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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Typically, the post-Stalin cultural history of Russia is divided 
according to the following political periodization: the Thaw (1954–
1968), Stagnation (1968–86), Perestroika (1987–1991), and the post-
Soviet period (1991–present). The chronological borders for some of 
these periods are debatable (1968 or 1965? or 1964? 1987 or 1986? or 
even 1985?). Others are less ambiguous (1954 and 1991). However, 
the question remains: why do some political changes directly 
correspond to cultural shifts? Why did political reforms following 
Stalin’s death in 1953 lead to the introduction of the Thaw, why  
did the ousting of Stalin’s successor Nikita Khrushchev in 1964 shift 
the literary and cultural landscape into Stagnation culture, and why 
did Gorbachev’s perestroika and especially the policies of glasnost’ 
(openness) have such a dramatic effect on the entire cultural edifice? 

The answer to these questions lies in the structure of Soviet so-
ciety. A strict system of political censorship over all forms of cultural 
production, but especially literature and film, was established as 
early as the 1920s, but this is only partially responsible for the 
correlation between politics and culture. After all, underground and 
non-conformist literature did not disappear even in the harshest 
periods of Soviet history, such as the Great Terror of the 1930s (Anna 
Akhmatova’s “Requiem,” Lidia Chukovskaya’s Sofia Petrovna, 
Osip Mandelstam’s Voronezh Notebooks, and Andrei Platonov’s The 
Foundation Pit attest to this). Certainly, back then and for many 
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decades afterward, these texts were known only to a confined circle 
of readers, and their circulation was a dangerous enterprise for 
both their authors and the texts’ “distributors.” In the 1960s and 
1970s, the production and circulation of uncensored literary texts 
developed into an entire system of samizdat (the self-publication of 
works reproduced in multiple copies by hand or typewriter) and 
tamizdat (when works were published “there,” i.e., abroad, then 
smuggled into the USSR). However, the coexistence of “official” 
and “non-official” (non-conformist, uncensored) literatures is  
a phenomenon that permeates all of Soviet history, resulting not so 
much in a dialectic of opposing forces, but a plurality of opinions. 
What is significant is not only the quantitative growth of parallel 
literary production since the early 1960s, but the fact that this 
cultural realm included, in addition to politically charged texts 
that undermined state ideology and official versions of history,  
a range of modernist, avant-garde, and postmodern works that 
did not fit into realist aesthetics, let alone into the official doctrine  
of Socialist Realism. 

In other words, Soviet culture—taken as whole, in all its “official” 
and “non-official” iterations—contributes to an ongoing and 
contentious debate about the nature of the communist experiment, 
its results, achievements, and crimes. This includes debates about 
the relationship between neo-traditionalist and modern visions of 
society, modernist and avant-garde approaches to culture. This latter 
debate traverses the borders dividing official and non-conformist 
cultural realms over the course of Soviet cultural history: works 
that criticized the Soviet regime for its destruction of traditional 
culture could only circulate underground (Solzhenitsyn’s writings 
are the best-known example), while “formalism”—a term used to 
describe all forms of modernist and avant-garde art—was repressed  
as well. 

Perhaps the reason for this paradox can be found in the inherent 
contradiction of the Stalinist social and cultural project (as well as in 
other totalitarian regimes): the creation of modern society by anti-
modern, neo-traditionalist systems of social homogenization. These 
systems exhibit the quasi-religious character of Soviet ideology and 
evince, among other characteristics, the creation of a pantheon of 
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heroes and leaders with a god-like leader at the top of the pyramid; 
elaborate social rituals, from celebratory demonstrations to show 
trials; promote nationalism and xenophobia; the solidification 
of the cultural canon; and the persecution of “others,” a social 
spectrum that ranged from political dissidents labeled as “enemies 
of the people” to homosexuals, hipsters (stiliagi), Jews, “bourgeois 
individualists,” “cosmopolitans,” and still more “others.” 

However, the balance between striving toward modernization 
and systems of neo-traditionalism frequently changed in the course 
of Soviet history. The historical milestones associated with 1953 
(Stalin’s death), 1968 (the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and 
the destruction of the dream of “socialism with a human face”), 
and 1987 (the introduction of glasnost’) signify the most dramatic 
moments of these shifts. Since the economic (state control over the 
economy) and political (one-party state) foundations of the Soviet 
regime remained unshaken since NEP and until perestroika, the 
majority of political changes affected the field of ideology; in other 
words, they affected the sphere of values and doctrines, which, in 
turn, is inseparable from the realm of culture. This is to say that 
every political change first and foremost affected culture, and only 
through the latter, the social fabric as a whole. It is no wonder that 
each of these political shifts immediately affected the balance of 
cultural forces: those who were persecuted yesterday would become 
celebrated today, and vice versa. 

The period of the Thaw (named after Ilya Ehrenburg’s novella 
of the same name) marked one of the most radical changes in 
this respect since the early 1930s. Khrushchev’s “Secret Speech,” 
delivered at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party in 
1956, had a profound effect on Soviet society precisely because it 
exploded the neo-traditionalist order in an attempt to both preserve 
and modernize the Soviet political and economic regime. In a way, 
Khrushchev employed the mechanism of instantly converting  
a former hero or leader into an “enemy of the people,” a tactic that 
was developed in Stalin’s time. He did this, once again following 
Stalin’s model, in order to consolidate his own power, neutralize 
the “old Stalinist guard,” and disarm the all-powerful state security 
forces (former NKVD, then MGB, and finally the KGB) that had been 
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the primary tool of Stalinist terror. But the fact that he used these 
methods against Stalin himself, the supreme leader, the axis of the 
Soviet quasi-religion, caused the ultimate crisis in Soviet civilization. 
Although Khrushchev, in this speech and afterward, tried to keep 
intact what seemed to be the foundations of the regime—faith in the 
communist utopia, the cult of Lenin that replaced the cult of Stalin, 
hostility to capitalism, and mantras about the supremacy of the first 
state founded by and for the victorious proletariat—the damage 
was irreparable, and the ideological and cultural transformations 
that ensued were unstoppable. 

Khrushchev asked: “Why did we not do something earlier, 
during Stalin’s life, in order to prevent the loss of innocent lives?” 
Toward answering this question, Khrushchev in part blamed 
Soviet writers, filmmakers, and scientists for mythologizing Stalin’s 
abilities as a leader. “When we look at many of our novels, films 
and historical-scientific studies . . . the Soviet Army, supposedly 
thanks only to Stalin’s genius, turned to the offensive and subdued 
the enemy. The epic victory gained . . . through our heroic people, 
is ascribed in this type of novel, film and ‘scientific study’ as being 
completely due to the strategic genius of Stalin.” 

Khrushchev’s denouncement of Stalin (but not Stalinism),  
allowed for the publication of works such as Aleksandr Solzhenit-
syn’s 1962 One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, which transformed 
Soviet literature by depicting a “typical” day in a remote labor 
camp. However, censorship and other regulatory practices man-
dated by the state continued to restrict what and whom could be 
published. Indeed, even Khrushchev’s “Secret Speech” itself could 
not be published in Russia until 1989, when the reforms of pe- 
restroika that would lead to the collapse of the Soviet Union were  
underway. 

Histories of the Thaw period identify Khrushchev and 
Solzhenitsyn as initiators of cultural change. Khrushchev, as First 
Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, was uniquely 
positioned to advocate for reform. Solzhenitsyn, as a former “enemy 
of the people” and literary unknown, was not. Their anti-Stalinism 
did not unite them in any way, nor were the outcomes of their work 
confined to the period of the Thaw. Khrushchev’s reforms were 
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largely intended to move the concentration of power away from 
a single individual and strengthen the stability of the Communist 
Party elite, a goal that was achieved during the rule of his successor 
Leonid Brezhnev. Solzhenitsyn’s work sought to disempower not 
only Stalinism, but the Party and the Soviet regime as a whole,  
a vision that eventually came to pass with the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. Viewing the cultural changes of the late Soviet period 
from the standpoint of the present reveals a longer, comparative 
perspective on how individuals contribute to political and cultural 
change. 

The struggle for self-identification and the search for meaning 
did not take place exclusively in the political sphere. For the writer 
Vassily Aksyonov, the Thaw was “a time with no fear.” Aksyonov 
and his young colleagues felt that they were “the new generation, the 
one which would change things in our country.” As a leading figure 
in the youth prose movement and self-proclaimed stiliaga (hipster), 
Aksyonov introduced slang, a cosmopolitan sensibility, and even 
new modes of dress into Soviet literature and life. Aksyonov’s name 
became synonymous with a romanticized vision of the Thaw, in 
which the writer and reader shared a common language, sense of 
fashion, and love of American jazz. Although Aksyonov would 
later revise this portrait of his generation in his 2008 autobiographic 
novel A Mysterious Passion, the youthful idealism the stiliagi exuded 
in their life and art during the Thaw stands beside the publication 
of Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, Khrushchev’s 
“Secret Speech,” and the emergence of the poets Andrei Voznesensky 
and Yevgeny Yevtushenko as among the most vivid indications that 
a new era had begun. 

Growing conflict within society was the first radical effect of 
Khrushchev’s exposure of Stalin’s crimes. Due to the political changes 
discussed above, the Thaw was a period of heated culture wars 
between those who wanted to preserve the Soviet symbolic order, 
such as hardcore Stalinists or followers of Khrushchev’s version of 
communist ideology “cleansed” of the “cult of [Stalin’s] personality,” 
and those who embraced opportunities offered by a new and large-
scale wave of modernization, the movement from uniformity to 
heterogeneity in culture and lifestyle, and greater personal and 
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intellectual freedom. These culture wars are responsible for the 
numerous internal contradictions of the Thaw period, when each 
new degree of freedom was earned by bitter political struggle—
and could be reversed the very next day. The literary journal New 
World (Novyi mir) became a hub of literary innovation during the 
Thaw, but the publication of nearly every issue was delayed due 
to the resistance of censors. 1956 was the year of Khrushchev’s 
“Secret Speech” and the beginning of the political campaign against 
Stalinism, but it was also the year that democratic anti-communist 
uprisings in Hungary were suppressed (Aksyonov’s A Mysterious 
Passion depicts how these events affected the creative intelligentsia). 
In 1958, with the Thaw in full swing, Boris Pasternak was forced 
to renounce the Nobel Prize he was awarded for his novel Doctor 
Zhivago (banned in the USSR). In 1961 the Twenty-Second Party 
Congress demanded the removal of Stalin’s embalmed body from 
the Lenin Mausoleum on Red Square; in the same year, Vasily 
Grossman’s novel Life and Fate was “arrested” by the KGB. In 1962, 
Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich was published 
and even nominated for the Lenin Prize in Literature; in the same 
year a peaceful workers’ demonstration against high food prices in 
Novocherkassk was suppressed by mass shooting. 

The works of many writers who were victims of Stalinist terror, 
or who were banned in Stalin’s time, were returned to circulation 
during the Thaw. Among them were Isaac Babel, Mikhail 
Zoshchenko, Andrei Platonov, Anna Akhmatova, Marina Tsvetaeva, 
Ivan Bunin, Osip Mandelstam, Ilya Il’f and Evgeny Petrov, Nikolai 
Zabolotsky, Daniil Kharms, and many others. However, not all of 
their works were “rehabilitated.” Platonov’s novels, Bulgakov’s 
Heart of a Dog, The Fatal Eggs, and other novellas, Akhmatova’s 
“Requiem,” Kharms’ writings for adults, Mandelstam’s late poems, 
and many other works remained banned. Classics of twentieth-
century Russian literature, such as Evgeny Zamyatin, Vladimir 
Nabokov, Konstantin Vaginov, and Alexander Vvedensky, were 
forced into “oblivion” and could only be circulated in samizdat and 
tamizdat until the reforms of the 1980s. 

Such contradictions are visible on a broader scale as well. On 
the one hand, Soviet society experienced a strong push toward 
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modernization, which stimulated a surge of creativity among the 
younger generation. Still enchanted by the idea of communism, the 
“generation of the sixties,” as it was then called, was also creating 
new identities and ways of living. Pyotr Vail’ and Alexander Genis, 
in their book The Sixties: The World of the Soviet Man, provide a broad 
overview of these innovations. Vassily Aksyonov’s A Mysterious 
Passion depicts additional forms of cultural innovation, including 
sexual revolution as the ultimate manifestation of newly-discovered, 
private, individual, even hedonistic values—a far cry from the self-
sacrificing asceticism demanded by Stalinist culture. 

Accompanying these processes was a quest for new subjectivities 
based on a new sense of the self that was not defined by a sense 
of belonging to the “collective body” of the Soviet people. These 
subjectivities are important by virtue of the dissimilarity between 
them and the challenge of realizing them in all their various forms 
in everyday life. This quest for new subjectivities found its most 
vibrant embodiment in the poetry of the sixties, as represented by 
Yevgeny Yevtushenko, Andrei Voznesensky, Alexander Galich, 
and others. Their poems were political precisely because they were 
personal. Each of these poets in his own way tried to define his “I” 
in its complex relationship to the “we,” an attitude distinct from the 
previous subjugation of the personal to the collective. The public 
need for such discourse was supported by the unprecedented 
popularity of poetry in the sixties: poetry readings in the 1960s 
filled stadiums; poets could be likened to rock stars. 

At the same time, the reevaluation of Stalinism, initiated by 
Khrushchev’s speech, launched the process that in similar conditions 
was defined (in relation to Nazism) as “working through the past.” 
The tragic experiences of victims of the Soviet regime, previously 
completely excluded from public view, were slowly but steadily 
entering the collective consciousness. Former prisoners of the 
Gulag were released by Khrushchev and began to return to society. 
Their experiences required a new understanding of the Stalinist 
epoch, and consequently of the entire Soviet experiment. Aleksandr 
Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich produced the 
first breakthrough, which affected not only Soviet readerships but 
also the Western perception of communism. After the publication 
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of Solzhenitsyn’s novella, many other works exploring the 
Gulag as the deepest point of historical trauma—such as Varlam 
Shalamov’s stories, Solzhenitsyn’s later novels and his Gulag 
Archipelago—emerged in quick succession. Other works analyzed 
the traumatic social distortions produced by the Soviet experience. 
These include Alexander Galich’s songs, Grossman’s Life and Fate 
and Everything Flows, Vladimir Tendryakov’s autobiographical 
depiction of the post-collectivization Holodomor (famine), Andrey 
Sinyavsky’s (Abram Tertz) and Yulii Daniel’s (Nikolai Arzhak) 
“fantastic tales,” all of which, like Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago, 
could be published only in samizdat and tamizdat. The authors of 
these works were banned from Soviet magazines and presses. 
Sometimes they endured public shaming, as Pasternak did, or 
expulsion into exile as in the cases of Solzhenitsyn and Galich. In 
other cases, they underwent trial and imprisonment as Sinyavsky 
and Daniel did, or, like Shalamov, suffered extreme poverty and  
isolation.

Manuscripts could also be confiscated and “arrested” as 
Grossman’s were. However, this was not the only path open to 
those attempting to “work through” the Soviet experience. The 
“legal” literature of the sixties developed an elaborate “Aesopian 
language,” a system of hints and allusions that allowed readers 
to read seemingly innocent texts as political allegories. These 
tricks did not fully deceive censors, but the censors were also 
Soviet people, and they were also affected by the crisis of Soviet 
ideology. They were therefore sometimes inclined to close their 
eyes to political subversion in a text, so long as it kept the illusion  
of propriety. 

The crumbling of the Soviet symbolic order, the growing 
heterogeneity of society, and, most importantly, the process of 
“working through the past” begun during the Thaw, generated 
at least two significant lines of additional cultural and ideological 
transformation. The first was obviated by the intelligentsia’s reaction 
to the arrest of Sinyavsky and Daniel in 1965 for publishing their 
literary works abroad. Designed by the authorities as a symbolic 
end to the “liberties” of the Thaw, this trial revealed the opposite: 
the impossibility of a return to Stalinism in culture. Not only did 
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