Re-Entering the 'First Circle'

The authoritative text of Solzhenitsyn's novel is finally available in the West.

By EDWARD E. ERICSON JR.

It has taken a half-century for English-language readers to receive the definitive text of "In the First Circle," the best novel by one of the greatest authors of our time. Such is the fate of art created under a totalitarian regime. But now it is finally available in the West as the author envisioned it. The English translator is Harry T. Willetts, renowned for combining fidelity to Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's rich, complex Russian with supple equivalents in English prose and the only person Solzhenitsyn fully trusted to render his fiction into English.

Solzhenitsyn wrote the book under exceptionally difficult circumstances. In 1953, as he was about to emerge from eight years in the gulag, the Soviet prison-camp system, he was diagnosed with cancer. Consigned to internal exile in Kazakhstan, he found work as a schoolteacher but devoted every spare moment to writing. In 1958, he completed the first draft of "In the First Circle," a novel, set during Stalin's rule, about the effects of incarceration and forced labor on the minds and souls of innocent and intelligent men. He immediately put it through two revisions.

In 1962 he made his sensational entry onto the world literary stage with the publication of "One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich," a short novel about the gulag that appeared with Nikita Khrushchev's imprimatur during the "thaw," a brief period during which restrictions on publishing were loosened. That same year, Solzhenitsyn wrote a fourth draft of "In the First Circle." 
Hoping to parlay one success into another, in 1964 Solzhenitsyn decided to try to squeeze "In the First Circle" through the censors' sieve. Yet, anticipating that its themes transgressed strict Soviet limits, he first put the manuscript through a process of "lightening"—pruning and toning it down politically into what he later called an "ersatz, truncated" version. He nonetheless never received official permission to publish it. In 1968, with the thaw a thing of the past and official harassment constricting his options, he took the desperate step of authorizing the publication of this version of his novel in the West, where it came out under the shorter title "The First Circle."

Also by 1968 Solzhenitsyn had returned the novel to its authentic form, following as well his lifelong pattern of tinkering with the text. As he explains in the "Author's Note" to the new edition, "By the by, while restoring the novel there were parts that I refined: after all, I was forty then, but am fifty now." The full version comprises 96 chapters, rather than the 87 of the version previously available in English. For readers of the earlier version, "In the First Circle" will be a revelation. In the complete text the excised chapters are reinstated, other chapters are modified, major characters are substantially enriched, new characters appear, the plot is sharply altered, and themes are deepened. Also restored is the preposition "In" of the original title, shifting the focus back from a place to the people in that place. Not until 1978, by which time Solzhenitsyn was living in his Vermont exile after having been expelled from his homeland four years earlier, did he allow the complete novel to be published in Russian. 
"In the First Circle" is based on Solzhenitsyn's time in a special prison at Marfino, a Moscow suburb, that served the state as a research institute. The three-plus years that Solzhenitsyn spent in this part of the gulag network are compressed in the novel into four days in 1949, Dec. 24-27. The huge gallery of characters constitutes a top-to-bottom cross-section of Soviet society. At the core are the Marfino "zeks" (slang for prisoners), whose ranks comprise political prisoners drawn from the professional and intellectual classes. Forced to work on government projects, these zeks are charged with developing a device that can identify the voices in the phone conversations the government is tapping. Historical personages include Stalin and his powerful minister of state security, Viktor Abakumov. Eleanor Roosevelt even makes a hilarious cameo appearance.

The starkest contrast between the cut and restored versions is in the book's opening chapter, in the incident that sets the plot in motion. In the earlier, 87-chapter version, Innokenty Volodin, an up-and-coming Soviet diplomat, makes a risky call from a public telephone in Moscow to warn his well-placed family doctor against sharing with Western colleagues information about an experimental drug, because the paranoid Soviet authorities would consider such an act a betrayal of a state secret. The line goes dead in midcall, and the accompanying click signals to Volodin that the secret police were monitoring it. The zeks are instructed to discover the identity of the audiotaped voice. They succeed, and Volodin takes his first step toward the brutal world of the gulag.

The authentic, 96-chapter version retains the recorded phone call, but everything else is different. Now Volodin calls the U.S. Embassy in Moscow to warn of an impending espionage operation in New York, where a Soviet spy will pick up secrets about atomic-bomb technology. When faced with the moral dilemma of what to do about the stunning secret that has fallen into his possession, Volodin asks himself, "If we live in a state of constant fear, can we remain human?" He exchanges the potentially self-indulgent principle that "we are given only one life" for the consequential principle that "we are given only one conscience." His action establishes the ideal of "humanity," and thus sets the bar by which all the novel's characters are judged.

No character is more radically altered from one version of the novel to the other than Volodin. In the shortened book, he is a jaded young member of the privileged Soviet elite. In the full version, he is a young functionary whose moral evolution leads him to commit treason against the regime of which he is a part. Readers are left to ponder, along with him, the ethics of betraying the worst sort of regime—a variation on the age-old theme of the legitimacy of tyrannicide. 
"In the First Circle" is the first work by Solzhenitsyn to go to press in English since he died last year at age 89. A major writer's death fosters reflection on his overall achievement, so this is the perfect time to reconsider the novel now that it is finally available to us as the author intended. A literary classic is defined as a book still read a century after appearing. On that basis one might say that the book has already had a 40-year head start on fulfilling that definition, given the acclaim with which the bowdlerized text has been received since its appearance in the West in 1968.

An intriguing intimation of the prospects for this version comes from the Russian experience with the canonical text. In 2006 a Russian television network presented serializations of classic Russian novels by Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, Pasternak, Bulgakov and Solzhenitsyn. Fifteen million viewers tuned in to each installment of "In the First Circle." —Mr. Ericson, an authority on the work of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, is professor emeritus of English at Calvin College. This essay is adapted from his foreword to "In the First Circle" (Harper Perennial), which will accompany the restored novel's first appearance in English on Oct. 13.

