘Roaring Twenties’,” Carl Beck Papers 1102
(1994): 1-33, 12.

38y, V. Maiakovskii, Klop (Moscow: Slovo, 1999), 462-506, 497.

699 “TgK profsoiuza rabotnikov iskusstva. Protokol soveshchaniia ot 28 avgusta 1935 g. Po voprosu o zapadnykh

tantsakh,” http://archive.svoboda.org/programs/hd/2005/hd.010105.asp, 8 March 2010.
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performance play an absolutely crucial role in the cultural arena. While these performances
could take the form of agitbrigady or formal theatre productions, the most commonly mentioned
kind of performance is that of orchestra. Perhaps the best-recognized image from the
construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal is Aleksandr Rodchenko’s photograph of an orchestra
playing within one of the lock’s chambers, as it so adeptly captured the paradoxical nature of the
project’s propaganda. Yet this photograph, unlike many other of Rodchenko’s photomontages,
was not posed or manipulated; in their autobiographies and reminiscences, many prisoners
mentioned the orchestral accompaniment to their work as a particularly vivid memory. Sergei

0

Alymov discussed the strange acoustics of the music within a frozen chamber®® and the

Belomor “symphony” (simfoniia) that included both stringed instruments and loud explosions to

661

create the unique “voice” (golos) of the construction.”™  Vlasa Kirichenko, a mother of three and

prisoner sentenced under article 58, recalled in her autobiography the orchestra playing and

662

claimed it made the work “much more cheerful” (rabotat’ stalo eshche veselee),””” an echo of

Stalin’s famous statement, “life has become better, life has become more joyful” (zhit' stalo

luchshe, zhit' stalo veselei).663

Non-prisoner texts discussed in this research also highlight the
presence of stringed instruments; Pogodin’s play The Aristocrats ends with a soaring melody and
the Belomorkanal-themed issue of the magazine USSR under Construction showcases the
orchestral presence at the construction site.

Music was important to the project not only because it exemplifies performance and

crystallizes the auditory motifs so frequently employed as devices in Canal-related artistic works,

690 RGALI f. 1885, op. 5, d. 22, 1. 4.

! RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 21, 1. 24.

%2 GAREF, f. 7952, op. 7, d. 30, 1. 152.

%93 Stalin famously made this statement in regard to the creation of the 1936 constitution, which was supposed to
promise the Soviet citizen a better life. Some five years earlier, the prisoner’s statement eerily prefigures what is to
become a kind of national slogan.
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but also because music and physical labor often fuse, echoing each other’s melodies. Vera Inber,
who visited the Canal and participated in the collectively-written History of the Construction,
noted in her diary Gor'kii’s understanding of the music-labor connection, “The continuousness of
human efforts during work processes and their rhythms he compares with music. The human
collective, united by a common, goal-oriented task, is perceived by Gor'kii as its own type of
orchestra, where everything is subordinated to the whole. The grand symphony of labor captures
Gor'kii.”®* The rhythm of labor as the rhythm of performance perhaps explains why musical
bands played a role in many other prisons in the Soviet Union, in addition to the White Sea-
Baltic Canal. The memory of musical accompaniment in the Gulag made an indelible
impression on the American Alexander Dolgun when he was in a Kazakhstan prison camp:
I began to feel as though I was hallucinating again because I could hear music, a
band, playing some kind of bravura march. It sounded weak and the instruments
were not well tuned, but the rhythm was fast and I was sure it was coming from
inside the gate. I had a sense of deep cosmic horror that made me dizzy. In the
distance I could see the silhouette of the corpses on the wagon. The band seemed
to be playing some kind of grotesque farewell. Then it got worse. Out of the gate
came, in lines of five abreast, a column of walking corpses in black cotton jackets
with white number patches [...] The band kept playing.®®
The juxtaposition of cheery, fast-paced music with the sagging frames of the prisoners

makes a particularly horrific impression. The documentary film Stalin Is with Us (Stalin s nami,

664 «CIUTHOCTD YEI0BEUCCKUX YCI/IJII/Iﬁ BO BpEMs TPYAOBBIX IIPOLECCOB, UX PUTMbI OH CPAaBHHUBACT C MYBBIKOﬁ.

YenoBedyecknii KOJIJIEKTUB, CHIAsTHHBIA OOIMM IeJIEBBIM 3aJJaHHEM, BOCIIPUHUMAETCs [ OpbKHUM Kak CBOETo poja
OpKecTp, TJe BCe NOAYMHEHO [enoMy. Benmkas cumdonus tpyna nokopsier I'opskoro.» Vera Inber, Za mnogo let
(Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1964), 170-71.

665 Alexander Dolgun and Patrick Watson, Alexander Dolgun’s Story: An American in the Gulag (NY: Knopf,
1975), 164. Emphasis in original.
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1989) includes a small trumpet group performing as prisoners nonchalantly walk by in a
Krasnodar jail, allowing the contemporary viewer to understand the incongruity of such a
tableau. **°

However bizarre, this absurdity was an integral part of the camp system and precisely
exemplified the penal philosophy of the Gulag. In the aforementioned documentary film Stalin
Is With Us, the prisoners did not seem at all surprised by the presence of a brass band in the
prison’s courtyard; instead, they were much more interested in the camera that was filming them.
Even though the presence of an orchestra created a strange, almost cultured, atmosphere in a
landscape of death, its rhythms were intended to facilitate the work process—the act is a
performance, similar to the prisoners’ staging their subjectivity. As the opening epigraph to this
chapter indicates, the site of the prison camp, with its exaggerated, unnatural relationships
became a “theater of the absurd” in which the performance of the nonsensical becomes an
everyday affair.  In another example of human assemblage, the various parts of the orchestra
must be pieced together by different musicians and different instruments, creating a harmonious
whole from disparate parts. The popularity and development of the chorus as a traditional
feature of Russian culture®’ had similarities with the ubiquitous presence of the orchestra in
Gulag camps; both musical phenomena relied on the participation of individual members in
order to create a homogeneous, unified voice.

The absurd—earlier discussed in terms of the utopian/dystopian divide—also relates
directly to performance. If identity itself is a type of performance, the separation between the

actor and his show was what caused a disruption in the seamlessness of reality, forcing the

%6Tofik Shakhverdiev, dir., Stalin s nami?, 1989.
57 Orthodoxy’s ban on instrumental music greatly contributed to the extensive development of the choir in Russian
culture. See Orlando Figes, Natasha’s Dance : A Cultural History of Russia (NY: Picador, 2002), 298.
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performer to feel as if his or her existence in the world were but a mere absurdity. As the French
existentialist Albert Camus argues, “this divorce between man and his life, the actor and his
décor, is precisely the feeling of absurdity.”®® Once the absurdity of life is believed, Camus
continues, one possible solution to this sense of unease about the strangeness of the world is
suicide.®® Some contemporary historians claim that the assessment of the Soviet Union’s legacy
is much more difficult to address than that of Germany’s relationship to Hitler, since “we killed
one another, killed ourselves.”®7°

Some would argue that many of those incarcerated at the White Sea-Baltic Canal were
forced to their own suicides by the relentless pace of work in the subzero temperatures of
Karelia. As losif Kitchner asserted in his short story, the prisoners themselves were to blame for
not speaking out and contesting the regime, instead acquiescing silently and therefore marching

towards their own deaths.®’”!

Although the notion of “sheep being led to the slaughter” is a
common assertion (and criticism) made in the context of Holocaust victims, such a claim is
rarely made in terms of the Gulag. The relatively small number of Gulag revolts is even more
surprising when it is taken into account that prisoners in the Soviet Union often had more
opportunities for protest, since full-out extermination was never the ultimate goal of the Gulag
and collaboration, communication, and organization among prisoners were often possible.®’>

This is not meant to imply, however, that there was no dissent on the White Sea-Baltic

Canal. Perhaps the most visible example of prisoner non-compliance was made apparent by the

668 «“Ce divorce entre ’homme et sa vie, I’acteur et son décor, c’est proprement le sentiment de I’absurdité,” Le
mythe de Sisyphe (Paris: Gallimard, 1942), 20. Translation mine.

 Ibid, 21.

670 «Ho riaBHBIM 06pa3oM Mbl yOUBaIH APYT Apyra, youpamu cebs.» Aleksandr Daniel', “Tema GULAGa.
Znachimoe otsutstvie,” Iskusstvo kino 5 (2007): 5-14, 10.

67! See Chapter Two for a full analysis of Kitchner’s story.

672 Although there are virtually no uprisings in the early period of the Gulag, there was a string of several rebellions
in 1953-54 following Stalin’s death. See Stephen A. Barnes, “In a Manner Befitting Soviet Citizens: An Uprising in
the Post-Stalin Gulag,” Slavic Review 4 (2005): 823-50.
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presence of RUR (rota usilennogo rezhima), a type of special punishment zone in which
recalcitrant prisoners were housed. These prisoners, most of whom flatly refused to work in any
capacity, were a significant number: one memoir estimates about 750 people in the “stable”

(koniushnia) section of RUR, which represented only one barrack.®”

These intractable prisoners
were frightening even to other hardened criminals, who noted their savage cruelty. Since the
inhabitants of RUR were not working, their food ration was much smaller, and the prisoners
would steal and fight for one another’s portions, often killing or maiming one another.®’*

In her autobiography, the udarnitsa Elena II’inichna recalled fewer prisoners in RUR—
286, to be exact—and claims that the pakhan (crime-boss) played an important role in
discouraging the prisoners from working. Her role as an educator-reformer was to convince the
prisoners to begin participating in the Canal’s construction. When they asked for bread, she gave

them bread. Once they had bread, they asked her for tobacco.®”

Despite their recalcitrance,
Elena’s reading of an official order out loud to the RUR inhabitants supposedly inspired them to
finally begin working;®’® nevertheless, the violence and aggression within the isolated compound
seems more believable and pervasive than their dramatic turnarounds. In addition to the
presence of RUR, periodic chistki (purges) of the work collectives demonstrates the presence and

threat of unruly prisoners, even within the supposedly law-abiding organizations of labor

brigades.®”’

7 GARF, f. 7952, op. 7, d. 31, 1. 48.

7% Ibid.

7 GAREF, f. 7952, op. 7, d. 30, 1. 3.

%% Ibid, 1. 4.

77 RGALL, f. 1885, op. 3, d. 47, 1. 104. The specific infractions and even percentages are given in the
documentation of the proverka of the labor collectives. Prisoners were excluded for the following reasons: counter-
revolutionary crimes (278 prisoners, 29.6%), the violation of rules (222 prisoners, 25.2%), bad relationship to
production (210 prisoners, 23%), the violation of camp order (220 prisoners, 22.2%).
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While there may be a tendency to view the categories of official and non-official in
Soviet culture as two entirely separate realms, the fact that the regime’s subjects so often perform
according to the script of the administration indicates that there was more cross-over between the
oppressor and oppressed than might first be imagined. This actual hybridity explains the reason
why so many of the non-prisoner and prisoner texts—and even the contemporary works

regarding the Canal—exhibit similarities.®”®

One of the goals of this research has been to
dissolve the strict boundaries that have always existed between official and non-official just as it
has been to attenuate the discord between criminal and political prisoners. Although traditionally

at odds with each other morally and ideologically, these two groups had more interaction at the

White Sea-Baltic Canal than is the case in later Gulag projects.

5.3 LEGACY OF THE GULAG

The penal philosophy pursued during the construction of Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal was
highly ideological, as only the acceptance of socialist tenets assured a prisoner’s full
rehabilitation. Although bodies were transformed during the process of perekovka, the real
target was the soul. This soul, in turn, replaced the body as a new site of struggle for power; as
Michel Foucault asserts, “the soul is the effect and instrument of a political anatomy; the soul is

the prison of the body.”®”” Punishment was a “complex social power” that expressed political

%78 In another example of the Belomorkanal’s rather advanced and developed cultural atmosphere, this blurring of
official and non-official categories mirrors the approach of Moscow conceptualist artists who, rather than entirely
rejecting official propaganda and state symbols, instead incorporate them into their artworks, similar to the
contemporary artworks discussed in Chapter Four.

7 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 30.
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ideals and human technology.®*

The prison camp, therefore, was a vital political space—a
laboratory or utopia—where societal notions could be tested. Some scholars acknowledge the
significant role of the zona in contemporary Russian culture, even going as far to claim that

society itself has been re-created according to the laws of the prison camp.®®

The political
atmosphere on the “outside” often mirrored the climate on the “inside” in significant ways.
There are similarities, in turn, between the tasks of the Cultural-Educational Department in the
camps and the Communist Party’s upper crust. In the surveillance and implementation of Soviet
culture, both work in conjunction with state security organs in order to promote official artistic

. 682
doctrine.

While linguistic influence from the camps on society in general is perhaps the most
thoroughly studied aspect of the Gulag’s impact on Russian life, there are many other elements
of prison life that have permeated Russian culture.

Artistic participation played a crucial role in the Soviet prison camps: “In the Gulag, an
artist’s creative drive, which can be likened to the will to live, helped preserve what the
totalitarian system zealously sought to erase from everyone’s mind: individuality, spirituality,

. . . st 683
defiance of authoritarian prescriptions.”

In many instances at the Belomorkanal, political
prisoners used the camp environment to further their own intellectual projects in some way:
Dvorzhetskii was pleased to find a genuine, operating theater; Losev continued his philosophical

inquiries; Losev’s wife found comfort in drawing; Terent'ev helped to invent new, avant-garde

theatrical art forms; Shumovskii took advantage of the diverse population to study different

%% Tbid, 23-24.

681 Khapaeva, 384-85. Artistic works—such as Andrei Tarkvoskii’s 1979 film Stalker—tend to confirm this
tendency; in the science-fiction movie, three main characters explore a fictional territory called the zona (prison) that
is guarded by police, surrounded with barbed wire, and is referred to as a “meat grinder” (miasorubka), another
popular slang term for the Gulag in Russian.

82 Tvorchestvo i byt GULAGa, 16.

683 (JlarepHoe TBOPYECTBO CPOIHH HKaXIE KU3HHU, OHO IOMOTajI0 COXPAHHTH TO, YTO TOTAJTHTAPHAS CHCTEMA
CTapaTesbHO HUCTpeOIIsiia B JIMYHOCTH MHANBUAYAIBHOCTD, TyXOBHOCTD, IPOTHBOCTOSIHUE UKTATY.» Tvorchesto i
byt GULAGa, 14.
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languages; Antsiferov transformed his historical skills into geological ones. Mikhail
Shebarshin, a well-known mathematician and master chess player who was sentenced to ten
years in prison under article 58, continued to play chess at the construction of the Belomorkanal

684
k.

and even participated in championships in Medvezh'egors Both the political and criminal

prisoners took part in cultural and intellectual projects at the White Sea-Baltic Canal, and they
did so in order to survive.®®

For criminal prisoners, learning to read or write not only meant the potential of a new
profession but also a way to earn privileges and esteem from the regime. In addition, each
respective group (criminals and politicals) took previously-acquired skills and applied them to
new circumstances: the shrewdness of the thieves allowed them to underscore their observational
abilities or evade responsibility altogether by taking advantage of their privileged position vis-a-
vis the political prisoners; the intellectuality of the political prisoners spurred them to form their
own type of cultural life at the Belomorkanal and interpret their experiences more
philosophically. In the Gulag more generally, prisoners used their ingenuity to maintain a certain
level of artistic activity—for a theater production, prisoners used fishing nets to imitate lace and
cotton wool for wigs; for painting, prisoners transformed pig’s blood into paint, mixing pigments

with oatmeal for hardening.®®

Life, with all of its complexities, continued even in a realm
characterized by death.

The degree of artistic participation in the camps alternately served the regime and aided

in individual prisoners’ endurance, demonstrating the multifarious possibilities for aesthetic

6%% Sergei Grodzenskii, Lubianskii gambit (Moscow: Olimpiia, 2004), 206-7. The author notes that the regime at the
Belomorkanal in the early 1930s was relatively soft, allowing for the ability to participate in chess championships,
despite being in a prison camp. Shebarshin was freed early because of his udarnik labor, and he lived in
Medvezh'egorsk in free exile, where he worked as a math teacher at the local school.

%85 Although not a “necessity,” like food, shelter, or water, the political prisoners all note to one degree or another
that art and intellectual inquiry was essential for their existence.

86 Tvorchestvo i byt GULAGa, 14.
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involvement in the prison camps. This artistic component of the camp experience is also
imperative to the contemporary researcher, as the texts produced by such creative efforts now
serve as materials for scholarly inquiry. In this way, art is linked directly to memory. Memory
is perhaps the most controversial and challenging aspect of the legacy of the Gulag—in what
way should the camps be commemorated? How does one make sense of the decided lack of
Gulag memorials and how should this lack of interest be addressed? Sergei Kovalev, a human
rights activist and former political prisoner, claims that the absence of memory is precisely the
most disturbing aspect of the Gulag’s legacy:
We’re taught amnesia in school today, just as we were in Soviet times. Rancor
grows all by itself like a weed. And there’s no place for intelligent memory, that
is, experience, to enrich itself. We have all forgotten but we haven’t learned
anything. That’s why we keep pointlessly tripping over old mounds, constantly
stepping on notorious rakes. Lovingly puffing away on ‘Belomor’ cigarettes, we
somehow fail to notice that Germans don’t have cigarettes called Dachau.**’

The distinction between Holocaust and Gulag memorials as well as my argument for the
significance of Belomor cigarettes has already been discussed in Chapter Four. More important
here is the sense of amnesia that is so often described when attempting to come to terms with the
Soviet Union’s bloody history. This absence of memory is fueled in large part by the lack of a
usable past. If one tries to limit oneself to the Great Terror as the horrific event in Soviet history,

it soon becomes clear that collectivization and multiple famines must also be included. Then the

687 «AMHE3UH B IIKOJIE y4dat, 4To MpeKAC, YTO TCHCPhb. 37101aMITHOCTh — KaK COpHAK — CaMa pPacCTeT. A BoT yMHOﬁ

MIaMSITIIMBOCTBIO, TO €CTh OIBITOM, Pa3KUTHCS Herae. MBI Bee 3a0bIIH, HO HIYeMY He Hayqwinch. llotomy n
CHOTBIKaeMCsI ITOYEM 3psi O CTapble KOUKH, 1a IOMUHYTHO HACTYNaeM Ha IpeciioByThIe Tpadnu. U, moboBHO
nonbIXKBas «beroMopom,» moYeMy-To COBEpILIEHHO HE oOpaliaeM BHIMAaHHS Ha TO, YTO y HEMIIEB HET CHTapeT
«axay.» Introduction by Sergei Kovalev, Tvorchestvo i byt GULAGa, 1.
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struggles with internal opposition and the oppression of the post-war period become apparent.
Then the suppression of religion, non-communist parties, and the dissidents of the 1960s-1980s

688
must be remembered.

In the end, no patch of the Soviet past is safe. In realizing the
impossibility of locating a usable past, it becomes easier simply to forget the past altogether.®®
Yet to presume that the simple erection of monuments or dedication of memorials would
somehow preserve the gruesomeness of the Soviet past from the dustbin of history would also be
misguided. As James Young notes, “once we assign monumental form to memory, we have to

some degree divested ourselves of the obligation to remember.”%”

In Warsaw, I had a personal
experience of this very phenomenon. Searching for the last remaining remnants of the infamous
ghetto wall—now located within the courtyard of a private apartment complex—I stumbled upon
two young Polish boys who clearly guessed my purpose, my walking map making evident my
intentions. They began screaming “ghetto, ghetto!” (getto, getto) from across the street just as [
was realizing that there was no possible entry at the house number where the memorial was
located. I nodded and they called up to a neighbor to unlock the apartment building’s gate.
While I was pleasantly surprised by their generosity and willingness to help (one of the boys
even walked me to an additional memorial located several blocks away), I was somewhat
disturbed by their carefree alacrity in showing me what were monuments to essentially an extinct
people in their country. As I tried to photograph one of the fragments of the ghetto walls, the

boys cheerfully jumped into my picture, hopping on each other’s backs and smiling (Figure 13).

When I asked one of the boys if he learned about the Holocaust in school, he simply stared at me

688 Aleksandr Daniel', “Tema GULAGa. Znachimoe otsutstvie,” Iskusstvo kino 5 (2007): 5-14, 8.

%89 Or, perhaps, remember only a particular sliver of it—World War II, which continues to be memorialized with
great fanfare in present-day Russia. See Chapter Four.

%0 James Young, “The Counter-Monument: Memory against Itself in Germany Today,” Critical Inquiry 18 (1992):
267-96, 273.
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Figure 13: Last fragment of ghetto wall in Warsaw, Poland. Photograph by author.

with a blank expression, mumbling that it might come later. Despite a physical reminder in these
children’s own backyard—complete with a commemorative, explanatory tablet—of what was a
horrific, deadly event, the presence of a memorial seemed to almost facilitate the evasion of
memory rather than its preservation. As what Pierre Nora would call a “lieu de mémoire,” such
monuments are an attempt to replace the now absent phenomenon of spontaneous memory with

2

an institutional replacement.691 Perhaps the development of “anti-monuments,” therefore,
becomes more appropriate for our contemporary society. 692

Despite all of the evidence to the contrary, there are some gestures towards remembering

in Russia today. While I was conducting research at the Memorial society in St. Petersburg,

! Nora, “Between Memory and History,” 12.
2 For a discussion of different types of anti-monuments and their uses, see James Young, “The Counter-
Monument: Memory Against Itself in Germany Today,” Critical Inquiry 18 (1992): 267-96, 273.
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numerous survivors of the prison camps pressed into my hands their self-published memoirs,
determined to maintain a record of their experiences in writing. The Gulag is becoming a
popular topic of research among both Russian and Western scholars, and there are many archival
resources now available to those who would like to investigate further.®”® New memorials and

dedications are being added to the mass killing site of Sandermokh in Karelia (Figure 14).

Figure 14: Monument to Ukrainians killed at Sandermokh. Photograph by author.

During a 2007 visit, my Ukrainian guide proudly showed me a recently placed memorial to his
fellow countrymen while an eerie silence reigned over the strangely peaceful place that had once
been the site of so much violence. The many makeshift crosses, plastic flowers, and personal

photographs coalesced before me like an unexpected surprise in the silent pine forest (Figure 15).

593 Nevertheless, the highest security level documents still remain unavailable, and several historians I met in Russia
were worried that access to all archives would again be restricted, encouraging me to collect as much material as I
could when it was available.
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Figure 15: Crosses at the killing field of Sandermokh. Photograph by author.

The small road to the memorial area was barely navigable and showed no signs of tourism, and

my driver informed me that the small chapel at the site had recently been vandalized.

The attempts to preserve historical legacy, therefore, must be accompanied by

qualifications; memory of the Gulag in Russia today is a complicated affair. Many have

difficulty discussing the Gulag for any extended period of time or simply do not want to discuss
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it at all. When I interviewed one of the directors of a contemporary documentary film regarding
the history of the White Sea-Baltic Canal, she preferred to discuss her experiences as a child
during the siege of Leningrad and the difficulties of living as a retired person in Russia today

rather than the topic of the film itself.®*

While many have criticized the existence of
Belomorkanal cigarettes as disrespectful, an important Belomorkanal researcher, Iurii
Dmitriev—who has the unenviable task of exhuming human bones from the construction site in
an attempt to tally the victims—himself is a proud smoker of Belomorkanal cigarettes. When I
asked him about the significance of the brand, he quickly fetched an entire garbage bag full of
the empty cigarette packs, clearly saving them for some unspecified reason.

Teodor Shumovskii, a former prisoner who worked for a month and a half felling trees
near the White Sea-Baltic Canal, refused to acknowledge that he was incarcerated during our
conversation together. Despite the fact that he had written his memoirs and is well known within
the Memorial organization, he could not call himself a prisoner nor refer to his forest worker
position as anything other than his job. When asked about some of the more ideological aspects
of the Canal project, he insisted that his specialty was scholarship and not politics and that he had
no interest in discussing his experience as a specifically penal one. Instead, with an absolutely
incredible memory for a man of some ninety-eight years, he detailed the people he met, the
research he pursued, and the foreign words he learned while working as a lumberjack. *”

The phrase Shumovskii repeated most often during our interview was Moscow as the

59696

“port of five seas. The White Sea-Baltic Canal was important not just unto itself, but rather

within this larger framework. It was one piece of a puzzle that, once connected with other

894 7oia Smirnova-Toropova, conversation with author, 8 March 2007.
895 Teodor Shumovskii, conversation with author, 18 February 2007.
696 7.

Ibid.
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waterways, could facilitate an even greater economic significance for the capital city of Moscow
and, in turn, for the Soviet Union as a whole. The assemblage, therefore, did not end with the
completion of the Belomorkanal’s construction; it was to join other pieces to become an even
more momentous cultural and industrial project for socialism as a whole. Although this research
is primarily a case study, placing at its center a project that took a mere twenty months to
complete within the framework of a more than seventy-year long regime, the Canal continuously
implied more than itself, acting both as a harbinger for what was to come and a representation of
what had passed in the Soviet Union.

Even more than the physical construction of the Canal, its criminal component
reverberates not just with the Soviet experience but with Russian culture as a whole. A
fascination with the transgression of law might be seen as a common obsession in Russia. The
country’s most famous novel, Fedor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (Prestuplenie i
nakazanie, 1866), follows the footsteps of a murderous criminal; the imprisonment of the
Decembrists in the Tsarist regime foreshadows the incarceration of the intelligentsia in the
Soviet Union; contemporary films and television programs in Russia often highlight or glorify
the criminal world. Each episode of the popular Russian television serial The Prison (Zona)
opens with the following statement by the filmmaker Andrei Tarkovskii: “Prison is not an area;
it’s a testing ground in which man either remains standing or is broken. Whether or not a man
remains standing depends on his own feeling of personal worth, his ability to distinguish what is

9697

important. The significance of “remaining human” is imperative in the camps, and many

Gulag survivors note it as the key to survival. It is precisely this aspect of personal trial that

697 «30Ha — 3TO HE TEPPUTOPUSA, 3TO Ta IMIPOBCPKA, B PE3YJIbTATEC KOTOpOﬁ YEI0BEK MOXKET JIM00 BBICTOATD, b0

CIIOMAaThCs. BEICTOUT 11 YeI0BEK — 3aBHCHT OT €0 YYBCTBa COOCTBEHHOT O JOCTOUHCTBA, €Iro CITOCOOHOCTH
Ppa3jindaTh INIaBHOC U IMPUXOIALICE. »

269



allows some former inmates to interpret their incarceration as an important experience that they
do not lament. As one of my research contacts explained to me, his time in the camps allowed
him to learn more about himself, his limits and abilities, and in the end made him a stronger

person, leading him to claim that no prisoner regrets his time spent in jail.®*®

Perhaps it is the
Russian tendency to valorize suffering that allows for such attitudes among former prisoners, as
the experience of struggle and injustice can be portrayed as a dignifying and transformational
force.

The historical and artistic examples of imprisonment in Russia are matched by a series of
real-life, high-profile arrests of such figures as the oil tycoon Mikhail Khodorkovskii and the
anti-Putin chess champion Gary Kasparov, as well as by lesser-known operations of Russian law
enforcement—for example, the 2008 police raid of the Memorial human rights organization in
St. Petersburg where I had conducted my research. Additionally, the spaces of prisons
themselves are significant as components of the Russian cultural landscape. Monasteries have
been transformed into prisons and then back into monasteries. The name of one of the most
infamous prisons in Moscow, Lubianka, still sends shivers down the spine yet now has a
memorial site nearby. Visitors can tour the infamous “Crosses” Prison (Kresty) in St. Petersburg
with a guide; and there has even been discussion of turning former camp sites into profit makers,
recasting them as amusement parks where tourists have the opportunity to spend the night in a

6
L 99

prison-turned-hote In addition, the struggle to contain crime and corruption continues to

700

represent one of the largest challenges Russia faces today. The continued relevance of the

8 Viacheslav Dalinin, interview with author, 2 February 2007.

%% The recent film Soviet Era Park (Park Sovetskogo Perioda), mentioned in Chapter Four, parodies this
phenomenon.

% Robert W. Orttung and Anthony Latta, eds., Russia’s Battle with Crime, Corruption, and Terrorism (London:
Routledge, 2008).
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prison experience in contemporary culture helps to explain why it is more important than ever to
continue to address, explore, and analyze the legacy of the Gulag.

In Andrei Platonov’s The Foundation Pit (Kotlovan, 1930)—written at the time that
Stalin’s White Sea-Baltic Canal was being built—the main character Voshchev muses, “Don’t
people get to feel smaller as their buildings get bigger? [...] We put up houses and then fall apart
ourselves. Who’ll be left to go on living?”™®" The proletarian workers in Platonov’s novel,
ironically, had to dig down in order to go up. As the Belomorkanal waterway grew larger, it
engulfed more lives, both literally and metaphorically. The prisoners—praised for their
commitment to socialist labor—became subsumed to the collective, toiling whole. The Canal
was an immense body of work, and both nature and man were sacrificed for its realization as an
industrial project and aesthetic laboratory. Self and society were re-created on the banks of the
Canal in a transformative process that included art as a key motivational factor and end result.
Yet in the face of supposed creation was destruction; re-birth was accompanied by large-scale
death. The utopian future became a dystopian reality. Although this absurdity seems to deny the
possibility of rational interpretation, it is precisely this feature of the Belomorkanal’s history that
most adeptly summarizes the experience: like in a ritualistic process, the old was destroyed in
order to make way for the new, and the two opposites seemed inevitably to accompany each
other.””” Such an apparent incongruity, therefore, is not at all nonsensical. It exemplifies the
ideological work occurring at the Canal’s construction. It resonates and reverberates within

Stalinist—and even Soviet—culture as a whole.

7ot Andrey Platonov, The Foundation Pit, trans. Robert Chandler and Geoffrey Smith (London: Harvill P, 1996), 11.
92 Despite the opposition between birth and death, the two episodes share commonalities as integral life moments
that must be accompanied by specific rituals. See Chapters One and Two for a further explication of the importance
of birth and death in ritualistic processes.
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