
FROM THE HISTORY OF THE SAMIZDAT IN THE ARKHANGELSK NORTH 

In the sixties there was a popular anecdote in the Soviet Union. The old woman comes 

to the typist and asks her to retype "War and Peace" by Tolstoy on the typewriter. The typist is 

in perplexity: 

- Why do you need a copy?! You can buy another book at any store. And it will be 

cheaper than retyping four thick volumes. 

- It is not for me. For my grandson. He does not read anything but samizdat. Let him get 

acquainted with classics at least like that. 

Of course, we should not require the accuracy of the archive document from folklore. 

Nobody retyped the classic Russian novels of the XIX century. But in general, the anecdote is 

true: by 1970s, in the USSR a system for disseminating information, which was alternative to 

official press and book publishing had developed. 

Samizdat way (with the help of typewriters, cameras and copiers) allowed to multiply 

books and articles, which Gosizdat (state publishing houses) did not print for various reasons. If 

we imagine a universal library of samizdat, it would not only contain texts criticizing the Soviet 

regime on its shelves. Avant-garde poetry would coexist there with religious treatises, and 

political articles - with translations of foreign fiction and erotic literature. 

Not all of these books were banned by the Soviet censorship. Many legally published texts 

went to samizdat, because the sluggish machine of the Soviet publishing did not try to keep up 

with readers' demand. On the other hand, by the end of the Soviet era, a whole generation of 

authors appealing to readers without the mediation of state editors, publishers and bookstores 

had formed. This approach noticeably narrowed the audience, but significantly expanded the 

creative freedom of the author. 

The history of samizdat is history not so much of struggle for observance of rights and 

freedoms, as of their direct realization. If the state declares freedom of speech, it should not tell 

me what to read, what to write about, and where to print. Another thing is that everything at 

best ended in declarations. At worst, for producing and distributing samizdat it was possible to 

get a reprimand, to leave work or study, and for political texts - to get a real term in prison. It was 

this taste of danger, in many ways, that ensured the cult status of samizdat. 

 In the summer of 1971, the Secretariat of the CPSU Central Committee passed a 

resolution "On measures to counteract the illegal spread of anti-Soviet and other politically 

harmful materials." On the one hand, the party bosses were alarmed that more and more citizens 

were participating in the "reproduction and distribution of anti-Soviet and other politically 

harmful printed and manuscript materials," and on the other, tried to calm themselves by arguing 

that the distribution of samizdat was the work of certain unconscious citizens affected by foreign 

anti-Soviet organizations. 

Soon after acquaintance of local authorities with the resolution, anti-samizdat directives 

began to be adopted in the regions. They not only called for increased vigilance and action against 

fans of uncensored literature, but also called the names of the samizdat figures. Here is a 

fragment of the document adopted by the Arkhangelsk Regional Committee of the CPSU: 



Distribution of such materials is noted among some scientific and creative workers, 

as well as students. Such literature was found at former journalists Chebanuk, Suftin, as 

well as Melnitskaya, Ausheva, Aushev, a former researcher of the Arkhangelsk Museum 

of Local History Osipovich, a former second-year student at Arkhangelsk Pedagogical 

Institute Popov and other students of this institute. 

It is the fact that the copying machine "Era" of the Arkhangelsk Center for Scientific 

and Technical Information, typewriters of the school in the Solovki Islands, the seaside 

people's court, the editorial office of the newspaper "Severny Komsomolets", as well as 

machines that are in personal use were used to reproduce these materials. Foreign sailors, 

as well as individual Soviet tourists and seamen of foreign travels are trying to import Anti-

Soviet and other politically harmful literature into our region1.  

A reader of the specific language of party documents will draw attention to the fact that 

the addressee of the Arkhangelsk resolution is not only subordinate to the region committee 

organizations, but also the higher party leadership. The regional committee reports: "Yes, the 

problem is clear, but there is no reason for serious concern: all the guilty have already been 

punished." A wave of searches, preventive conversations in the KGB and layoffs swept through 

Arkhangelsk a year before. 

 

In the editorial board of the Komsomol newspaper and around it 

It may seem strange that one of the hotbeds of samizdat was the youth newspaper 

“Severny Komsomolets”, the official organ of the Komsomol organization2. But veterans of 

Arkhangelsk journalism recall that the turn of the 1960s and 1970s was the time of greatest 

freedom for the newspaper. In the provincial periodical it was possible to publish something that 

the capital's colleagues did not even dream about. Works of authors repressed in Stalin's time, 

and young non-conformists’ poets sometimes were printed on the pages of "Severny 

Komsomolets". Journalists competed in wit, dragging quotes from banned authors to the 

headlines of articles. 

 One of the brightest employees of the editorial board was the Yury Chebanyuk and Liliya 

Melnitskaya couple. They not only wrote brilliant articles, but also promoted to print sharp 

materials brought from dissident friends from Moscow, Leningrad and Kyiv. The reading circle of 

the journalist family and guests of their house included Alexander Solzhenitsyn's novels and the 

verses of the young dissidents Natalia Gorbanevskaya and Yury Galanskov, Russian emigrants 

political publications and the human rights bulletin “Chronicle of Current Events” - the main 

samizdat journal of Soviet dissidents. 

Arkhangelsk journalistic milieu was familiar to samizdat. Even about the editor of the 

newspaper, Valery Aushev they said that in the safe in his office there is the “White Paper on the 

Sinyavsky and Daniel case” - a collection of materials on the political process of the two writers 

published in samizdat and a reissued in the West. Apparently, caution allowed Aushev to keep 

his position (before his last name there was no epithet "former" in the resolution) in 1970, when 

                                                      
1 ODSPI GAAO. F. 296. Op. 4. D. 286. L. 150 
2 Abbreviation for All-Union Leninist Young Communist League – state political organization united most of Soviet 
young men and girls. 



the editorial staff started to be called for "conversations" with the KGB, and some journalists’ 

houses were searched. 

Lydia Melnitskaya recalls: 

They searched everywhere: even in the trash can, in the bathroom, in the toilet. 

And [the two-month-old son] Lyonka is sleeping in a stroller. I'm asking: 

"And will you search Lyonka?" 

"Lyonka? No." <...> 

They did not wait for Yury. The search lasted a long time. I even tell them: 

"Perhaps you'll eat soup? I have a saucepan of pea soup cooked.” 

They have refused delicately. 

During the search, nothing seditious was found: the most dangerous texts were not kept 

at home for a long time. But neither this nor the apparent delicacy prevented the KGB officers 

from taking tough measures against journalists of the “Severny Komsomolets”. Chebanyuk was 

fired from the newspaper and until Perestroika he was almost not published in the press, and his 

colleague Boris Suftin was sentenced to two years for distributing pornography (photographed 

“Playboy” magazines were found). Actually, the "Suftin case" became a formal reason for 

searches. In fact, investigators were interested in the novels of Alexander Solzhenitsyn and 

political magazines published by Russian emigrants organizations. 

This version is also shared by Alexander Osipovich, at that time he was an employee of 

the Solovki Museum-Reserve: "Returning from Moscow, I brought the number of "Grani"3 with 

me and gave it Chebanyuk to read. He, a naive man, began to show this number in the editorial 

office of the “Severny Komsomolets”. And there was such a Sufin, and he was entertained by the 

sight of naked girls. They began to dig out against him and began to dig out in the whole editorial. 

And then they went to Chebanyuk. <...> In general, it was a matter of anti-Soviet literature and 

pornography. " 

 

In search of truth on the Solovki Islands 

Osipovich had reasons to reproach his fellow journalist with naivety - once Alexander 

was almost arrested on political charges. In the mid-1960s, an underground anti-Soviet 

organization, the “All-Russian Social-Christian Union for the Liberation of the People”, arose in 

the Leningrad University. When the Union was discovered, 17 students and teachers were 

brought to trial on charges, including treason. The repression did not end there. A few dozen 

"candidates for membership in the organization" were expelled from the university, those with 

whom the conspirators shared their plans. Among them there were Alexander Osipovich and his 

classmate Evgeny Abramov. Therefore, his reluctance to share dangerous ideas and books with 

not too close people is quite understandable. 

                                                      
3 “Grani” (“Facets”) – magazine of National Alliance of Russian Solidarists (Russian emigrants’ political organization 
with hard anti-communism program). 



After the expel from the university, Osipovich and Abramov came to Solovki. The special 

purpose camp, which they would not escape in Stalin's time, was closed as far back as 1939, and 

from 1967 a museum-reserve operated on the White Sea islands. The new institution needed 

employees, but few were ready to go to the North and live in the poorly heated premises of the 

former camp and monastery. That is why two undergraduates were gladly recruited. 

In addition to collecting and restoring exhibits, archives searching for documents about 

the Solovki Monastery, young museum workers voluntarily began to engage in a prohibited topic 

- the history of the Solovki camp. As soon as islands have opened for tourists, those who were 

already as prisoners there in 1920-1930 began to Solovki. Osipovich, Abramov and some other 

museum staff, at the risk of problems with their superiors and the KGB, wrote down memories 

of former prisoners, searched for material evidence of camp time in expeditions, mentioned the 

recent past of Solovki in the guided tours. One of the first employees of the museum, Antonina 

Soshina recalled that in Osipovich's tours one could hear such a dialogue: 

- Tell me, why is there a star on the bell tower? 

-These are the tracks of the camp. 

-What camp? 

- Well, not the pioneer one!4 

If the children visited Solovki in the 1920s, it is clear that not for a health holiday. The 

most inquisitive tourists (if their questions were not connected with service in the organs) could 

be guided to a grocery store, still located in a barracks where teenage inmates lived. 

In winter, when there were no guided tours (from October to May you can get to Solovki 

only by plane), conversations about the camp continued in the museum workers’ apartments 

made over from camp cells. There they also discussed current politics and books, among which, 

of course, there was samizdat. In January 1970, the museum's unofficial guide Natalia Lapina 

together with her friend, the teacher of the Solovki school Lyudmila Sadovskaya, decided to 

retype several political essays and a couple of rare poetry collections for herself and her friends: 

 [Lyudmila] brought the typewriter from her school after work. All this [was typed] 

on a school typewriter, on such a small one. If something were found and would be 

checked, of course they would look at the fonts of the museum typewriter. Who would 

have guessed that this is a school typewriter? 

As can be seen from the party resolution – they guessed. In the summer, investigators 

from the KGB came to Solovki from Arkhangelsk. The investigation on the "case of anti-Soviet 

literature and pornography" was gaining momentum. Since Chebanyuk worked on Solovki as a 

guide for some time, searches continued for his colleagues. Open letters of Mikhail Bulgakov, 

Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Ernst Henry, books of poems of the Silver Age poets not printed in 

the USSR were printed on Solovki. Although these documents criticized the government for 

limiting freedom of speech, and the fate of reprinted poets denounced the Soviet government 

even more frankly (Nikolai Gumilev was shot in 1921, Osip Mandelstam died in a camp in 1938, 

Marina Tsvetaeva emigrated from the USSR, and when came back hanged herself from poverty 

                                                      
4 Soviet star was established on the monastery belfry instead the Orthodox cross in the 1920s and removed in 
1984. 



and oblivion in 1941) - none of the museum's employees was arrested. However, Osipovich and 

Abramov were fired because proximity to the underground organization and excessive interest 

in the history of the camp. 

A year later, when an alarming resolution was sent from Moscow, the Arkhangelsk 

authorities had something to report: the centers of dissent in the youth newspaper and popular 

museum were extinguished. However, they failed either to destroy the interest in samizdat, or 

to break off friendly ties. Osipovich and Chebanyuk, deprived of the opportunity to work on 

vocation, lived on casual earnings: janitors, workers at the construction site. But it was their 

apartments that remained original libraries of samizdat and clubs where it was possible to talk 

open about the past and present of the Soviet state without entering into open confrontation 

with it. 

Using terms of Russian-American anthropologist Alexey Yurchak we can call Solovki cells 

and the offices of Komsomol newspaper “spaces for living “vnye” (Russian word that could be 

translated as “being simultaneously inside and outside [the system]”) The person who 

appeared in them, "being inside the system and functioning as a part of it ... was 

simultaneously outside of it, in a different place"5. Distancing both from ostentatious loyalty to 

the regime and from its criticism did not mean running to safe positions. Apparently, even 

innocent initiatives could attract the attention of controlling bodies. The boundaries between 

banned and allowed behavior, between private and public in Soviet society, were extremely 

mobile and repeatedly reinstalled. But this was not only the efforts of the authorities, but also 

due to the firmness of the views, courage and resourcefulness of citizens. Samizdat, in addition 

to its main function - independent distribution of information and literary works - has become 

one of the tools of this reinstallation. 
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