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“A fantastic world!” writes Solzhenitsyn in The Gulag Archipelago, “And that’s the 
way it is sometimes. Much in history repeats itself, but there also exist completely 
unique combinations, brief in duration, and limited in place. One such example was 
our New Economic Policy—the NEP. And another was early Solovki.” Andrea 
Gullotta’s Intellectual Life and Literature at Solovki 1923-1930: The Paris of the 
Northern Concentration Camps gives a very detailed and convincing picture of the 
richness and, indeed, the uniqueness of the early period in the cultural life of the 
Solovetsky Special Prison Camp (SLON). As the book’s title indicates, the main focus 
of Gullotta’s study is on the cultural activities in Solovki, primarily the specifics of its 
publishing system and its distinctive literature. Gullotta begins, however, by outlining 
a brief history of Solovki, as “it was in the SLON that, piece by piece, the complex 
machinery of the Soviet concentration camps was forged” (9).  

Faced with the ambiguity and dubious nature of available documents, including 
archival material and memoirs, he finds an elegant and, at the same time, rigorous way 
of providing the history of the Solovki prison camp through a double perspective—
official documents and the eyes of witnesses. In the subsequent chapter he 
systematically traces how the publishing system of the Solovki prison camp 
functioned, delving into the question of why such unprecedented freedom of speech, 
which was characteristic for the SLON’s main publishing organs, especially in the first 
phase of the publications but also in its second phase, was at all possible. One of the 
main reasons identified by Gullotta is that the publication of journals was seen by the 
camp administration as a sort of “manifesto” demonstrating that prisoners could enjoy 
intellectual freedom. Other reasons include the censors’ willingness to turn a blind eye 
to apolitical approaches in certain texts and theatrical performances, as well as a 
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general arbitrariness and ambiguity with regard to what was tolerated by the camp 
administration. “While the echoes of innumerable shootings and of prisoners’ 
suffering reached them, the intelligenty succeeded in building a half-oneiric 
intelligentny gorod”, writes Gullotta (171). Soon enough this half-oneiric “literary 
enclave” was wiped out, but arbitrariness and the role of chance in prisoners’ survival, 
apparent from the very establishment of the Gulag, came to be a long-lasting 
characteristic of the prison camp system to its very end. 

In the chapter devoted to the analysis of key features of literature produced in the 
camps, Gullotta presents a corpus of texts that have previously never been subjected to 
scholarly analysis. Moreover, he manages to combine the close-reading method with a 
consideration of the SLON writers’ tragic biographies. The main strength of this 
chapter is that Gullotta never loses sight of the dual status of the literary works 
analyzed: they have both a witnessing function and distinctive esthetic qualities; they 
are at the same time historical testimony and works of art, a number of which are of 
the highest artistic quality. Mapping a truly impressive body of material, Gullotta also 
raises several important theoretical issues linked to the specifics of Gulag literature, 
e.g., what is Gulag literature; what kind of works should be included in this genre; how 
the literary works were created before being published; what is the impact of trauma 
on literary form. He invites other scholars to “reconsider Gulag literature from a new 
perspective” (284). His own study provides an invaluable and important step towards 
such a reconsideration.  

 


