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Preface

Ever since my fi rst encounter with the world of Soviet Russia, and indeed 
ever since I began to think politically, I have known that I would write 
this book. It is not possible to talk about Russia in the twentieth century, 
and even present-day post-Soviet Russia, without coming up against 
the caesura invoked by the term ‘1937’. All lines of inquiry in my previ-
ous writings – whether they focused on St Petersburg as a laboratory of 
modernity, the Russian experience of exile in Berlin between the wars, or 
the rebirth of Russia after the demise of the Soviet Union – somehow or 
other and at some point or other inevitably led back to the time and place 
of the radical and irreversible rupture in the third decade of the twentieth 
century.

I was still at school, at the beginning of the 1960s, when I heard Yevgeny 
Yevtushenko recite his poem ‘The Heirs of Stalin’. Even for people unfa-
miliar with the whole history, the verses gave expression to something 
sinister, ominous and opaque that must never be allowed to recur, a catas-
trophe that had befallen a people and a nation. This was repeated over 
the years and developed into a leitmotif. In the circle of acquaintances to 
which I subsequently belonged in Moscow there was no one whose family 
did not contain a victim: relatives that had disappeared, children who 
did not know when and where their fathers had been shot, and families 
scattered throughout the Soviet Union during those years. The traces of 
violence, misfortune and arbitrary rule were everywhere to be seen. And 
yet, right to the very end of the Soviet Union, there were no memorials to 
commemorate the dead and to give the collective trauma a public face.

In West Germany and West Berlin, where I began my studies, there 
could be no question of a lack of information or a general silence on the 
subject. Long before Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s monumental ‘attempt at 
an artistic depiction’ of the Gulag Archipelago, there were major accounts 
of it. We need think only of Alexander Weissberg-Cybulski’s report on 
his odyssey through Stalin’s prisons, of Arthur Koestler’s response to 
the shock produced by the Moscow show trials in his novel Darkness 
at Noon, of the shattering memoirs of Evgenia Ginzburg and Nadezhda 
Mandelstam. Robert Conquest’s account of the Great Terror had likewise 
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appeared as early as 1969 and was soon followed by Roy Medvedev’s 
insider’s view of the history of Stalinism.

Nevertheless, the historic catastrophe and the human tragedies of the 
Soviet Union never received the attention and interest that might have been 
expected from a public that had been exposed to the horror of the crimes 
of National Socialism. The asymmetry was very striking. A world that had 
taken to heart such names as Dachau, Buchenwald and Auschwitz had 
trouble in memorizing names like Vorkuta, Kolyma or Magadan. People 
had read Primo Levi but not Varlam Shalamov. Thus Stalin’s victims 
died a second death, this time in people’s memories. They vanished in the 
shadow of the crimes of the century committed by the Nazis; they were 
lost to view by the side of the countless victims in the Great Patriotic War. 
They fell by the wayside in the ideological skirmishes of the Cold War, in 
which a fact could not be accepted as true if the applause came from the 
wrong side, and where after 1945 the swiftly restored anti-totalitarian con-
sensus against communism frequently blinded the public to the fact that 
education about their own totalitarian past was far from comprehensive. 
The victims of that other collapse of civilization disappeared fi nally behind 
the wall of silence that had fi xed the division of Europe for half a century. 
In this way, no sooner was the question of the victims of Stalin’s dictator-
ship broached than complex rationalization processes led to a curious lack 
of interest and even indiff erence.

However, Moscow in 1937 is one of the key settings of European history. 
It is not situated somewhere or other but on a fault line of European civili-
zation. The dead of 1937 are the contemporaries of a ‘century of extremes’ 
that knows no frontiers. This is why Moscow in 1937 must form part of 
our mental processes when we inquire into the meaning of the twentieth 
century for European civilization.

This became clear at the latest by the time of the demise of the Soviet 
Union, since that demise has been accompanied by a fundamental strug-
gle to recapture our historical memory. The Soviet topography of terror 
was charted for the fi rst time; for the fi rst time the names and portraits 
of hitherto nameless victims were published and memorials were erected. 
This process is far from complete, and will only be completed if and when 
in the not too distant future Lubianka, that symbol of infi nite contempt 
for human beings and murderous violence in the centre of Moscow, is 
transformed into a museum and a place of remembrance.

It must be said that this book is a latecomer when you consider the vast 
stream of sourcebooks, memoirs and new research on this subject. But in 
fact it may actually have come too soon, if we remember that it involves 
disentangling one of the most perplexing knots of recent European 
history. If its publication has taken so long in my own case, this is not 
because of any intellectual inhibition on my part, but rather because of 
the helplessness I felt in the face of a historical event in which all simple 
distinctions and causal relationships seem to evaporate. Never before have 
I felt so strongly that language fails to do justice to the monstrous events 
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xii Preface

of the age. Never before have I been as acutely conscious of the limits 
of historical discourse as in the present endeavour to bring together the 
extremes of the terror and the dream in a synchronous narrative. But one 
must perhaps have been rendered speechless in order to be at all able to 
start work on this labour of reimagining the past.

Karl Schlögel
Berlin, spring 2008
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Translator’s Note

Transliterating Russian names and words is always a sensitive matter. 
In this book I have used a modifi ed version of the Library of Congress 
system. Even so, although I have aimed at a certain consistency, I have 
not achieved this throughout. To quote Nicholas de Lange, a transla-
tor from a diff erent language, ‘I have sometimes surrendered to the 
claims of familiar usage.’ Thus ‘Gorki’ has been rendered as ‘Gorky’ 
and ‘Ezhov’ as ‘Yezhov’. I am most grateful to Anna Zaranko for going 
through the entire text and ensuring a uniform practice. The challenge 
posed by a German text so profoundly permeated by Russian terms and 
references is one I would not have been able to meet without the eff orts 
of my wife Krystyna Livingstone, who went beyond the call of duty in 
reading through the entire text and painstakingly correcting my some-
what amateurish renderings. I am deeply grateful for her help in this and 
for rectifying countless other slips and errors. However, her contribution 
went well beyond correcting my mistakes and the collaboration gradually 
developed into a joint venture. Karl Schlögel’s German text is steeped in 
both traditional Russian culture and the Russia of the Soviet era. Russian 
resonances and echoes that might easily be overlooked pervade the entire 
book. As a translator in her own right, Krystyna was better able than I to 
respond to a myriad of almost subliminal meanings and bring them to the 
surface. I am greatly in her debt.

Rodney Livingstone
Southampton, April 2012
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Introduction

Introductions are opening statements, not summaries or anticipations of 
what is to come. ‘Moscow, 1937’ is a historical symbol in Kant’s sense, a 
code word for one of the greatest historical catastrophes of the twentieth 
century. In the minds of millions of Soviet citizens the ‘accursed year 
1937’ was a synonym for countless human tragedies. 1937 and 1938 are 
signifi cant death dates. Human lives were abruptly cut short in 1937.1 It 
sent shock waves through the entire nation that could be felt far beyond its 
frontiers. In a single year some 2 million people were arrested, approach-
ing 700,000 were murdered and almost 1.3 million were deported to camps 
and labour colonies. That was a hitherto inconceivable increase in suff er-
ing even in a country that had already experienced huge losses of life. In 
the First World War and the subsequent Civil War, Russia had lost around 
15 million people and up to another 8 million from starvation arising from 
the collectivization process. But the numbers of those arrested, sentenced 
and shot in 1937–8 represented a quantum leap, an excess piled on excess.2

What makes the year 1937 so terrible, however, is not merely the 
number of victims. Few of those who were persecuted and killed knew why 
they had been singled out for this fate. The allegations and accusations 
were incredible and fantastic, and even more fantastic was the fact that 
the accused repeated and reproduced them in their confessions. This was 
the case with prominent revolutionary leaders, statesmen and diplomats 
known the world over, as well as technical experts and managers sorely 
needed by the country to help with reconstruction. They were all supposed 
to have conspired to organize uprisings and assassinations, built up spy 
networks and been involved in wrecking activities in factories, mines or 
research institutes. But, within a short time, those who had carried out the 
sentences found themselves in the dock and were transformed from active 
participants into victims. The central question that scholars have focused 
on to this day, and will probably continue to focus on, is why all these 
events took place, what was their underlying rationale.3 But in the past 
attention has concentrated on the trials of the prominent leaders belong-
ing to the ‘old guard’, whereas now, ever since the publication of the docu-
ments relating to the so-called mass operations during 1937 and 1938, it 
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2 Introduction

has become evident that the Great Terror was directed primarily against 
ordinary people who did not belong to the Party, but who were singled 
out on the basis of social and ethnic criteria and systematically butchered.4

Since then, an enormous and, indeed an almost overwhelming, number 
of studies has appeared on this subject.5 Vast resources have become 
available since the demise of the Soviet Union and the resultant opening 
of the archives, and these have made it possible to reconstruct the course 
of events on new foundations. The documents and fi les of major gov-
ernment and Party authorities have been opened to researchers, so that 
internal debates and records of opinion-forming and decision-making 
processes can be reconstructed. Whereas previously we were forced to 
rely on estimates and guesswork, statistics kept by individual authorities 
now allow us to make more accurate calculations. Comprehensive source 
materials permit us to analyse the national mood, the perceptions of Party 
or government agencies, and methods used to resolve confl icts between 
the centre and the provinces.6 Fundamental studies of the functioning of 
important administrative authorities have been published.7 Last, but by 
no means least, the names, numbers and life stories of hundreds of thou-
sands of victims have been traced, documented and published.8

Research on the history of ‘Stalinism as a civilization’ has made great 
strides, thanks above all to the opening up of new sources: memoirs, 
diaries, fi lms, and works on iconography and architecture.9 However 
many spectacular documents are still to emerge – and some are certain 
to make their appearance in one context or another – they are unlikely to 
change the main thrust of the discoveries brought to light by the ‘archival 
revolution’ up to now. The sources that have been edited in recent years 
will keep a whole generation of historians busy.

The basic idea of the present work is quite straightforward. It sets 
out to bring together whatever records should have belonged together 
from the standpoint of history and life experience but which have been 
separated by the demands of the division of labour operating in historical 
research. My starting point is not yet another new thesis about the nature 
or dynamics of ‘Stalinism’, but an attempt to capture, as in a prism, the 
moment, the constellation, that contemporary witnesses to the events of 
the time always deemed ‘historically signifi cant’. For this purpose it was 
necessary to research and reconstruct events as and where they happened. 
Taken together, these events constitute the nodal point that brings all the 
threads together, the fi ssures opening up where the lines of development 
break off  and the constellation in which mighty tensions are released. This 
procedure is in conformity with the classical unities of time, place and 
action. Events are reconstructed in the order in which they took place and 
the space in which they were enacted. History ‘takes place’ not simply in 
time, not merely as a sequence of events unfolding in turn, but in a specifi c 
space, a locality. Everything that happened in Moscow in 1937 was acted 
out on a very narrow stage, frequently not just within a short space of 
time but also in one and the same place. The historical location, time and 
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action all belong together, and historiography must follow suit and bring 
together once more ‘what fashion had kept asunder’. This gives rise to a 
time–space continuum that best corresponds to the historical reality.10 It 
makes possible the writing of history as synchronous history.

In order to be able to think of place, time and action together and 
to present them as such, Mikhail Bakhtin coined the term chronotope. 
Bakhtin, incidentally, lived close to Moscow in 1937 and was himself an 
observer of the events described here.11

Such a synchronous history presents great problems, but more impor-
tantly it also off ers great benefi ts for whose sake it is worth taking almost 
any risk. Its greatest advantage lies in the tacit coercion involved in tying 
events down to a concrete location. A history that is tied to a particular 
time or space implicitly acknowledges the synchronicity of the non- 
synchronous, the coexistence and co-presence of the disparate. The loca-
tion guarantees complexity. The stereoscopic all-round view is designed to 
bring events together; it is better suited to the disparate nature of the world 
than is a strenuous, concentrated tunnel vision. By taking in everything ‘at 
a glance’, it grasps the relationships that elude a more specialized but also 
more limited mode of perception. An all-round view sensitive to time and 
space sets relationships in motion that are paralysed by a more concen-
trated method which focuses on particular points. However, for a period 
such as the 1930s, which is itself an epoch of extremes encapsulated within 
an age of extremes, the idea of a histoire totale is the most appropriate 
approach, even if it is never fully attainable. The principal eff ort that has 
to be invested in such a history aspires to discover a way, a form, in which 
extremes can be contemplated simultaneously. Mastering the diffi  culties 
inherent in that eff ort is a problem of far greater magnitude than any diffi  -
culties thrown up by the source materials. The greatest challenge stems not 
from the absence of sources, but in most cases from their overwhelming 
plenitude and their inexhaustible profusion.

We have to make use of everything that helps us, as the products of a 
later generation, to enter into a world from which we are excluded in the 
nature of the case and the direct experience of which we have been spared. 
Our view is that there is no set of sources, no genre and no perspective that 
might not enable us to shed light where previously darkness had reigned. 
The available sources might include decrees, diaries, newspaper articles 
and town plans; exhibition guides might be as illuminating as reports of 
arrests or records of executions. No perspective, no angle of perception 
is to be excluded. We should ignore the viewpoint of neither the foreign 
tourist nor that of the agricultural migrant escaping to the city, neither the 
schoolchild looking forward to the start of the new term, the newspaper 
reader tackling his crossword puzzle nor the later confession of a ‘special 
duties offi  cer’. Herodotus is still the best teacher when it comes to grasping 
the nature of complex experiences.

But of itself this does not off er much assistance in helping us to under-
stand what a ‘synchronous narrative’ might look like. In the present case, 
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some methods and models are more obvious than others. I have in mind 
here Walter Benjamin’s ‘fl âneur’, Sergei Eisenstein’s aesthetics and his use 
of montage, and Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the chronotope. What we 
can learn from Benjamin is not only what history can achieve by way of 
a ‘materialist physiognomy’ but also how productive fl ânerie can be as a 
mode of knowledge. Nevertheless, in writing this book we have also been 
forced to recognize that, in the Moscow of the 1930s, Benjamin’s fl âneur 
would have been something of an anachronism. He would scarcely have 
been able to move in the squares with their mass parades, let alone stroll 
freely beneath the gaze of the secret policemen assigned to keep an eye 
on him. Sergei Eisenstein’s aesthetics and techniques, like fi lm in general, 
seem best suited to providing a form able to grasp the ruptures and dis-
continuities, the synchronicity of the non-synchronous, and translate 
them into narrative terms. A further factor is that Eisenstein himself was 
commissioned to produce the jubilee fi lm for the year 1937. His designs 
and his script might well have formed the basis for a historical narrative. 
But setting aside the fact that Eisenstein failed to complete this project – 
and likewise failed in his subsequent attempt to commemorate the 800th 
anniversary of the founding of the city of Moscow – his failure may have 
had intrinsic, methodological reasons. 1937 was a year in which confl icts 
came to a head and exploded, and there was a sudden end to life stories 
that have to be retold as stories, rather than simply being ‘inserted’ into a 
mosaic like atoms or fragments. Paradoxical though it sounds, montage 
seems to be ‘insuffi  ciently complex’ in this of all situations.12

Bakhtin demonstrates, lastly, not only that the chronotope is ‘the indis-
soluble conjuncture of time and space’,13 but that we can also speak of 
diff erent, specifi c chronotopoi. Following the chronotopoi he analyses 
in connection with the novel, we might speak of ‘Moscow, 1937’ as a 
chronotope. Its chief characteristics are arbitrariness, suddenness, shock, 
attacks out of the blue, and the disappearance and obliteration of the 
distinction between the real and the fantastic. Notwithstanding the diff er-
ences between fi ction and non-fi ction, we can look with profi t to the great 
novels, above all novels in an urban setting, for they have discovered the 
narrative forms that are able to do justice to the chaotic, opaque nature 
of life in a specifi c locality. Such novels are particularly instructive for the 
development of a ‘synchronous narrative’.14 We may well continue to cling 
to the conviction that historiography cannot dispense with narrative – and 
that narrative is not fi nished as the postmodernists have proclaimed but 
only a particular ideological version of the ‘grand narrative’. But even if 
we do, in the case of Moscow in 1937, we shall still be pulled up sharply 
at the limits of narrative history, all the more so since we are not speaking 
here of the history of a city in the usual sense.15

The ‘whirlpool of history’, the ‘maelstrom’, the ‘Witches’ Sabbath’, the 
‘machinery of terror’ – all these images and epithets have been used by 
contemporaries or historians to express their baffl  ement. The way into 
them follows events and staging posts. They are subjective, but are not 

SCHLOGEL PAGINATION.indd   4SCHLOGEL PAGINATION.indd   4 12/07/2012   15:4312/07/2012   15:43



 Introduction 5

arbitrarily chosen. Probes have been positioned wherever thorough and 
lengthy preliminary soundings have led historians to suspect signifi cant 
discoveries. What was crucial in selecting the staging posts and events – 
these correspond to the close on forty chapters or ‘scenes’ of this book 
– was not whether they were particularly drastic or exotic, but whether 
they were representative. Reading newspapers has been of the very fi rst 
importance because the multifarious phenomena of life are all bundled 
together on the front pages – however selectively and subject to censorship 
they may have been. Newspapers and magazines took pride of place in my 
eff orts to understand and reproduce the world not in terms of individual 
disciplines and one-dimensionally, but from an interdisciplinary stand-
point that preserved the integrity of events. In many respects, newspapers 
are a key resource, one that is commonly underrepresented because the 
truth is always supposed to be lurking ‘beneath the surface’. The next 
step was to forge a path through the surface of historical incident so as to 
develop an architecture that would do justice to the course of events, with 
all its twists and turns, vortices and explosions. The table of contents is 
intended to provide some sense of what was involved here.

The journey begins with the fl ight of Margarita, the heroine of Mikhail 
Bulgakov’s novel – but it is a fl ight back to the city from which she had 
escaped – and ends with the inspection of a building site at the spot where 
the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour had once stood and where, in 1937, 
the construction of the Palace of the Soviets was just getting under way. It 
follows events taking place between the end of 1936 and the end of 1938. 
In that period history is compressed, with past events running in parallel 
with those of the jubilee year celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the 
October Revolution. Thus we look in on the great show trials, the cel-
ebrations of the Pushkin jubilee, the International Geologists’ Congress 
and the First All-Union Architects’ Congress. Spectacular events that 
held the entire Soviet public in thrall throughout the year – the fl ights to 
North America, the conquest of the North Pole, the passing of the new 
constitution and the elections to the Supreme Soviet – all these pass once 
more before the eyes of the observer. In the process we become familiar 
with certain scenes that provided the settings for the events of political 
and social life: the Bolshoi Theatre, the Gorky Central Park of Culture 
and Rest, Red Square, the dachas in the suburbs and the many jubilee 
exhibitions. But there are also other things integral to the Moscow of the 
time: the labyrinths of terror, the places of execution on the outskirts of 
the city, and the forced labour camps in the canal zone to the north. The 
inner core of power in which everything was discussed, resolved and made 
ready for implementation also formed an essential part of Moscow in 
1937. Nevertheless, the year of the Great Terror included other things as 
well: the summer vacations, the beginning of the school year, sports facili-
ties, cinemas, shop windows and dance venues. Many roads and paths led 
to Moscow in the 1930s, and Moscow was a city that did not yet form part 
of a divided world – as can be seen from the nature of the front lines in 
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the Spanish Civil War, the World Exhibition in Paris and the numerous 
links with America. Moscow in 1937 is observed here from many diff erent 
points of view – that of the émigré returning to his native land, the anti-
fascist intellectual trying to make sense of what is happening all around 
him in the country where he has found refuge, as well as embassy workers 
and foreign journalists. Whether as participants or, even more, as victims, 
all of them fi nd themselves swept up in one way or the other into the great 
movement in which they had become involved and which came to an end 
only in 1938. In these years, and this soon becomes apparent during these 
tours, the city was nothing but a great building site, a city in permanent 
upheaval.

A glance at the map can best show us what is meant by the synchronic-
ity of events in a single place. Everything takes place in quick succession 
and in close proximity. The map displays in spatial terms what the organi-
zation of the book unfolds as a temporal narrative. But since the map 
cannot display the cumulative radicalization, the acceleration of events, it 
acquires its meaning only together with the legend – i.e., the narrative of 
events in succession. Only the two things together can produce that space–
time matrix from which new insights can be gleaned.16

It is not hard to identify the source of the ‘additional historical knowl-
edge’ that arises from this synthesizing process. It reproduces and lays 
bare the complexity that is concealed by the separation of events from the 
locations in which they took place. A history of violence isolated from its 
context becomes as misleading as a history of the cinema or the entertain-
ment industry would be. The political decision-making processes that 
led to the terror did not take place in a vacuum, any more than we could 
conceive of a history of everyday life in those years independently of the 
ambush-like interventions from above and the targeted killings. So, when 
we speak of jumbled situations and the simultaneous presence of dream 
and terror, we are trying to evoke not a particular atmosphere superim-
posed on an otherwise dry analysis, but an epistemologically central fact: 
the creation of an experiential space as mediated by a common location. 
The eff ect of this space–time geography is not to produce a mere average, 
or to blunt or soften extremes, but, on the contrary, to accentuate them to 
the greatest possible degree. This is what is meant by a ‘synchronous nar-
rative’. The meeting of the bosses in charge of the organized campaign of 
mass murder on the twentieth anniversary of the founding of the Cheka in 
the Bolshoi Theatre, a place usually reserved for performances of Carmen 
or operas by Modest Mussorgsky, or the arrest of the men responsible 
for the building of the Moscow–Volga Canal at the moment of its grand 
public opening – such things are mere episodes in this single great nar-
rative. The simultaneous occurrence, the merging, of the terror and the 
dream is perhaps best exemplifi ed by the parallel events of the elections to 
the Supreme Soviet of 12 December 1937 and the mass arrests and killings 
of hundreds of thousands of people that started in August 1937 and that 
were originally intended to come to an end by the beginning of December. 
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The preparations for ‘universal, free, direct and secret elections’ went hand 
in hand with the organized mass killings. The elections actually entailed 
the physical elimination of all those forces that might have posed a threat 
to the monopoly of the Communist Party. It is no accident that the pub-
lication in Pravda of the agenda for the elections coincided with Stalin’s 
plan for the launch of the mass killings. Both documents bear the date 2 
July 1937.17

The idea behind this book of assembling such opposing experiences 
and manifestations of this year has not been inspired merely by the wish 
to bring together things that all too frequently are left to stand on their 
own and to synthesize individual insights derived from the most diverse 
areas of research. My aim, rather, has been to resolve disagreements that 
were fully justifi ed in a period of paradigm change, but have now become 
obsolete, and to make use of the explanatory potential where I found it, 
regardless of the school from which it came. Disputes between historians 
are only of biographical or specialist scholarly interest. The history of 
events, the history of ordinary life, the history of mentalities – all these 
are no more than diff erent facets or emphases. ‘History from above’ and 
‘history from below’, political history and the history of everyday life, the 
question whether the terror was centrally planned or blind and spontane-
ous without any discernible trend – all such questions must, wherever pos-
sible, be freed from unnecessary and sometimes misleading disagreements 
and be harmonized. Or, to put it somewhat loosely, the generalizations 
about the age which Hannah Arendt formulated in her book The Origins 
of Totalitarianism for the benefi t of the generation that had escaped from 
both Nazism and Stalinism have to be combined with the insights arising 
from Sheila Fitzpatrick’s pioneering studies of Soviet social history.18 
These studies have shed light on the fault lines in Russian society, without 
which we would be unable to comprehend the force and destructiveness 
of Stalinism. They tell us that there is now no way back to older notions 
of Stalinism as a merely political event. According to this change of 
paradigm, the matrix of historical understanding and analysis is quite dif-
ferent. Much that seemed previously to be the expression of omnipotent 
state power can now be seen as the desperate actions of an impotent state; 
what appeared to be the expression of a daring utopianism turns out to 
consist of panicky expedients without which a state power with the barest 
minimum by way of legitimacy could not have survived for a single day. 
What looks at fi rst sight like a plan turns out on closer inspection to be a 
mixture of crisis management, improvisation, a merely reactive, tactical 
response and a process of living from hand to mouth. The ‘system’ stands 
exposed as a barely suppressed chaos, albeit a chaos that was unleashed 
again and again as a device to retain dominance. ‘Power’ – that was often 
little more than an alliance cobbled together by men tested and hardened 
in the battles of the Civil War, an alliance that could be unravelled at any 
moment. The time is long since past when the study of texts by Marx and 
Lenin could be thought to have much to contribute to an understanding 
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