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Notwithstanding its faith in methods of “terror” against a powerful state, the Narodnaia volia, or People’s Will party (1879-81), won a unique place in the history and culture of Russian revolutionary struggle. In published recollections and portraits by surviving veterans, the martyrs of Narodnaia volia eventually gained a heroic reputation after 1917, when their legendary hatred of autocracy guaranteed them a certain empathy from the Bolsheviks. Along with its exceptional feats of courage and self-sacrifice for “the people,” the dramatic story of Narodnaia volia naturally proved conducive to early Soviet literary commemoration. Yet by the early 1930s, the legacy of Narodnaia volia rapidly fell out of favor with Stalin’s repressive regime, which undoubtedly recognized the potential attraction of a violent movement against tyranny. With the tightening of Stalin’s control over Soviet Russian life, Narodnaia volia offered a gallery of colorful models to any Soviet reader who might with to battle despotism by force.


My presentation will explore the literary image of Narodnaia volia in light of Stalinism, which provided an obvious and fertile context for the notion of tyrannicide. Remarkably, attempts to popularize the lives of two of its leaders (Andrei Zheliabov and Aleksandr Mikhailov) were made as late as 1934, when literary commemoration of Narodnaia volia was already well in decline. In addition to those two works for the young “Lives of Remarkable People” series, I will remark on some of the final literary tributes by the Society of Former Political Prisoners (1921-35), the organization most responsible for preserving memory of Narodnaia volia. Finally, in light of earlier, pre-1935 trends, my discussion will consider subsequent literary treatments of Narodnaia volia by prominent writers of the post-Stalin period like Davydov, Trifonov and Solzhenitsyn.
