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1.

Vasily Grossman’s novel Life and Fate (completed in 1960) has been hailed as a twentieth-century War and Peace. It has been translated into most European languages, and also into Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Turkish and Vietnamese. There have been stage productions, TV series and an eight-hour BBC radio dramatization. Most readers, however, have been unaware that Grossman did not originally conceive of Life and Fate as a self-contained novel. It is, rather, the second of two closely related novels about the Battle of Stalingrad that it is probably simplest to refer to as a dilogy. The first of these two novels was first published in 1952, under the title For a Just Cause. Grossman himself, however, had wanted to call it Stalingrad – and that is how we have titled it in this translation.

The characters in the two novels are largely the same and so is the storyline; Life and Fate picks up where Stalingrad ends, in late September 1942. Ikonnikov’s essay on senseless kindness – now a part of Life and Fate and often seen as central to it – was originally a part of Stalingrad. Another of the most memorable elements of Life and Fate – the letter written by Viktor Shtrum’s mother about her last days in the Berdichev ghetto – is of central importance to both novels. The actual words of the letter were probably always intended for Life and Fate, but it is in Stalingrad that Grossman tells us how the letter reached Viktor and what he felt when he read it.

Grossman completed Life and Fate almost fifteen years after he first started work on Stalingrad. It is, amongst other things, a considered statement of his moral and political philosophy – a meditation on the nature of totalitarianism, the danger presented by even the most seemingly benign of ideologies, and the moral responsibility of each individual for his own actions. It is this philosophical depth that has led many readers to speak of the novel as having changed their lives. Stalingrad, in contrast, is less philosophical, but more immediate; it presents us with a richer, more varied human story.

Grossman worked as a front-line war correspondent throughout nearly all the four years of the Soviet–German war. He had a powerful memory and an unusual ability to get people from every walk of life to talk openly to him; he also had relatively free access, during the war years, to a wealth of military reports. His wartime notebooks include potted biographies of hundreds of individuals, scraps of dialogue, sudden insights and unexpected observations of all kinds. Much of this material found its way into Stalingrad and it endows the novel with great vitality and a certain democratic quality; Grossman writes with equal delicacy and respect about the experiences of a senior Red Army general, a newly recruited militiaman or a terrified housewife. And he devotes more space than other Soviet writers to the effects of the Battle of Stalingrad on the lives of dogs, cats, camels, rodents, birds, fish and insects in the surrounding steppe.

Few war correspondents can, in only a few years and without becoming desensitized, have experienced so many aspects of war. Grossman’s extended analysis of the mood of a retreating army is subtle and penetrating. His evocation of the thoughts and feelings of the inhabitants of a large city subjected to a massive bombing raid is almost encyclopaedic. And the account of the defence of the Stalingrad railway station can stand comparison with the Iliad; Grossman’s evocation of the inner life of young men who know they are certain to die within the next twenty-four hours is remarkably convincing.

Grossman is a master of character portrayal, with an unusual gift for conveying someone’s feelings through some tiny but vivid detail. The quiet, modest Major Berozkin, for example, has lost touch with his wife and does not know if she is still alive. Grossman tell us that, on sitting down to an unusually lavish meal, Berozkin ‘touched the tomatoes, hoping to find one that was fully ripe but not going soft. Then he felt embarrassed, thinking sadly how Tamara used to tell him off for doing exactly this. She didn’t like him fingering the tomatoes or cucumbers on a shared dish.’

Grossman is equally deft in his shifts of perspective, moving between the microscopic and the epic and showing the same generous understanding towards his German characters as towards his Russians. One of his most interesting creations is Lieutenant Bach, an intellectual and former dissident now yielding to the seductions of Nazi ideology. A company commander in one of the first divisions to cross the Don, he feels he is taking part in a venture of epic grandeur: ‘He rose to his full height and stamped his foot against the ground. He felt as if he were kicking the sky […] He could feel, it seemed, with his skin, with his whole body the furthest reaches of this alien land he had crossed.’ A thousand pages later, in the last part of Life and Fate, Lieutenant Bach realizes he has been deluded. This, perhaps, will come as no surprise to the reader; what is astonishing is Grossman’s ability to enable us to sense how easily we too might have been deluded.

Stalingrad is one of the great novels of the last century. If it has been overshadowed by its sequel, this is probably for two main reasons. First, we are still in thrall to Cold War thinking; people have been unable to conceive that a novel first published during Stalin’s last years, when his dictatorship was at its most rigid, might deserve our attention. Eminent figures have been dismissive of Stalingrad and it has been easy to assume that there must be good reason for this. I too made this lazy assumption for many years and I am grateful to the historian Jochen Hellbeck for persuading me – albeit belatedly – to read the novel and judge for myself.

A second reason is that none of the published editions of Stalingrad, in Russian or any other language, do justice to Grossman’s original vision of the novel. There are many bold, witty, vivid and perceptive passages in his early typescripts that have never been published and have probably only been read by a few dozen people. Grossman’s editors – who, like all Soviet editors, also played the role of censors – required him to delete them and scholars have been slow to study and publish the wealth of material preserved in his archive. In this translation we have, wherever possible, restored these passages. It is an honour to be in a position to publish some of Grossman’s finest writing for the first time. My hope is that this may allow readers to recognize the full breadth, humour and emotional generosity of another of Grossman’s masterpieces.

2.

War and Peace has probably never been as widely read as in the Soviet Union during the Second World War. The authorities had every reason to promote the novel. Tolstoy was seen as a forerunner of Soviet socialist realism and the novel’s implications for the outcome of the war were obviously positive.

War and Peace was broadcast at length on the radio. The two generals who played the most important roles in the defence of Stalingrad both spoke about how much Tolstoy meant to them; General Rodimtsev said he read the novel three times, and General Chuikov said in a 1943 interview that Tolstoy’s generals were the model by which he judged his own performance. According to the Soviet literary critic Lydia Ginzburg, civilians in blockaded Leningrad judged themselves in exactly the same way. The People’s Commissariat for Education printed brochures with instructions on how to summarize War and Peace and explain the novel to soldiers.1 In late August and early September 1941, Grossman’s mother Yekaterina Savelievna used a French translation of War and Peace to teach French to the children of the doctor with whom she lived during her last weeks in the Berdichev ghetto, before being shot by the Nazis.2 Grossman himself wrote, ‘During the whole war, the only book that I read was War and Peace, which I read twice.’3 And Grossman’s daughter Yekaterina Korotkova concludes a brief summary of her volume of memoirs with the words: ‘I remember a letter of his from Stalingrad: “Bombers. Shelling. Hellish thunder. It’s impossible to read.” And then, unexpectedly: “It’s impossible to read anything except War and Peace.”’4

The Soviet literary and political establishment wanted a Red Tolstoy to memorialize the war. A short article published by Grossman on 23 June 1945 testifies both to his determination to take on the challenge and to his awareness of the responsibility involved.

Grossman begins by evoking the atmosphere in an infantry-division command post during a hard-fought battle in 1944. The divisional commander is under pressure; his immediate superior is yelling at him down the field telephone and his subordinates are begging for support he is unable to offer. At one point, Grossman imagines himself in the commander’s shoes, bearing such a weight of responsibility. ‘Just then, as if reading my mind, the commander – who had seemed to have forgotten I was there – suddenly turned to me and smiled. Still smiling, he said with a certain Schadenfreude, “Well, I may be sweating now, but after the war it will be the writers’ turn to sweat as they try to describe all this.”’ Grossman then returns to the present, late June 1945, only six weeks after the German surrender: ‘And so, the time has now come for us writers to shoulder our responsibility. Do we understand the magnitude of this noble and far from simple task? Do we understand that it is we who, more resolutely than anyone, must now enter into battle against the forces of forgetfulness, against the slow and implacable flow of the river of time?’ Grossman concludes: ‘Are our labours worthy to stand beside the great literature of the past? Can they serve as an example to the future? Today we can only answer in the negative. And this makes it all the more painful when, in our literary milieu, we sometimes encounter a certain boastful presumptuousness, a lazy, self-satisfied contentment with the paltry results of hurried and superficial work.’5

Structurally, the Stalingrad dilogy is clearly modelled on War and Peace, and Grossman directly refers to Tolstoy several times. It would have been unlike Grossman, however, to imagine he could simply copy his predecessor. His first step was to question him. Grossman visited Tolstoy’s Yasnaya Polyana estate in autumn 1941 and the following paragraphs from Stalingrad convey his own thoughts and feelings, as recorded in his wartime notebooks. Here, as in several other chapters, Commissar Krymov is Grossman’s mouthpiece.


The storm that had flung open every door in Russia, that had driven people out of their warm homes and onto black autumn roads, sparing neither peaceful city apartments, nor village huts, nor hamlets deep in the forest, had treated Lev Tolstoy’s home no less harshly. It too was preparing to leave, in rain and snow, along with the entire country, the entire people. Yasnaya Polyana was a living, suffering Russian home – one of thousand upon thousand of such homes. With absolute clarity, Krymov saw in his mind Bald Hills and the old, sick prince. The present merged with the past; the events of today were one with what Tolstoy described with such truth and power that it had become the supreme reality of a war that ran its course 130 years ago.

[…] And then Tolstoy’s granddaughter Sofya Andreyevna came out of the house, calm, downcast, shivering a little in spite of the coat thrown over her shoulders. Once again Krymov did not know whether this was Princess Maria, going out for a last walk around the garden before the French arrived, or whether it was Lev Tolstoy’s elderly granddaughter scrupulously fulfilling the demands of her fate: applying all her heart and soul, as she prepared to leave, to checking the accuracy of her grandfather’s account of the princess’s earlier departure from this same house.



At this point Krymov seems to see little difference between the two wars. Later, however, he comes to understand that the atrocities of the Second World War were on a different scale from anything imagined by Tolstoy:


Krymov looked at the wounded who had fallen by the wayside, at their grim, tormented faces, and wondered if these men would ever enter the pages of books. This was not a sight for those who wanted to clothe the war in fine robes. He remembered a night-time conversation with an elderly soldier whose face he had been unable to see. They had been lying in a gully, with only a greatcoat to cover them. The writers of future books had better avoid listening to conversations like that. It was all very well for Tolstoy – he wrote his great and splendid book decades after 1812, when the pain felt in every heart had faded and only what was wise and bright was remembered.



Grossman, of course, knew only too well how very different his position was from Tolstoy’s. Tolstoy had relatively few problems with censors, whereas Grossman battled editors and censors throughout his career. Much of what he wrote in the 1930s was bowdlerized. And from 1943 to 1946, along with the poet, journalist and novelist Ilya Ehrenburg, he had worked for the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee on The Black Book, a collection of eyewitness accounts of the Shoah on Soviet and Polish soil. A Soviet edition of The Black Book had been ready for production in 1946, but it was never published; the first Russian-language edition was published only in 1980, in Jerusalem. Admitting that Jews constituted the overwhelming majority of those shot at Babi Yar and elsewhere might have led people to realize that members of other Soviet nationalities had been accomplices in the genocide. In any case, Stalin had no wish to emphasize Jewish suffering; anti-Semitism was a force he could exploit in order to bolster support for his regime.

In late spring 1945 Grossman had taken over from Ehrenburg as head of the editorial board of The Black Book. Grossman’s mother had been shot at Berdichev and he himself had written the first published account of the Treblinka death camp. What he must have felt when The Black Book was aborted is hard to imagine. That he continued doggedly working on Stalingrad – his other great post-war project – testifies to an extraordinary strength of character.

3.

It should come as no surprise that Stalingrad – written during the increasingly repressive and anti-Semitic last years of the Stalin regime – is haunted by the presence of what cannot be spoken about. During a meeting at Viktor Shtrum’s institute, his colleague Maximov talks about his recent visit to German-occupied Czechoslovakia; he is appalled by what he has seen of the reality of fascism. The Nazi–Soviet non-aggression pact is still in force, and so the institute director and a colleague try to silence him. In the early typescripts of Stalingrad Viktor then encourages Maximov to write an article about fascism; Viktor hopes, audaciously, to publish it in the institute bulletin. Maximov writes no less than eighty pages and brings them round to Viktor’s dacha. But Hitler invaded the Soviet Union only a week later, and neither Viktor nor Grossman’s readers ever get to see so much as a word of this article. Viktor and Maximov do not even manage to talk about fascism together, even though both desperately want to.

A still more important document we never read is the last letter Viktor Shtrum receives from his mother Anna Semyonovna. This is as powerful a presence in Stalingrad as in Life and Fate. We do not – in Stalingrad – get to read Anna’s words, but we read about her letter again and again. Grossman describes each stage of the letter’s journey from the Berdichev ghetto to Viktor’s dacha. Altogether, the letter is passed from hand to hand seven times. There are moments of black humour along the way. At one point the Old Bolshevik Mostovskoy takes the letter to the Stalingrad apartment of Viktor Shtrum’s mother-in-law Alexandra Vladimirovna. When he hands it to Tamara, the young friend of the family who opens the door to him, she responds, ‘Heavens, what filthy paper – anyone would think it’s been lying in a cellar for the last two years.’ And she promptly wraps it up ‘in a sheet of the thick pink paper people use to make decorations for Christmas trees’.

Tamara then gives the package to Colonel Novikov, who is about to fly to Moscow. Novikov goes to Viktor’s apartment, where he happens to interrupt a romantic tête-à-tête between Viktor and a pretty young neighbour by the name of Nina. Viktor drops the package into his briefcase, then forgets about it. Twenty-four hours later, at his dacha, he momentarily mistakes it for a bar of chocolate – intended, at least in the early typescripts, as a present for this same Nina.

The morning after finally reading the letter Viktor looks at himself in the mirror, expecting ‘to see a haggard face with trembling lips’. He is surprised to find that he looks much the same as he did the day before.

From then on Viktor carries the letter about with him wherever he goes, but he is unable to talk about it. He can hardly even talk about it to himself: ‘Viktor reread the letter again and again. Each time he felt the same shock as at the dacha, as if he were reading it for the first time. Perhaps his memory was instinctively resisting, unwilling and unable fully to take in something whose constant presence would make life unbearable.’

After the suppression of The Black Book, Grossman must have been well aware that he could not write freely about the events Viktor’s mother describes. It seems likely that, rather than toning her letter down to make it acceptable, he took a conscious decision simply to leave a blank space, to replace her letter by an explicit, audible silence. If so, this is a powerful example of Grossman’s unusual ability to make creative use of editorial interference.

On the surface, the Stalingrad dilogy has much in common with War and Peace. Both include general reflections on history, politics and philosophy. Both are divided between accounts of military and civilian life. The Stalingrad dilogy is structured around a single extended family much as War and Peace is structured around a group of families who become linked by marriage. There is, however, a fundamental difference. For all his appearance of being an omniscient and dispassionate narrator, Grossman’s dilogy is more personal than War and Peace. Grossman, unlike Tolstoy, lived through the war he describes. He felt profoundly guilty about having allowed his mother to stay in Berdichev rather than insisting that she join him and his wife in Moscow. Her death troubled him for the rest of his life and the last letter from Anna Semyonovna – who is clearly a portrait of Grossman’s mother – lies at the centre of Stalingrad like a deep hole. Or, in Viktor Shtrum’s words, ‘like an open grave’.

4.

Stalingrad is, amongst much else, an act of homage. One of Grossman’s aims was to honour the dead – especially those who had been forgotten. He writes of those who died in the many small battles of the war’s first months, ‘There were men who, recognizing they were hopelessly outnumbered, fought only the more fiercely. These are the heroes of the first period of the war. Many are nameless and received no burial. It is to them, in large part, that Russia owes her salvation.’ This may sound like orthodox Soviet rhetoric, but Grossman is, in fact, courting controversy. The brutality with which the Soviet authorities treated their own soldiers and their soldiers’ families is hard for a Western reader to comprehend. Most of the men Grossman calls heroes would have been officially classified as ‘missing’ rather than ‘killed in action’. If there were no witnesses to their death, they might – in the eyes of the authorities – simply have been deserters. Their families, therefore, would have received no pension and would have lived under a shadow for the rest of their lives.

Grossman also remembers more famous figures. In particular, he pays homage to the biologist and plant breeder Nikolay Vavilov, one of the most important scientists to fall victim to Stalin’s purges. With surprising straightforwardness – hiding him, perhaps, in plain sight – Grossman gives his name to one of his most appealing characters, the wise and heroic Pyotr Vavilov whom we see receiving his call-up papers and setting out for the war in one of the novel’s first chapters. The similarities between the famous scientist and Grossman’s peasant soldier are clear, though they seem to have gone unnoticed. The cultural historian Rachel Polonsky writes of Nikolay Vavilov, ‘He wanted […] to improve the quality of grain, make better harvests, feed the Soviet people. […] He believed in global research; he wanted to understand the plant world of the whole planet, the cultivation and migration of grain varieties – rye, wheat, rice and flax.’6 Another historian writes, ‘Vavilov was one of the first scientists to really listen to farmers – traditional farmers, peasant farmers around the world – and why they felt seed diversity was important in their fields.’7 And Grossman says of his peasant soldier, ‘Vavilov thought of the terrestrial globe as a single vast field that it was the people’s responsibility to plough and sow […] [He] would ask people about their lives in peacetime: “What’s your land like? Does your wheat grow well? Are there droughts? And millet – do you sow millet? Do you get enough potatoes?”’

Later, in Life and Fate, Viktor Shtrum laments ‘dozens of people who had left and never returned’; among them is Nikolay Vavilov. In Stalingrad, Grossman has to write more obliquely. Nevertheless, he takes pains to draw our attention to the significance of the name Vavilov. Soon after he has begun his training, one of Pyotr Vavilov’s fellow soldiers asks him if he is related to yet another Vavilov, a regimental commissar. Pyotr replies that he just happens to have the same surname. The function of this seemingly rather pointless exchange is, of course, to summon up the memory of the murdered scientist.

Another of Grossman’s allusions to Nikolay Vavilov is more complex. The manager of a prestigious Moscow hotel is proud that famous scientists have visited his hotel and he even remembers which room each stayed in, but he gets oddly confused when he mentions Vavilov, failing to remember that he was a biologist. Vavilov’s ambition was to end world hunger, but in 1943 he died in prison of starvation. It is no wonder that the hotel manager gets confused – as if there is something he is unable to take in, or that he half-realizes it might be best not to remember.

Nikolay Vavilov remained well known; it was impossible for the authorities to erase his memory. There is another historical figure, however, of still greater importance to the Stalingrad dilogy, who has emerged from oblivion only recently. The German–Ukrainian scholar Tatiana Dettmer has established that Viktor Shtrum, Grossman’s fictional nuclear physicist, is modelled on a real-life figure – Lev Yakovlevich Shtrum, one of the founders of Soviet nuclear physics. Lev Shtrum was born in 1890 and executed in 1936; like many of the victims of Stalin’s purges, he was accused of ‘Trotskyism’. After his death, his books and papers were removed from libraries and he was deleted from the historical record.

During the years Grossman lived and studied in Kiev (1914–19 and 1921–3), Lev Shtrum taught physics and mathematics at several Kiev educational institutes. Eventually he became the head of the Kiev University Department of Theoretical Physics. Historians of science have been surprisingly slow to resurrect such figures and it was only in 2012 that a group of Ukrainian and Russian scholars published an article about Lev Shtrum, drawing attention to a theory he formulated in the 1920s about particles moving at speeds faster than that of light. Until then, it had been believed that such particles were first hypothesized only in 1962.

Grossman calls our attention to the name Shtrum, much as he calls our attention to the name Vavilov. During a visit to Moscow, Colonel Novikov telephones a friend with whom he is staying. The friend, Colonel Ivanov, says there is a postcard for him. Novikov asks him to look at the signature and say who it is from. After a brief silence, ‘clearly struggling to decipher the handwriting’, Ivanov replies, ‘Shturm, or maybe Shtrom, I’m not quite sure.’ And in a memorable passage of Life and Fate,8 Viktor Shtrum ponders a long, intimidating questionnaire: ‘1. Surname, name and patronymic … Who was he, who was this man filling in a questionnaire at the dead of night? Shtrum, Viktor Pavlovich? His mother and father had […] separated when Viktor was only two; and on his father’s papers he had seen the name Pinkhus – not Pavel. So why was he Viktor Pavlovich? Did he know himself? Perhaps he was someone quite different – Goldman … or Sagaydachny?’ Sagaydachny (the name both of a seventeenth-century Cossack hetman and of an artist living in Kiev in the early 1920s) may be little more than a random name, but Alexander Goldman was another professor of physics, working in Kiev in the 1920s and 1930s. He was Lev Shtrum’s supervisor and he taught at the institute where Grossman studied from 1921 to 1923.

Goldman was arrested in 1938, two years after Lev Shtrum. Unlike Lev Shtrum, however, he survived and was able to return to physics after the war. In Tatiana Dettmer’s words, ‘If we assume that Grossman knew the eventual fates of Lev Shtrum and Goldman, then Viktor’s words in the novel about whether he was Shtrum, rather than Goldman, take on a deeper significance. Both Goldman and Lev Shtrum were victims of Stalin’s Terror. Goldman, however, survived, while Lev Shtrum did not – except in so far as he is resurrected in the pages of Grossman’s novel.’

There are many parallels between the lives of the fictional Shtrum and the historical Shtrum. Both were nuclear physicists with a particular interest in Relativity; both were also concerned with broader social and political questions. Like Viktor Shtrum, Lev Shtrum had two children – a son (called Viktor!) from his first marriage and a daughter from his second marriage. Lev Shtrum would have certainly known most of the physicists whom Viktor Shtrum meets or thinks about in the pages of Life and Fate.9 And the conflicts Grossman describes in Viktor’s Physics Institute – the demotion of important scientists and laboratory workers and the promotion of less talented but more servile figures – seem to be closely modelled on real conflicts in the Moscow University Physics Faculty in 1944.

We know that Grossman himself was deeply interested in physics from his teenage years to his death. In a letter to his father he wrote, ‘From when I was fourteen to when I was twenty [i.e. when he was living and studying in Kiev], I was a passionate devotee of the exact sciences and was not interested in anything else.’10 Grossman’s wartime notebooks include a diagram of a chain reaction.11 Like Lev Shtrum, Grossman passionately admired Einstein; an illustration in John and Carol Garrard’s biography of Grossman shows two photographs of Einstein on a bookshelf in his study. Similarly, one of the few surviving photographs of Lev Shtrum shows him in his study, where there is one photograph of Einstein and one of Max Planck.

Two of Grossman’s school friends, Lev and Grigory Levin, were cousins of Lev Shtrum. And in a letter to his father in 1929, Grossman mentions visiting Lev Shtrum and borrowing money from him – which suggests that he knew Lev Shtrum very well. There is, as yet, no incontrovertible documentary evidence for this, but it is highly probable that, when Grossman was still living and studying in Kiev, Lev Shtrum was one of his teachers. This vivid passage from Stalingrad, an account of lectures given by Viktor Shtrum’s mentor Chepyzhin, may well be Grossman’s evocation of lectures that he himself was inspired by: ‘These formulae seemed full of human content; they could have been passionate declarations of faith, doubt or love. Chepyzhin reinforced this impression by scattering question marks, ellipses and triumphant exclamation marks over the board. It was painful, when the lecture was over, to watch the attendant rub out all these radicals, integrals, differentials and trigonometric signs, all these alphas, deltas, epsilons and thetas that human will and intelligence had marshalled into a single united regiment. Like a valuable manuscript, this blackboard should surely have been preserved for posterity.’ If Grossman did indeed have Lev Shtrum in mind, this last sentence is all the more poignant; Grossman has preserved this blackboard for posterity.

Grossman bestowed on the central figure of his dilogy the name, the profession, the family, the interests and even the friends of an ‘enemy of the people’. Grossman was anything but naive; he would have known the danger to which he was exposing himself and his novel. One can only conclude that Lev Shtrum must have been a figure of extraordinary importance to him, that he must have felt deeply indebted to him.12

5.

In the aftermath of the war, Grossman may have hoped that his novel would play a healing, conciliatory role. Bitter arguments had erupted as to whether it was the Soviet infantry or the Soviet artillery that saved Stalingrad. Grossman goes to some length to establish that neither could have achieved anything without the other.

Grossman takes a similarly balanced line with regard to a more important and still unresolved question. He insists that the Red Army’s absolute determination not to retreat any further arose spontaneously among the rank-and-file soldiers at the same time as Stalin issued his draconian ‘Not One Step Back’ Order of 28 July 1942. Grossman sees the soldiers’ courage and patriotism as genuine; he would certainly not agree with those Western historians who have suggested that they fought with such desperation simply because they were terrified of being shot by the Soviet security police if they were seen to desert. But Grossman also sees Stalin’s Order as crucial; he sees Stalin as giving voice to the soldiers’ patriotism and so reinforcing it.

In other respects, however, Grossman is more challenging. His most sustained argument in Stalingrad is with Maxim Gorky. In 1932, Grossman was struggling to publish his first novel, Glückauf, set in a mining community in the Donbass; an editor had recently told him that some aspects of the novel were ‘counter-revolutionary’. Gorky was, at the time, the most influential figure in the Soviet literary establishment, and Grossman tried to enlist his support. In his first letter to Gorky, Grossman wrote, ‘I described what I saw while living and working for three years at mine Smolyanka-11. I wrote the truth. It may be a harsh truth. But the truth can never be counter-revolutionary.’ Gorky replied at length, clearly recognizing Grossman’s gifts but criticizing him with regard to his attitude to truth: ‘It is not enough to say, “I wrote the truth.” The author should ask himself two questions: “First, which truth? And second, why?” We know that there are two truths and that, in our world, it is the vile and dirty truth of the past that quantitatively preponderates. But this truth is being replaced by another truth that has been born and continues to grow […] The author sees the truth of the past quite well, but he doesn’t have a very clear understanding of what to do with it. The author truthfully depicts the obtuseness of coal miners, their brawls and drunkenness, all that predominates in his – the author’s – field of vision. This is, of course, truth – but it is a disgusting and tormenting truth. It is a truth we must struggle against and mercilessly extirpate.’13

In Stalingrad, Marusya – a candidate member of the Communist Party – comes out with precisely the same thoughts while arguing with her younger sister Zhenya, who is an artist: ‘Instead of strange daubs no one can understand, you should paint posters. But I know what you’ll say next. You’ll start going on about truth to life … How many times do I have to tell you that there are two truths? There’s the truth of the reality forced on us by the accursed past. And there’s the truth of the reality that will defeat that past. It’s this second truth, the truth of the future, that I want to live by.’ At this point, Sofya Osipovna, a surgeon and friend of the family, intervenes. ‘No, Marusya […] You’re wrong. I can tell you as a surgeon that there is one truth, not two. When I cut someone’s leg off, I don’t know two truths. If we start playing at two truths, we’re in trouble. And in war too – above all, when things are as bad as they are today – there is only one truth. It’s a bitter truth, but it’s a truth that can save us. If the Germans enter Stalingrad, you’ll learn that if you chase after two truths, you won’t catch either. It’ll be the end of you.’

Despite his earlier criticisms, Gorky evidently played a central role in orchestrating Grossman’s remarkably successful literary debut in 1934.14 Like Lev Shtrum, he is a mentor to whom Grossman felt deeply indebted. Unlike Lev Shtrum, however, Gorky is a very ambiguous figure. In the aftermath of the Revolution his publishing projects rescued many writers from starvation, yet from 1928 until his death in 1936 he was complicit in the most brutal aspects of Stalinism. It is possible that Grossman’s awareness of his debt to Gorky made him all the more determined to continue to write truthfully himself – not, like Gorky, to be seduced by the privileges that accompany power and success. David Ortenberg, the editor of Red Star, the main Soviet army newspaper, remembers arguing with Grossman about whether or not it was really necessary for the hero of one of his works to die. Grossman replied, ‘We have to follow the ruthless truth of war.’15

6.

The Soviet regime needed a Soviet Tolstoy. After 1945, however, Stalin also needed a new, preferably internal, enemy to help justify his dictatorship. The choice of enemy was simple enough; anti-Semitism had always been widespread in Russia and Ukraine. Grossman – both a Jew and a candidate for the role of the new Tolstoy – was positioned on a dangerous fault line.16

The question of who to choose as the Soviet Tolstoy was, in any case, fraught. There had always been rivalry between the Soviet Writers’ Union and the Agit-Prop Department (the Department of Agitation and Propaganda) of the Communist Party’s Central Committee. In this instance the Agit-Prop Department was backing the now-forgotten novelist Mikhail Bubyonnov, while Alexander Fadeyev (chairman of the Writers’ Union) and Alexander Tvardovsky (chief editor of the journal Novy Mir) were backing Grossman. For all their political acumen, Fadeyev and Tvardovsky evidently underestimated how fiercely the anti-Jewish campaign would intensify. They began publishing For a Just Cause during the very month – July 1952 – when most of the leading members of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee were undergoing secret trial, before their execution in August.

Initial reviews of For a Just Cause were enthusiastic and on 13 October 1952 the Prose Section of the Soviet Writers’ Union nominated the novel for a Stalin Prize.17 On 13 January 1953, however, an article appeared in Pravda titled ‘Vicious Spies and Killers Passing Themselves off as Doctors and Professors’. A group of the country’s most eminent doctors – most of them Jewish – had allegedly been plotting to poison Stalin and other members of the political and military leadership. These ludicrous accusations were intended to serve as a prelude to a more general purge of Soviet Jews.

A month later, on 13 February, Bubyonnov published a denunciatory review of For a Just Cause. A campaign against Grossman swiftly gathered momentum. Major newspapers printed articles with such titles as ‘A Novel that Distorts the Image of Soviet People’, ‘On a False Path’ and ‘In a Distorting Mirror’. In response, Tvardovsky and the Novy Mir editorial board as a whole duly acknowledged that publication of the novel had been a grave mistake.

Soon after this Grossman committed an act of betrayal that troubled him for the rest of his life: he agreed to sign a letter calling for the execution of the ‘Killer Doctors’. He may have thought – perhaps not unreasonably – that the doctors were certain to be executed anyway and that the letter was worth signing because it affirmed that the Jewish people as a whole were innocent. Whatever his reasons, Grossman at once regretted what he had done. A passage in Life and Fate based on this incident ends with Viktor Shtrum (who has just signed a similar letter) praying to his dead mother to help him never to show such weakness again.

Grossman’s act of betrayal did nothing to ease his position. The campaign against him intensified. Mikhail Sholokhov, the most eminent Soviet writer of the time, had previously expressed admiration for Stalingrad.18 Now, however, he allowed Bubyonnov to quote him at an important meeting as saying, ‘Grossman’s novel is spittle in the face of the Russian people.’19 Fadeyev published an article full of what Grossman described as ‘mercilessly severe political accusations’. Voenizdat, the military publishing house that had agreed to publish For a Just Cause in book form, asked Grossman to return his advance – in view of what Grossman caustically referred to as ‘the book’s now unexpectedly discovered anti-Soviet essence’.20 Fortunately for Grossman, Stalin died on 5 March 1953. But for this, he too – like many other writers with links to the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee – might well have been executed.

Denunciations of Grossman and his novel continued for another few weeks, but then the campaign petered out. In mid-June Voenizdat, with Fadeyev’s encouragement, repeated their original offer to publish For a Just Cause. Grossman had clearly known very well, from the beginning, how difficult it would be to publish the novel and he recorded all relevant official conversations, letters and meetings in a fifteen-page document titled ‘Diary of the Journey of the Manuscript of the Novel For a Just Cause through Publishing Houses’. The final, laconic entry in this diary reads ‘26 October 1954. The book is on sale on the Arbat, in the shop “The Military Book”.’

7.

Almost every step of Grossman’s career – even after his death – has been marked by long delays and protracted battles. Editors, scholars and literary critics seem to have responded to the painful and intractable nature of much of Grossman’s subject matter with an equal intractability of their own. A Russian edition of Everything Flows was published in Frankfurt in 1970; a first English translation was published in 1972. Both attracted little attention – though Everything Flows is one of Grossman’s finest works, remarkable, above all, for its searing account of the Terror Famine in Ukraine in 1933 and its bold reinterpretation of several centuries of Russian history.

Life and Fate is now well known, but it too was slow to reach the reader. Even after the satirist Vladimir Voinovich had smuggled a microfilmed text to the West, it took almost five years to find a publisher for the first Russian-language edition – mainly, it seems, because of personal and political rivalries among Russian émigrés. Grossman’s friends and admirers were bewildered and shocked. In 1961, after what he always referred to as the ‘arrest’ of Life and Fate, Grossman said it was as if he had been ‘strangled in a dark corner’. Dismayed at being unable to find a publisher in the late 1970s, Voinovich said it was as if Grossman were being strangled a second time.

In 1980, however, the Russian text of Life and Fate was finally published, by L’Age d’Homme in Lausanne. At a conference in 2003 in Turin, Vladimir Dimitrijevic, the editor who accepted the novel, said he had sensed at once that Grossman was portraying ‘a world in three dimensions’ and that he was one of those rare writers whose aim was ‘not to prove something but to make people live something’. He could equally well have said this of Stalingrad.

The microfilms of Life and Fate were made from a copy of the typescript that Grossman had entrusted to the poet Semyon Lipkin and which Lipkin had kept in his dacha near Moscow. There is a curious parallel between the slow, faltering journey made by the text of Life and Fate, from a dacha near Moscow to a Swiss publishing house, and the journey made in Stalingrad by Anna Semyonovna’s letter, from the Berdichev ghetto to a dacha near Moscow. In each case there were delays and misunderstandings, and a strange lack of interest – at least initially – when the document first reached its destination. Even after the first publication of translations of Life and Fate in the mid-1980s, Grossman’s international reputation grew only slowly.

Grossman is now seen as one of the greatest novelists of the last century – and Anna Semyonovna’s letter is probably the best-known chapter in his entire oeuvre. Nevertheless, there is still much about Grossman and his work that we do not know. Few of his works are available – even in Russian – in definitive texts. His first novel, Glückauf (1934), is generally considered dull and has never been republished. It is entirely possible, however, that Grossman’s original manuscript is more interesting than the published text. We know that the novel was heavily censored and that this appalled Grossman, yet no one – as far as I know – has seriously studied the manuscript.

Even more surprisingly, there is still no definitive Russian text of Life and Fate. In 2013, to much fanfare, the Russian security services released the typescripts confiscated by the KGB in 1961. These typescripts, too, have hardly been studied.

I hope one day to revise my translation of Life and Fate in the light of a definitive Russian text. For now, though, it is a joy to be able to bring out a version of Stalingrad that is more complete than any existing edition, in Russian or in any other language. This version is by no means definitive, but it includes a great deal of important material, from the earliest and boldest of Grossman’s typescripts, that has never before been published.

Robert Chandler

London, 2018
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On 29 April 1942 Benito Mussolini’s train pulled into Salzburg station, now hung with both Italian and German flags.

After the official welcome in the station building, Mussolini and his entourage were driven to Schloss Klessheim, former summer residence of the archbishops of Salzburg.

There, in huge chilly halls newly refurnished with loot from France, Hitler and Mussolini were to hold another of their meetings – along with Ribbentrop, Marshal Keitel, General Jodl, Galeazzo Ciano, Marshal Cavallero, Dino Alfieri the Italian ambassador in Berlin, and other senior German and Italian officers, diplomats and politicians.

The two dictators, the self-styled masters of Europe, had met each time Hitler was preparing some new human catastrophe. Their tête-à-tête meetings, on the border between the Austrian and Italian Alps, heralded major political developments and the movements of vast motorized armies. The brief newspaper bulletins about these meetings filled every heart with foreboding.

Fascism had enjoyed seven years of triumph, in Africa as well as in Europe, and both dictators would probably have found it difficult to list the many major and minor victories thanks to which they now ruled over vast expanses of territory and hundreds of millions of people. Without bloodshed, Hitler had reoccupied the Rhineland and then annexed Austria and the Sudetenland. In 1939 he had invaded Poland and routed the armies of Marshal Rydz-Śmigły. In 1940 he had defeated France, avenging Germany’s defeat in the First World War; he had also occupied Luxembourg, Belgium and the Netherlands, and crushed Denmark and Norway. He had expelled Britain from the European mainland, driving her troops out of both Norway and France. In the first months of 1941, Hitler had defeated both Greece and Yugoslavia. Measured against these extraordinary successes, Mussolini’s brigandry in Albania and Abyssinia looked petty and provincial.

The fascist empires had further extended their power in Africa, seizing Algeria, Tunisia and ports on the Atlantic Ocean. To the east, they threatened Cairo and Alexandria.

Japan, Hungary, Romania and Finland were all in military alliance with Germany and Italy. Powerful elements in the ruling circles of Spain, Portugal, Turkey and Bulgaria were also complicit in fascism.

In the ten months since Germany had first invaded the Soviet Union, Hitler’s forces had seized not only Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania but also Belorussia, Moldavia and Ukraine. They were in control of all the provinces of Pskov, Smolensk, Oryol and Kursk, and large parts of the provinces of Leningrad, Kalinin, Tula and Voronezh.

The military-industrial machine created by Hitler had absorbed vast riches: French steelworks, French engineering and car factories, the iron mines of Lorraine, Belgian coal mines and steel furnaces, Dutch precision mechanics and radio factories, Austrian metalworking companies, the Skoda arms manufacturer in Czechoslovakia, the Romanian oil industry, Norwegian iron mines, Spanish tungsten and mercury mines, and the textile factories of Łódź. And all over occupied Europe the long drive belt of the ‘new order’ was spinning the wheels of hundreds of thousands of smaller businesses of every kind.

In twenty countries, mills were grinding barley and wheat, and ploughs turning over fields, for the fascist occupiers. In three oceans and five seas fishermen were catching fish to supply fascist cities. Hydraulic presses were at work in plantations throughout Europe and northern Africa, pressing grape juice, olive oil, and flax and sunflower oil. A fine harvest was ripening on the branches of millions of apple, plum, orange and lemon trees; fruit already ripe was being packed into wooden crates stamped with a black eagle. The Reich’s iron fingers were milking Danish, Dutch and Polish cattle, shearing sheep in Hungary and the Balkans.

Dominion over vast areas of Europe and Africa appeared to be strengthening the power of fascism with every year, every day, every hour.

With sickening servility, those who had betrayed freedom, goodness and truth were predicting the defeat of all Hitler’s opponents and proclaiming Hitlerism to be a truly new and higher order.

The new order established by Hitler throughout conquered Europe had seen the modernization and renewal of all the methods and techniques of violence that had arisen in the course of thousands of years of the rule of the few over the many.

This meeting in Salzburg heralded a major German offensive in southern Russia.
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Hitler and Mussolini began their meeting in their usual way, displaying all the gold and enamel of their false teeth in broad, friendly smiles and saying how delighted they were that circumstances once again allowed them to meet.

Mussolini at once thought that the past winter and the cruel defeat outside Moscow had left their mark on Hitler. There was more grey in his hair, and not just at his temples. The dark rings under his eyes had become more pronounced and his general complexion was pale and unhealthy; only his trench coat still looked fresh. All in all, the Führer looked grimmer and harsher than ever.

Hitler for his part thought that in another five or six years the Duce would be looking wholly decrepit. His short legs would grow still shorter, his heavy jaw still heavier and his old man’s belly would protrude still further. There was a terrible mismatch between his dwarf’s body and his huge chin, face and forehead. His intelligent dark eyes, however, remained cruel and penetrating.

The Führer, still smiling, complimented the Duce, saying he looked younger than ever. The Duce, in turn, complimented the Führer; he could see at once that he was in excellent health and good spirits.

They began to talk about the winter campaign. Mussolini, rubbing his hands, as if the mere thought of the Moscow winter had been enough to chill them, congratulated Hitler on his victory over the Russian snow and ice, over those three great Russian generals: December, January and February. His voice was solemn; he had clearly prepared his words in advance, just as he had prepared his fixed smile.

They agreed that, despite the losses of both men and equipment during what, even by Russian standards, had proved an unprecedentedly severe winter, the German divisions had suffered no repeat of Napoleon’s experience at Berezina; the invader of 1941 was evidently a superior strategist to the invader of 1812.1 The two leaders went on to discuss the overall outlook.

Now that winter was over, there was nothing that could save Russia – the only remaining enemy of the new order on the European continent. The impending offensive would bring the Soviets to their knees; it would cut off the supply of oil to factories in the Urals and would leave Soviet agriculture, the Soviet air force and the Red Army without fuel. It would bring about the fall of Moscow. Soon after the defeat of Russia, the British would capitulate too, overwhelmed by air raids and submarine warfare. The United States would do little to help them. General Motors, US Steel and Standard Oil had no wish to increase production. On the contrary, it was in their interests to limit production and so be in a position to increase prices. It was the same with every other company producing steel, magnesium, artificial rubber, aircraft and engines for military vehicles. And Churchill, in any case, hated his Russian ally more than his German enemy; in his senile mind he no longer understood who he was fighting. Neither Hitler nor Mussolini had anything to say about Roosevelt, that ‘absurd paralytic’. They did, however, have something to say about the situation in France – and their views were identical. Although Hitler had recently reorganized the Vichy cabinet, anti-German sentiment was intensifying and there was the possibility of French treachery. But this was no cause for alarm: once Germany had its hands free in the east, it would be able to establish peace and order in the rest of Europe.

Hitler said with a little smile that he would, in any case, soon recall Heydrich from Czechoslovakia and send him to France to restore order there.2 He then turned to African matters. Without a hint of reproach, he listed the various units comprising Rommel’s now reinforced Afrika Korps, sent to support the Italians.3 Mussolini understood that Hitler was clearing the ground, that he was about to move on to the main topic of their meeting – the impending offensive in Russia – but that he had felt obliged first to emphasize his readiness to support the Italians in Africa.

And Hitler did indeed soon begin to talk about Russia and the coming offensive. What he did not say – and evidently preferred not to admit even to himself – was that the hard battles and cruel losses of the previous winter had made it impossible for the German army to conduct a simultaneous offensive along all three axes: in the south, in the north and in the centre. Hitler believed his plans for a southern campaign to be the product of his own free will; he still thought that he and he alone was determining the course of events.

He told Mussolini that the Soviets had suffered huge losses. They no longer received supplies of Ukrainian wheat. Leningrad was under continuous artillery bombardment. The Baltic States had been wrested from Russia’s grasp once and for all. German armies had already advanced far beyond the Dnieper. The coal mines, the chemical and metal-processing plants of the Donbass were in the hands of the Fatherland. German fighters now flew over Moscow. The Soviet Union had lost Belorussia, most of Crimea, and many provinces in the heart of the country that had been part of Russia for a thousand years. Russia had been driven from such ancient cities as Smolensk, Pskov, Oryol, Kursk, Vyazma and Rzhev. All that remained – Hitler continued – was to deliver the final blow. But if it were truly to be a final blow, then it must be delivered with fantastic strength. The generals in the strategy department thought it would be a mistake to advance simultaneously on both Stalingrad and the Caucasus. But he himself thought otherwise: if, during the previous year, he had had the strength to wage war in Africa, to pound Britain from the air, to paralyse American shipping with his submarine fleet and at the same time to advance swiftly into the heart of Russia along the whole of a 3,000-kilometre front, why should he hesitate today? Why should he hesitate when the supine weakness of Britain and America freed him to concentrate such vast power against a single section of a single front? The new offensive had to be overwhelming. Once again, Hitler would redeploy large forces from France, Belgium and the Netherlands, leaving only the divisions required to patrol the Atlantic and North Sea coasts. The troops transferred to the east would be regrouped; the Northern, North-western and Western Army Groups would be playing a passive role – the force of the impact was to be concentrated in the south-east.

Never, perhaps, had so much artillery, so many tank and infantry divisions, so many bomber and fighter aircraft been brought together. This seemingly limited offensive would acquire universal significance. It was the final, definitive stage of the advance of National Socialism. It would determine for ever the fate not only of Europe but of the world. The Italian army, therefore, should play a worthy role in the offensive. And not only the Italian army, but also Italian industry, Italian agriculture and the whole Italian people.

Mussolini was well aware that these amicable meetings were always accompanied by considerable material demands. Hitler’s last sentences meant the despatch to the Eastern front of hundreds of thousands of Italian soldiers, a sharp increase in the Wehrmacht’s requirement for Italian grains and other foods, and additional forced recruitment of Italian workers for German companies.

After their tête-à-tête, Hitler followed Mussolini out of the room and walked beside him through the large hall. Mussolini glanced with a pang of envy at the German sentries. Their shoulders and uniforms seemed cast from steel – though their eyes took on a look of ecstatic tension as the Führer walked past. Somehow the splendid colours of the Italian army paled before the grey of these sentries’ uniforms and of Hitler’s trench coat – a dull monotone grey, similar to that of military vehicles or the hull of a battleship, that appeared to embody the power of the German army. Was this self-assured commander-in-chief really the same man as the awkward figure who, during their first meeting in Venice eight years ago, had made the crowd laugh as he stumbled during a parade of the Guardia and Carabinieri? Wearing a white raincoat, old shoes and a crumpled black hat, the Führer had looked like some provincial actor or painter – while the Duce himself had worn an officer’s cloak, a plumed helmet and the silver-embroidered uniform of a Roman general.

Hitler’s power and success never ceased to astonish Mussolini. There was something unreal, something that didn’t make sense, about the triumph of this Bohemian psychopath. In his heart of hearts Mussolini saw Hitler’s success as a bizarre freak, an aberration on the part of world history.

That evening Mussolini talked for a few minutes with his son-in-law, Galeazzo Ciano. The two men had gone out for a short walk in the charming garden – it was, after all, possible that their friend and ally might have installed secret Siemens microphones in the rooms of the schloss. Mussolini expressed his irritation: once again, he had had no choice but to comply with Hitler. It was events in the godforsaken Don or Kalmyk steppes – rather than in the Mediterranean or in North Africa – that would now determine his own success or failure in establishing the Great Italian Empire. Ciano asked about the Führer’s health. Mussolini replied that he seemed strong, though somewhat exhausted – and, as always, had been unbelievably verbose.

Ciano said that Ribbentrop had been courteous and solicitous, to the point of seeming almost unsure of himself. Mussolini replied that the war’s final outcome would soon be decided; everything would be clear by the end of the summer.

‘I fear,’ said Ciano, ‘that any failure of the Führer’s will be our failure too. But whether or not we will share in any final and definitive success of the Führer’s is another matter. I have my doubts, and have done for some time.’

Mussolini said he considered such scepticism unjustified. He then retired to his room.

On 30 April, after breakfast, Hitler and Mussolini met for a second time, in the presence of generals, field marshals and both countries’ ministers of foreign affairs. Hitler was in an excited state. Without so much as a glance at the papers in front of him, he cited details about the deployment of German divisions and statistics showing the power of German industry. He spoke for an hour and forty minutes without a pause, occasionally licking his lips with his large tongue, as if his own words tasted sweet to him. He touched on a huge variety of questions: Krieg, Frieden, Weltgeschichte, Religion, Politik, Philosophie, deutsche Seele …4 He spoke quickly and forcefully, but calmly, seldom raising his voice. He smiled only once, his face twitching as he said, ‘Soon the laughter of Jews will fall silent forever.’ He raised his fist for a moment but quickly unclenched it and let his hand drop to the table. Mussolini frowned; the Führer’s rages scared him.

Hitler moved several times to questions about life after the war. Expecting a successful summer offensive to put a quick end to the war on the European mainland, he was devoting much thought to questions about the peace that would follow: to questions about social laws and the position of religion – and about the National Socialist science and art that would at last be free to develop in a new, purified Europe, now purged of Communists, Democrats and Jews.

And it was indeed time to consider such matters. In September or October, when the final collapse of Soviet Russia marked the beginning of a new era of peace, when the last blaze was extinguished and the dust of the last battle in Russian history had settled, there would be countless questions demanding urgent resolution: about the peacetime organization of German life, about the administrative divisions and political status of the defeated countries, about restrictions to be placed on the legal rights and entitlement to education of inferior nations, about breeding and reproduction control, about the transfer of human masses from the former Soviet Union to carry out restoration and reconstruction work in the Fatherland and the organization of long-term camps for these masses, about the dismantling and liquidation of industrial units in Moscow, Leningrad and the Urals, and even such minor but inescapable tasks as the renaming of Russian and French cities.

There was one peculiarity about the Führer’s manner of speech: he seemed hardly to care whether or not people were listening to him. He spoke with relish, as if taking pleasure in moving his large lips, his gaze directed at some point between the ceiling and the top of the white satin drapes hanging over the dark oak doors. Now and then he would come out with a resonant sentence: ‘The Aryan is the Prometheus of mankind’; ‘Violence is the mother of order and the source of all true greatness – I have restored to violence its true meaning’; ‘We have now established the eternal dominion of the Aryan Prometheus over all human and other earthly beings.’

He would say these things with a radiant look, gasping excitedly, almost convulsively.

Mussolini frowned. He made a quick movement of his head, looking to one side, as if trying to see his own ear. He twice looked anxiously at his wristwatch – he too liked to have his say. During these meetings it was always the younger man, the disciple, who played the leading role; the Duce’s only consolation lay in his awareness of the superiority of his own intelligence, but this made it all the more painful to have to remain silent for long periods. He was constantly aware that Ribbentrop was watching him; the look in the German diplomat’s eyes was friendly and respectful, but also penetrating. Sitting next to Ribbentrop was Ciano. He was leaning back in his armchair and watching the Führer’s lips: might he say something about the North African colonies and the future Franco-Italian frontier? On this occasion, however, the Führer did not descend to such details. Alfieri, who had heard Hitler speak more often than most Italians, was looking up at the same spot as the Führer – just above the top of the white drapes, with an expression of quiet submissiveness. General Jodl, sitting on a distant couch, was dozing, while somehow maintaining a look of delicate attentiveness. Marshal Keitel – who was sitting directly opposite Hitler and so could not afford to fall asleep – kept throwing back his massive head, adjusting his monocle and, without looking at anyone, scowling morosely. Marshal Cavallero seemed to be drinking in every word Hitler said. He was craning his neck, his head cocked a little to one side, and listening with an expression of obsequious joy. From time to time he gave a quick nod.

To all those who had already attended one of these occasions, this meeting in Salzburg seemed in no way exceptional.

As during previous meetings, the main topic of discussion was European politics and the progress of the war. And the Führer and the Duce behaved the same as always: those close to them were well aware of each man’s attitude – by now only too settled and fixed – towards the other. They knew that Mussolini felt he was now the subordinate partner and that he resented this. It upset him that new initiatives and decisions always came from Berlin, rather than from Rome. It upset him never to be asked in advance for his thoughts about the joint declarations he was so solemnly and respectfully asked to sign. It upset him to be woken just before dawn, when he was soundly asleep, by telephone calls from the Führer, whose attitude towards the patriarch of fascism seemed surprisingly casual.

Galeazzo Ciano also understood that Mussolini looked down on Hitler. It comforted him to consider the Führer a fool. The Führer’s power derived merely from numbers, from statistical superiority: German industry and the German army were bigger than Italian industry and the Italian army. Mussolini’s strength, on the other hand, came from Mussolini himself. The Duce even enjoyed making fun of Italian weakness and pusillanimity; these qualities set off all the more clearly the personal power of a leader who was fighting to make a hammer out of a people who for sixteen centuries had played the role of an anvil.

The members of the two leaders’ entourages, alert to their masters’ every look and gesture, noted that nothing had changed between the Führer and the Duce; both superficially and at a deeper level, their relations were the same as during previous meetings. The external surroundings appeared equally similar: Schloss Klessheim, like other buildings where the leaders had met, was endowed with a severe grandeur appropriate to the protagonists’ extraordinary power and military might. Hitler’s speeches, admittedly, differed in one small respect: here in Salzburg he was talking for the first time about a final, decisive military operation. Apart from Soviet armies that had already retreated a huge distance, Hitler now had no armed adversary on the European mainland. This difference might have been noted by some future National Socialist historian. This historian might also have noted that Hitler seemed more self-confident than ever.

Nevertheless, there was a difference of far greater significance. The Führer had always been eager for war; he had always been intoxicated by war. In Salzburg, however, he spoke insistently and with remarkable confidence about peace, so betraying an unconscious fear of the war he had himself unleashed. For six years Hitler, through a combination of satanic violence and astute bluffing, had won victory after victory. He had been certain that the only real force, the only true strength in the world was that of his own army and his own empire; everything opposed to him was imaginary, arbitrary and insubstantial. Only his own fist possessed weight and reality. His powerful fist had smashed through the military, political and constitutional settlements agreed at Versailles; these proved no stronger than gossamer. Hitler sincerely believed that by giving free rein to primitive brutality he had opened up new avenues of history. And he had demonstrated all too clearly the impotence of the Treaty of Versailles, first violating individual clauses, next trampling the whole treaty into the ground, and then rewriting it in front of the American president and the prime ministers of Britain and France.

He reintroduced compulsory military service and began to recreate the navy, army and air force forbidden by Versailles. He remilitarized the Rhineland, bringing in 30,000 soldiers. These 30,000 men turned out to be enough to alter the apparently decisive outcome of the First World War; there had been no need for an army of millions or masses of heavy weapons. Hitler then struck blow after blow. One after another, he destroyed the new states of post-Versailles Europe: first Austria, then Czechoslovakia, Poland and Yugoslavia.

But the greater Hitler’s success, the blinder he became. He was unable to conceive that not everything in the world was propaganda or political posturing, that there might be other real forces in the world and that there might exist governments able to do more than transmit their own impotence to their workers, soldiers and sailors. Hitler was unable to conceive that his fist could not smash through everything.

German armies had invaded Soviet Russia on 22 June 1941. Hitler’s initial success blinded him to the true nature of the granite, of the spiritual and material forces, that he had chosen to attack. These were not imaginary forces; they were the forces of a great nation that had already laid the foundations of a future world. That first summer offensive, followed by the winter’s devastating losses, bled the German army and placed overwhelming demands on the military-industrial complex. Hitler was therefore unable, in 1942, to do as he had done the previous year, to advance simultaneously in the south, in the north and in the centre. War had become slow and heavy; it was no longer a pleasure. But it was impossible for Hitler not to advance; far from being a strength, this was what doomed him. He began to tire of the war, to feel afraid of it, yet it went on growing and growing. He himself, ten months earlier, had ignited this war, but he no longer had any power over it; it was impossible for him to extinguish it. The war was spreading like a forest fire; its scope, its rage, its strength and duration were constantly growing. No matter what the price, Hitler had to bring it to an end, but it is easier to achieve initial success in a war than to bring it to a successful conclusion.

This new note in his speeches was a clear pointer to the true course of the historical forces that in time led to the death of almost everyone who took part in this fateful Salzburg meeting.
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