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N JUNE 22, 1941, THE FULL FORCE
Oof the German Wehrmacht—13

armies, 14 mechanized corps, 3 mil-
lion soldiers—invaded the Soviet Union. In
their wake came the SS Einsatzgruppen (“spe-
cial action groups,” more accurately “mobile
killing units”) bent on murdering every po-
litical commissar, partisan, disabled person,
Roma, and Jew they could find.

At the time, the preferred method was
mass shooting, assisted by Soviet citizens
who were intensely anti-Semitic and hostile to
the Stalinist regime because of the forced col-
lectivization of agriculture a decade earlier—
in which hundreds of thousands of kulaks
(property-owning peasants) were killed or de-
ported, and which led to the Terror Famine,
or Holodomor, in which 6 to 8 million people
in grain-producing regions like Ukraine died
of starvation and disease.

The Nazis knew just how to whip these
hostilities into genocidal hatred. In July they
seized Berdichev, a city in central Ukraine
whose large Jewish population dated back to
1593. Many Jews had emigrated in the eatly
20th century, but since 1939 many others
had arrived as refugees from Nazi-occupied
Poland. Following a template laid down in
Poland and repeated throughout the East-
ern Front, the Einsatzgruppen herded Ber-
dichev’s 30,000 Jews into a makeshift ghetto.
From there, the killers marched their victims
into the surrounding forest where deep pits
had been dug, and shot them in batches, tak-
ing care not to waste bullets on infants, tod-
dlers, invalids, old people, or others too weak
to crawl out of the heap.

Between 7:00 a.m. and 9:00 p.m. on Sep-
tember 15, 1941, the Einsatzgruppen mur-
dered more than 10,000 Berdichev Jews.
Among them was Yekaterina Grossman, a
cultivated French teacher from a highly as-
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similated family whose only son, Vasily, later
wrote a novel in her honor called Life and Fate.

Weighing in at 850 pages and containing a
full cosmos of characters, Life and Fate is often
compared to War and Peace, and extolled by
scholars like Leon Aron as “the greatest Rus-
sian novel of the 20th century.” Yet there is a
difference. As John and Carol Garrard point
out in their biography, The Life and Fate of
Vasily Grossman (2012; originally published in

Discussed in this essay:

Life and Fate, by Vasily Grossman,
translated by Robert Chandler.
NYRB Classic, 904 pages, $24.95

The Life and Fate of Vasily Grossman,
by John and Carol Garrard. Pen &
Sword Books, 464 pages. out-of-print

Zhizn i subda (“Life and Fate”),
directed by Sergei Ursulyak,
screenplay by Eduard Volodarsky.
Telekanal Rossiya. Available

on Amazon Prime Video

1996 as The Bones of Berdichev), “Grossman’s
characters live in a far bleaker world than Tol-
stoy’s and are pushed into more extreme situ-
ations.” For all the power of Tolstoy’s imagi-
nation, he never envisioned Berdichev, much
less Auschwitz, Treblinka, Belzec, Chelmno,
Sobibér, or Majdanek.

But then, Grossman never envisioned
those things, either. Until he did.

When the Germans invaded, Grossman,
a chemical engineer turned aspiring writer,
volunteered for combat but was rejected on

medical grounds. So he joined the Red Army
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as a reporter for its official newspaper, Kras-
naya Zvezda (“Red Star”), thereby launching
a journalistic career that gives new meaning
to the word “embedded.” In the titanic battles
of Moscow, Stalingrad, Kursk, and Betlin, he
became known as an honorary frontovik, or
frontline soldier, who his biographers argue
“witnessed more action than any other corre-
spondent in any theater of World War I1.”

In 1943-44, as the Red Army pushed
westward through Ukraine, Grossman saw
the mass graves at Babi Yar and other lo-
cations, including Berdichev. In his capac-
ity as a member of the Jewish Anti-Fascist
Committee (a Communist Party organiza-
tion then in favor with Stalin), he took part
in the inspection of the Nazi concentration
camps Majdanek and Treblinka in Poland.
The latter had been razed to the ground by
the SS after a successful breakout by Jew-
ish Sonderkommandos (“special commands,”
more accurately “corpse disposal workers”).
But while walking “the fathomless earth of
Treblinka, as oozy as the sea bottom,” Gross-
man witnessed how “it ejects crushed bones,
teeth, bits of paper and clothing; it refuses to
keep its awful secret.”

Grossman was also co-editor of The Black
Book, a compilation of letters, journal extracts,
and personal testimony by eyewitnesses to the
Shoah. While at Treblinka he interviewed
camp survivors, villagers who lived within
earshot, even “executioners who had been
taken prisoner.” On the basis of those inter-
views and extensive research, he then wrote
an essay, “ The Hell of Treblinka,” published
in the literary journal Znamya (“Banner”) in
November 1944. Combining the precision of
a chemical engineer, the passion of an investi-
gative reporter, and the pathos of a poet, that
essay was the first account in any language of

the full horror of the death camps.
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The Black Book was completed around the
same time, and its 500 pages revealed for the
first time that the Nazi genocide had begun
on Soviet soil, that its main targets were Jews,
and that it was aided and abetted by thou-
sands of Soviet citizens. These revelations
stood in flat contradiction to the Stalinist
party line, which insisted that the Nazis had
attacked all Russians regardless of ethnicity,
and that all Russians regardless of ethnicity
had heroically repelled that attack under the
flawless leadership of Comrade Stalin. The
Garrards recall what happened next: “Stalin
proscribed all mention of Jews as the primary
victims of Nazi genocide[,]...forbade publica-
tion of The Black Book, arrested and executed
leading members of the Jewish Anti-Fascist
Committee, then instituted the ‘anti-cosmo-
politan’ campaign, in effect an elaborate state-
sponsored pogrom.”

The Survival of a Masterpiece

OW DID GROSSMAN SURVIVE? ONE

factor was the popularity of his

war writings, which were reprinted
several times by the state publishing house.
Another was the influence of admirers highly
placed in the cultural bureaucracy. But most
important was Stalin’s death in March 1953,
which brought the long nightmare of denun-
ciation, arrest, torture, forced confession, and
execution to a slow but significant halt. It was
then that Grossman began work on his mas-
terpiece, Life and Fate.

I first heard about Life and Fate from
my hairdresser, a Jewish immigrant from
Ukraine who had recently bought Robert
Chandler’s translation, published in 2006
by NYRB Classics, and placed it on a shelf
above her work station, along with a half-
dozen other serious books. On my next visit
the shelf was empty, and she confided that
her boss had told her to “lose the books” be-
cause they were “giving the wrong impres-
sion.” Only later did I appreciate the irony
of an American hair salon proprietor taking
the same view as the KGB. In 1960, when
Grossman submitted Life and Fate for publi-
cation, the response was a raid on his apart-
ment the following year by three KGB offi-
cers who “arrested” not the author but the
book. Along with the typed manuscript,
they made off with all of Grossman’s note-
books, drafts, carbon paper, even typewriter
ribbons.

Prudently, Grossman had given copies to
three friends, who kept them safe until 1974,
ten years after his death, when a microfilmed
copy was finally smuggled out to the West—
where it failed to attract any publishers. As
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noted by Grossman’s biographers, this “long
novel about war on the Eastern Front by an
unknown authot” went virtually unnoticed,
in part because “[pleople in the West knew
little or nothing about the Eastern Front.” As
for the few who might have cared, their atten-
tion was riveted on the high-profile drama of
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn being forced into ex-
ile by the Brezhnev regime.

I confess I did not read Life and Fate when
my hairdresser recommended it. I read it only
recently, after watching the 12-part TV se-
ries made in 2012 but only now available with
English subtitles (on Amazon Prime Video).
I further confess that when I first started
watching the series, I could not get into it.
Distrustful of Russia-1, the state channel
that produced it, and turned off by the empty
rhetoric of the English voiceover at the begin-
ning, I decided that, rather than an honest
dramatization of the events surrounding the
Battle of Stalingrad, it was just another slab of
propaganda-entertainment from the Ministry
of Truth at Putingrad.

I was wrong. If you crave such a slab, by all
means watch Stalingrad (2013), the first Rus-
sian blockbuster to be released in IMAX 3D
(also on Amazon Prime Video). That film
cost $30 million to make and earned $68
million at the global box office. But it has
no heart and no soul. How could it, when
the hacks who assembled it simply copied
the eye-popping computer graphics, ear-
bleeding explosions, and brain-dead musical
soundtracks that have already crushed the
heart and soul of Hollywood?

The TV series Life and Fate is orders of
magnitude better. But of course, the relevant
comparison is not with a crummy film made
a year later but with a great novel written
half a century eatlier. The criticisms lodged
against the TV series have been threefold:
1) that it downplays the momentous theme
of the Shoah; 2) that it reduces a literary
masterpiece to a Soviet—style war movie; and
3) that it neglects Grossman’s hard-won con-
viction that the Nazi and Soviet regimes
were mirror images of each other. I will ad-
dress these in turn.

An Orwellian Twist

HERE IS NO QUESTION THAT THE
director, Sergei Ursulyak, and the
screenwriter, the late Eduard Volo-
darsky, decided (or were persuaded) to
downplay the Shoah. Early in the novel,
one of the lead characters, a Jewish nuclear
physicist named Viktor Shtrum, receives a
long letter from his mother on the eve of her
death at the hands of the Einsatzgruppen.
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The letter is clearly an imaginative rendering
of what Grossman’s mother must have expe-
rienced in Berdichev. The series devotes a lot
of attention to Viktor, but the short letter he
receives in Episode 5 contains only a vague
portent of doom. No details.

Further, the TV series omits all the chap-
ters set in the Nazi death camps. Most no-
tably, this includes Grossman’s wrenching
account of a doctor named Sofya Levinton,
who is a friend of Viktor’s wife, being cap-
tured by the Germans while serving with the
Red Army outside Stalingrad. On the trans-
port to Treblinka, Sofya finds herself caring
for an orphan called David. When they ar-
rive at the camp and the call goes out for doc-
tors and other skilled professionals to gain
a reprieve by being “useful,” Sofya remains
silent. Without conscious deliberation, she
understands it is better to die with her arms
around David than to abandon him at the
door of the gas chamber.

It could be argued that the producers act-
ed prudently in not reducing the Shoah to a
subplot in a 12-episode series already packed
with them. Certainly a bit more detail about
the murder of Viktor’s mother would have
helped to accentuate his struggle with the
anti-Semitism of his colleagues at the pres-
tigious research institute where he works. To
be fair, however, the series makes it clear that,
while anti-Semitism does not officially exist
in the wartime Soviet Union, it pervades ev-
ery aspect of Viktor’s life—especially when
his brilliant theoretical synthesis is dismissed,
along with Einstein’s theory of relativity, as an
unacceptable departure from the “material-
ism” of Soviet science.

The series shows every phase of this
struggle, including the Orwellian twist by
which Viktor (played by Sergei Makovetsky)
is finally induced to drink the Stalin Kool
Aid. At the nadir of his career, when his
colleagues are about to eject him from the
institute, he summons the courage to con-
demn their cowardice and hypocrisy. But
then he receives a phone call from the Man
of Steel himself, a.k.a. the Brilliant Genius
of Humanity, extolling his work and prom-
ising lavish support. From there it is but a
short step to Viktor’s signature on a letter
denouncing two innocent Jewish doctors
for having assassinated Maxim Gorky. This
twist captures perfectly the power of a tyrant
to reward as well as punish. As Grossman
writes, “Viktor had found the strength to
renounce life itself—and now he seemed un-
able to refuse candies and cookies. But how
can one just push off an omnipotent hand
when it strokes your hair and pats you on

the back?”
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Victory of the Frontoviks

HE SECOND CRITICISM OF THE SERIES

comes from the late Russian critic Al-

exander Timofeevsky, who accused it
of reducing Grossman’s masterpiece to “a clas-
sic Soviet film about the Second World War.”
Echoed by several Anglophone reviewers, this
comment reminds us that for several decades
now, Russian audiences have been saturated
with the message: We won the war at Stalin-
grad! But it is not clear why this is considered
a criticism. American and British audiences
have been saturated with a similar message:
We won the war at Normandy! Does this mean
it is no longer possible to make a good film
about either battle?

As a matter of historical record, the mili-
tary turning point of the war in Europe was
not the Allied invasion of France. It was
Stalingrad. For Western audiences unaware
of this fact, the series Life and Fate offers a
gritty, searing, but also realistic portrayal of
what happened in the charred ruins of that
city in the arctic-cold winter of 1942-43. Out-
numbered ten to one, the Russians had two
advantages. The first was that the Luftwaffe’s
bombs filled the streets with mountains of
rubble and the empty hulks of buildings, thus
inadvertently raising a barricade to the Ger-
man tanks—while at the same time creating a
warren of tunnels, trenches, and hideouts that
allowed the Russians to wage a highly asym-
metric guerilla war.

The Russians’ second advantage was the
frayed, sometimes snapped lines of commu-
nication between the frontoviks and their po-
litical overlords. Like the novel, the TV series
shows the party commissars sent to imbue
the troops with Leninist ideology preferring
to dally in the rear, where the food is better
and there is plenty of vodka. This allows the
more enterprising unit commanders the free-
dom, however temporary, to make their own
decisions. One such is Grekov (Sergei Puske-
palis), a revered army captain whose dozen
men (and one young girl, a radio operator)
valiantly hold a single ruined house against
repeated German assaults.

Another spirited officer is Novikov (Ev-
geniy Dyatlov), a colonel and commander of a
tank corps who deliberately delays sending his
men into the great Soviet offensive of Novem-
ber 19-23. The timing should be Novikov’s call,
since he is the one with the ground-sense of
when the enemy artillery will stop and his men
can proceed without being needlessly blown
to bits. But in a black-comic sequence, we see
the telephoned order move down the chain
of command from Premier Stalin, the Gar-
dener of Human Happiness, to a succession



of underlings, each more groveling than the
last, until it reaches Novikov—who ignores
it. Coolly rational, he waits for the artillery
to cease, then with a war cry sends his tanks
rolling through the snow to complete the fatal
encirclement of the German 6th Army.

Moral Equivalence

OVIKOV IS IN LOVE WITH ZHENYA

Shaposnikova (Polina Agureeva),

the younger sister of Viktor’s wise
but sorrowful wife, Lyudmila (Lika Nifon-
tova). Like the intertwined families at the
heart of War and Peace, the Shaposnikovs are
related in some way to just about every major
character in Life and Fate. As it happens, both
Shaposnikova sisters were previously married
to “Old Bolsheviks.” One of these, Lyudmila’s
former husband, Abarchuk, was arrested in
the Great Purge of 1937 and sent to a labor
camp in Siberia. In the series he is mentioned
only in passing, because his son Tolya, be-
loved by Lyudmila, ends up in Stalingrad with
Grekov's brave band. The other Old Bolshevik,
Zhenya’s former husband, Nikolai Krymov, is
a party loyalist who during his marriage was
unrepentant about his role in the “dekulakiza-
tion” of Ukraine. “The kulaks can go to the
devil,” the sisters recall him saying,

Here we encounter the third criticism of
the series: that it downplays the Gulag. As
with the Nazi death camps, there are no
scenes in the Soviet forced-labor camps. But
as with anti-Semitism, the scourge of Stalin-
ist repression is felt by every major charac-
ter—especially the valiant Gerkov, the spit-
ited Novikov, and the long-suffering Krymov.
Of these three, it is hard to say which is most
compelling, But the most poignant is Krymov

(masterfully played by Aleksandr Baluev), a
comrade of Lenin’s whose loyalty does not
save him from being falsely arrested, stripped
of his identity from the stars on his uniform
to his uniform itself, and in the shadows of
Lubyanka prison tortured until, half out of
his mind, he signs the confession that sends
him to Intalag, a mining camp in the far north.

We now encounter the question, painful
for Grossman, of whether there is a moral
equivalence between the crimes of Stalin and
those of Hitler. In the novel, another Old Bol-
shevik named Mostovsky is clinging to life in
Auschwitz when, in a surreal chapter, he is in-
vited by an SS officer named Liss to debate
this question. Presented as a mild, thoughtful
man, Liss holds forth:

“Stalin didn't shilly-shally—he liqui-
dated millions of peasants. Our Hitler
saw that the Jews were the enemy hin-
dering the German National Socialist
movement. And he liquidated millions
of Jews. But Hitler’s no mere student;
he’s a genius in his own right. And he’s
not one to be squeamish either. It was
the Roehm purge that gave Stalin the
idea for the purge of the Party in 1937....
You've kept silent while I've been talk-
ing, but I know that I'm like a mirror for
you—a surgical mirror.”
“A mirror?” said Mostovsky.

Today it is a commonplace that the totali-
tarian systems resemble one another. But for
Mostovsky, the thought is like a poison needle
in the heart. It would be nice to say that Life
and Fate proceeds from there to a ringing en-
dorsement of Western-style liberal democracy,
but it does not. In the next chapter, Mostovsky
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reads a manifesto scribbled on filthy paper by
another prisoner, the “holy fool” Ikonnikov.
That manifesto begins by stating that all gov-
ernments are evil because they rely on force.
Then it asserts that the only true answer to
evil is “[t]he private kindness of one individual
towards another; a petty, thoughtless kind-
ness; an unwitnessed kindness. Something
we could call senseless kindness. A kindness
outside any system of social or religious good.”
Having chronicled the worst evils of the
20th century, Grossman is clearly drawn to
this Tolstoyan philosophy—and not just in
the abstract. The next few lines express rather
beautifully the power of his witness:

(I)f we think about it, we realize that
this private, senseless, incidental kind-
ness is in fact eternal. It is extended to
everything living, even to a mouse, even
to a bent branch that a man straightens
as he walks by. Even at the most terrible
times, through all the mad acts carried
out in the name of Universal Good and
the glory of States, times when people
were tossed about like branches in the
wind, filling ditches and gullies like
stones in an avalanche—even then this
senseless, pathetic kindness remained
scattered throughout life like atoms of
radium.

There are no such speeches in the TV ver-
sion of Life and Fate. Nor is there any politi-
cal remedy offered. And the English voiceover
at the end rings even more hollow than the
one at the beginning, But the story itself, and
the superb performances of the actors, offer a
portrayal of human nature that inspires hope,
even if it cannot promise it.
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