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LifelntoArt: Solzhenitsyn’sBread of Life

Ruth Trimmer
Messiah College
Grantham, PA

| remember well thefirst time, asachild, that | became
aware of the power of literatureto pull areader into physical and
mentd participationwith astory. Asl read LauralngallsWilder’'s
Farmer Boy, her sumptuous descriptionsof rich fried doughnuits,
fragrant pies, jellies, jams, crisp-skinned roast goose, and rich
brown gravy left me physicaly hungry. Therewas somekind of
literary magic at work; by thetimel wasdonereading | wasnot
only ravenously hungry, but thefood passages had also created a
setting of warmth and comfort, prosperity and security. | read the
book many timesover in aweof thediscovery that merewordson
apage could work such magic. No other literary description of
food affected measpowerfully until | read Alexander Sol zhenitsyn's

One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich.



76

Asl read thiswork, | found Sol zhenitzyn’s portrayal of
prison camp medl sparticularly gripping and moving. Solzhenitzyn
writesingreat detail about Shukhov’smaneuveringsto acquire
food; hecarefully describesthe pitiful mealsand evenexplains
customs and manners concerning the eating of prisonfood. The
food motif in One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich servesto
draw thereader into the novel, helping him or her to empathizewith
the prisonersand shareinther plight both physical and, | believe,
by andogy, spiritud. Additionally, and | think mostimportantly for
Solzhenitsyn, by drawing attention to the base nature of the prison
food hefocusesattention on the harsh conditionsin these camps
and on apolitical wrongin need of correction.

Solzhenitsyn himsalf had experienced the Gulag prison
system, knew itshorrorsfirst hand, and more than anything el se,
wanted othersto know what was happening (Cismaru 99; Emerson
65). Hewritesin his1970 Nobel Prize speechthat “ingrainedin
Russian literature has been the notion that awriter can do much
among hisown people—and that hemust” (“Nobel” 58). He
believed that an author, through literature, had “ the skill to makea
narrow, obstinate human being aware of others far off grief and joy
[ ... where] propaganda, coercion, and scientific proofsareall
powerless’ (“Nobel” 57). Solzhenitsyn set himsealf thetask of being
aninstrument of changefor hiscountry, but asawriter under the
repressive Soviet System he never expected that hewould ever see
OneDay printedin hislifetime (Hanne 151). Hethought that if such



awork were published, hewould want it to have broad appeal and
toreach aslargeareadership aspossible, and he believed that a
short, vivid novel might do thismore effectively and morerapidly
than some scholarly, academic account (Hanne 155).

Solzhenitsynimmortalizessmplemedsinhislittlenovel
because he knowsfirst hand that food isthe prime consideration of
men struggling for surviva and that, therefore, afood motif lends
srengthand redlismto hisstory. Thiscarefully chosen motif isof
utmost importancein anovel of thissort becausereadersoften find
it easy toread awork and tossit asde mentally unlesssomething in
thetext helpsthem to connect. Early inthe story, Solzhenitsyn
piquesthereader’s sympathy with adescription of alabor camp
breakfast that he himsalf must have eaten many times: bread, grue,
and kasha, which often consisted of coarse grass seed and not redl
buckwheat (Kern 7; One Day 17). The main character, Shukhov,
describesthegruel asathin fish and vegetabl e soup, the contents of
which doesnot change much “from one day to the next” (OneDay
17). Depending on the season of theyear, it might contain salted
carrotsor even nettles; cabbage wasthe vegetable availableonthe
day of thestory. Solzhenitsyntellsusthat Shukhov savorsevery
scanty bit of fish, picking therotten flesh from among cabbage
leaves, eating scal esand head with eyesintact and then crunching
and sucking thebones (One Day 15, 17).

Gary Kernwritesin“lvantheWorker” that “ the details of

the prison camp’sconditionsare not thrust upon thereader in such
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away that will shock him, but rather inaway that will causehimto
think —to add, subtract, and compare| . . . ] if hegoesonthinking
andif hecalculates, theimpression will degpen” (8). Solzhenitsyn
offersthereader food equations: lunch onthework site consists of
two ounces—whichworks out to ascant one fourth cup of groats
per man. At least that wasthe amount carried to thework site.
Shukhov reportsthat the trustieswho hel ped the cook got an extra
portion and that the health inspector and cook could eat asmuch as
they wanted. And so, |van says, they were served awatery mush
and no onedared ask “how much of therationthey’ dreally putin
it” for to do so brought punishment (One Day 82). For the evening
meal the cook servesfour bowlsfromaladlethat holdsapint anda
haf of gruel. Thus, each man getsjust three-quarterscup of watery
soup skimmed from thetop of the cauldron so that the guardsand
camp workers can havethe solid foodsfrom the bottom. Thisand
another ration of bread doled out according to aman’swork output
make up the meal that endsastrenuousday of work (One Day
167,168). AsMichael Hannewrites, Sol zhenitsyn hoped that
readers” drawninto intense participationinthedetails, the physica
privation, thecold, [and especidly] the hunger” might careenough
to beginto work achangeinthe Soviet system (150).

Publication of One Day inthe Soviet Union wasnothing
short of amiracle. Veniamin Teush, afriend of Solzhenitsyn, read
the manuscript of One Day ayear beforeitspublication and pre-

dicted that if ever published, thenovel would explodelikean “atom
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bomb,” changing Soviet lifeforever (Hanne 147). In 1962, Soviet
leader NikitaK hrushchev a so read amanuscript of thework and
took it under hiswing. He advocated with Glavlit (theofficial
censorship committee) and the Presidium to havethework pub-
lished, believing that the novel could beanimportant part of hisde-
Stalinization plan (Hanne 148; Medvedev 4, 9). Khrushchev
assumed that readerswould accept the story asan attack on
Sainism, ashameful periodin Soviet history, and onehewastrying
to erase. Michael Hannewritesthat Solzhenitsyn’ssmpleplanto
pull thereader in proved so effective that Russian citizenswaited in
library linesfor hours, sometimesreturning daily for months, just to
get achanceto keep the novel for forty-eight hours (147). AsTeush
predicted, thenove produced stunning effects: the story quickly
dipped from Khrushchev’s control (Hanne 163).

Khrushchev did not anticipatethe affective power of
Solzhenitsyn’sstory. First, thebook brought attention to hundreds
of thousands of former prisonersof the Gulag and made people
sympathetic to them; it also encouraged many more of themtowrite
about their experiences, thereby opening dialogue on topicsthat the
Soviet leadership did not want discussed (Hanne 150). Thisheight-
ened awareness|ed to apublic expectation that something should
be done about the camps, which werestill in existenceat thetime
One Day was published and were, by someaccounts, actually
worsethan they had been under Stalin (Hanne 164). The book cast
doubt on what Hanne callsthe* Party’ sown grand narrative’ that
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the peoplewerein power. If the people actually werein power,
many asked, why would they tolerate such oppression? (Hanne
165).

Soon, readersin other nationsweretaking notice. Early in
1963, trand ationsbegan to appear inanumber of other countries
over whichthe Soviet government had no control. Hannewrites
that, to theWestern world, which tended to makelittledistinction
between the governments of Stalin and Khrushchev, One Day
becameasymboal of thefailingsof Soviet Socidism. Indlowing
Solzhenitsyn publication, the Soviet authoritieshad dmost handed
over awegpon agai nst themselves (168). While Solzhenitsyn’'s
novel did not bring theimmediate changein the campsthat hehad
hopedfor, critic Edward Ericson notesthat One Day, in breaking a
long official conspiracy of silence, became“thefirst crack inthe
BerlinWall” (28). Because of the effect Sol zhenitsynwrought on
Soviet higtory, David Remnick calshimthe® dominant [Russian|
writer of thetwentieth century” (110). Indeed, Remnick notesthat
One Day inthe Life of Ivan Denisovich began a“ cultural thaw” in
the Soviet Unionthat so greatly disturbed |eadership, they eventu-
aly “banned Solzhenitsyn from print” (118).

Writing for publication under the Soviet regime posed a
particular problemfor Solzhenitsyn concerning hisexpression of
fath. OneDayispartialy autobiographica, detailing Solzhenitsyn’s
own experiencesinthelabor camps. Solzhenitsyn held adeep
Chrigtianfaith but faced adilemmain describing the prisoners



spiritual plight. Shukhov hassomerudimentary faith; heasks God
for protection when he accidentally bringsascrap of metal back to
camp, and he thanks God that he hasmadeit to the end of another
day (OneDay 149, 195). However, Gary Kern writesthat we
must remember thiswasoriginally aSoviet text and Solzhenitsyn
could not dareto make Shukhov an overtly Christian hero and
expect to be published (27). Instead, using another food motif,
Solzhenitsyn drawsaninteresting pardld betweenthefaithlivesof
Shukhov and Alyoshka, hisBaptist bunkmate. Early inthenove,
Shukhov notesthat Alyoshkabeginseach morning “whispering his
prayers’ (OneDay 5,6). In contrast, Shukhov spendshiswaking
momentsthinking of waysto get extrafood or worrying about
whether hewill get hisfair bread ration that day (OneDay 2, 5).
Shukhov seems perplexed at the peace and joy of Alyoshkawho
livessolely on camp rationsand nothing extra(One Day 49). While
Alyoshkafindscomfort and sustenancein hismeditationson God,
Shukhov findshissolacein bread. Helivesfor it, treasuresit, hides
it, and takescomfort in the thought of having extrastored away.
Indeed, Shukhov’smeditations center onthesizeof hisdaily bread
ration: “you checked every day to set your mind at rest, hoping you
hadn’t been too badly treated.” Hecomforted himself with the
thought that “[p]erhapsmy rationisamost full weight today” (One
Day 27). After washing floors, and before going off to work,
Shukhov returnsfor hisbread ration and findsAlyoshkalyingonhis
bunk reading from anotebook in which he has copied half of the
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Scriptures (One Day 26). Onething Shukhov greatly admiresabout
the Baptist istheway he hasmanaged to hide his Scripturefrom
camp authoritiesfor solong. Whilethe Baptist readsadoud from his
carefully hidden Biblenotes, Shukhov breakshisbreadrationin
two, putshalf in hishidden pocket, and sewsthe other half into his
mattresshidingit ascarefully asAlyoshkahashidden hisown bread
of life(OneDay 27,28).

Sol zhenitsyn was al so quite concerned with portraying what
hesaw asaspiritua problem for both the prisonersand the Soviet
nation asawhole. Ericsonwritesthat “for all thebodieslost to the
gulag, thegreatest calamity [for Solzhenitsyn] is[the] spiritud
devastation” (28). Around 1964, Solzhenitsyn wrote sixteen prose
poemsreflectingwhat hebelieved to be* the spiritual inadequacy of
modern[Soviet] life’ (Dunlop 317). Hissketch “ Starting the Day”
relays Solzhenitsyn’s concern with aSoviet nation that haslost
touch with spirituaity and has become body-centered:

At sunrisetwenty young peopleranoutintoa
clearing, lined up facing the sun, and started bend-
ing, squatting, bowing, lying face downwards,
stretching their amsoutwards, raising their ams
abovetheir heads, and rocking backwardsand
forwardson their knees. Thiswent onfor aquarter
of an hour. From adistance you might imaginethey
werepraying| .. .] no, they weren't saying their

prayers. They weredoing their morning exercises.
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Nooneinour timefindsit surprisingif aman gives

careful and patient daily attentionto hisbody. But

peoplewould be outraged if hegavethesame

attentionto hissoul. (gtd. in Dunlop 321)
Solzhenitsyn has Shukhov comment wryly onthislossof faithwhen
he seesayoung man sit down at thetable and crosshimself before
eating. He saysthat the man must be a\Western Ukrainian because
“the Russiansdidn’t even remember which hand to crossyourself
with” (OneDay 15).

Onemight think that men struggling for their livesinaprison
camp haveevery right to be self- or body-centered astheir survival
dependsonit, and, inthe process, they might losetouch with
spiritudity. Infact, Alfred Cismaru writesthat the gulag prisoner
struggling for daily surviva giveslittlethought to the heresfter or
earning rewardsin the hereafter but only of the hereand now and
how tofill one'sstomach and stop the hunger pangsfor awhile
(103). Solzhenitsyn, however, hoped to bring attention to more than
just the plight of the prisoners. Hewanted changefor hiswhole
nation, and so he addressesthelack of faith and thefocusonthe
physical, again through abread motif.

Bread ison Shukhov’'smind al day, but unlikeAlyoshka,
who findscomfort and satisfaction from hisspiritua Bread,
Shukhov doesnot find fulfillment. Hismajor concernishow to keep
hisstomach full; heworries constantly that someonemay findand
take hishidden hunk of bread (One Day 43). Upon returning to



camp at theend of theworkday, heimmediately checksto make
surehisbread rationisstill in hismattress (One Day 60). Lateinthe
evening, Shukhov eats* hissupper without bread” ; hewill savehis
portionfor later becausethebelly dways*“forgetswhat you' vejust
donefor it and comesbegging again thenext day” (OneDay 171).
Near the end of the novel, Sol zhenitsyn stages a confrontation of
faith between Shukhov and Alyoshka. The Baptist tells Shukov that
theonly thing “the Lord hasordered usto pray for isour daily
bread” —meaning spiritual bread (One Day 196). Shukhov com-
mentssimply, “ You mean that rationweget?’ (One Day 197).
Criticshaveinterpreted thiscomment as sarcasm or facetiousness
onthepart of Shukhov, but thereisreally noindicationinthetext
that it isanything other than amanifestation of Shukhov’'sconcern
withhisown physical well- being.

Theacquisition of food and preservation of self hasbecome
Shukhov'srdigion, completewith areligiousrelicintheformof his
ever-present spoon. He hascarefully inscribed hisculinary icon
“Ust-Izhma, 1944, perhapsthe place and date of hisconversionto
thisfaith of salf-preservation (One Day 16). Camp mealtimes now
take on the aspect of acts of worship. Alyoshkaspendstimewith
God each morning and moretime whispering with other Baptistson
Sundays; but, in contrast, mealtimesare most sacred for Shukhov.
Hereverently removeshiscap at thetablefor no matter “how cold
it was, hewould never eat withit on” (One Day 16). One must eat
dowly and carefully, says Shukhov, “with al your thoughtson the



food[ ... ]nibbling off littlebits[ . .. ] turn[ing] them over onyour
tongue’ becausefood isthefocusof hisbeing and because*” apart
from deeping, the prisoners timewastheir own for ten minutesat
breakfast, five minutesat the noon bresk, and another five minutes
at supper” (OneDay 17,54). At supper that night, Shukhov and
another prisoner sit down to adouble portion they have managed to
wrangle, and Solzhenitsynwritesthat they sat intotd silenceas
“[t]heseminuteswere holy” (One Day 169).

Asthreatening tolifeasthelack of food and theloss of faith
isthelossof dignity for the prisoners, which could lead to mental
and physical breakdown. Indeed, Shukhov seemsto know the
importance of maintaining ahighly developed senseof dignity
throughout hisordeal. Hemay resort to creativefinagling in order to
get extrafood, but Solzhenitsyntellsus, never inhislifehas
Shukhov ever given or taken abribefrom anyoneand he* hadn’t
learned that trick inthe camp either” (OneDay 48). Thisquest to
maintain someform of dignity often showsupinthenove inthe
form of eating habits. Shukhov remembersthe old gang bosswho
oncetold him that the men who go first are the oneswho stoop to
licking out other peoples bowls, and so herefrainsfrom such
behavior (OneDay 2). Shukhov would eat fish eyesif they were
still part of the head, but if they werefloating loose, hewouldn’t
touch them (OneDay 17). Eveninthefilthy camp messhall, spitting
fish boneson thefloor was*thought bad manners’; the prisoners

carefully spit them on the table and then pushed them on thefloor
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beforethe next gang would sit downto eat (One Day 15). At the
evening meal, Shukhov’ sattention iscaptured by thesight of anold
man, aprisoner of many years, who sitsstraight and tall. Shukhov
saysadmiringly, “ You could see hismind was set on onething —
never togivein. Hedidn't put hiseight ouncesin al thefilthonthe
tablelikeeverybody elsebut laid it on aclean little piece of rag
that’ d been washed over and over again” (OneDay 172).

Findly, thereisasingle passageinwhich Solzhenitsyn
almost echoesthe sensationsof comfort and prosperity that Laura
IngalsWilder creates. Shukhov remembersthe mealsback home
when, without athought, they used to eat “ potatoes by the panful
and potsof kasha[ . . . and] hunksof meat [ . . . and] enough milk
to maketheir belliesburst.” Shukhov understands, though, that “in
thecampsthiswasall wrong,” to havetaken thisbounty for granted
(OneDay 54). Onthisday heisthankful to smply have*finagled
an extrabowl of mush at noon” (One Day 202). Rather than
conjuring imagesof comfort and plenty, Sol zhenitsynworksakind
of disturbingmagicinraising foodtoliterary art and turning our
thoughtsto the plight of the prisonersthrough hisfocusontheir

meager fare.
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