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The Great Terror

Between 1936 and 1938, rumors of conspiracies fomented by German, Polish,
and Japanese secret agents or renegades like Trotskii triggered an explosion
of popular fear and xenophobia in Soviet society. The show-trial confessions
of Old Bolsheviks supposedly involved in these conspiracies fed the flames,
as did reports of treachery throughout the Red Army high command. A fire-
storm of denunciation and arrest quickly spread to the mass level of society,
terrorizing rank-and-file party members as well as teachers, engineers, and
members of the Soviet elite.

Long a source of confusion, Stalin’s purges appear to have been a pre-
emptive strike against purported fifth columns and “unreliable elements”
within the party and state bureaucracy, the armed forces and society as a
whole. Such an explanation accounts not only for the arrest of many of
Stalin’s perceived rivals within the party ranks, but for the wholesale purge of
certain ethnic minorities as well as social marginals, non-conformists, and
recidivists.! This latter “prophylactic” round-up of former kulaks, black mar-
keteers, prostitutes, and other “usual suspects” targeted “anti-social” groups
perceived to be holdovers from the capitalist economy. In all, some 680,000
“enemies of the people” were executed between 1936 and 1938, while another
three million were sent to GULag prison camps or exiled to the barren wastes
of Siberia and the far north.?

Ordinary Soviets struggled in vain to make sense of the purges. Many
seem to have accepted official accounts of treason in high places. Others be-
lieved that the purge was chiefly aimed at communists and Jews.” Still others
expressed discomfort with such logical explanations, attributing the frenzy of
bloodletting to Stalin’s paranoiac insecurity or the murderous psychopathol-

! Ethnic minorities living in Soviet border regions —people of Korean, Finnish, Polish,
and Bulgarian ancestry, for instance —were perceived to have divided loyalties and
became some of the terror’s least known victims.

2 J. Arch Getty, Gabor T. Rittersporn, and V. N. Zemskov, “Victims of the Soviet Penal
System in the Pre-War Years: A First Approach on the Basis of Archival Evidence,”
American Historical Review 98: 4 (1993): 1017-49.

*F. Beck and W. Godin, Russian Purge and the Extraction of Confession, trans. Eric Mos-
bacher and David Porter (New York: Viking Press, 1951), 146.
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ogy of the NKVD and its leader, N. I. Ezhov." Political jokes in circulation at
the time depicted the waves of arrests as simultaneously systematic and ran-
dom. Persecution was inevitable and resistance futile. Such naive, hysterical,
and internally inconsistent explanations at the grass roots level testify to ordi-
nary Soviets” widespread confusion and their panicky search for a way to
make sense of the Great Terror.

Ha naprcresae CraanH 3akoHUIMA At a party conference, Stalin concluded
his speech with the words:

—And so, comrades, let us fulfill
Lenin’s testament.

Suddenly, the phone rings and Stalin is
handed the receiver.

—This is Stalin.

—Stalin, this is Lenin....

—Where are you calling from, dear

CBO) peqa CAOBaAMIM:

—JTaK, ToBapUINM, BLIIIOAHUM 3aBeT
BEAUKOTO /eHuHal

B sToT MoMenT CTaAnHa BLI3BAAM K
Teaedony:

—CraauH cayaer.

—Tl'osopur Aexut. ...

—Ortkyaa Bo, Vapim, sgoporoii?..

—QO0 9TOM 10CAe, a [TOKa CKakKIM-Ka,
YTO BTO THI TaM 3a CBMHCTBO Oe3 MeHs
yerpoua?

CraanH 6pocia TpyOKy U 110403Bal
oxpamy:

—Haiiti u yOpats sTOTO Bpara
HapoAa.

ich?

—That can wait—first, tell me what all
this swinishness is about that you’ve gone
and done without me?

Stalin slams down the phone and calls
to his guard:

—Find that enemy of the people and
arrest him.

w oW oW

Paaruesannniii CTaauH BeI3BaA K ceDe
Paaexka:

—Tbl YTO 2TO Ha MeHA aHeKAOThI
counHgemn?! Jdake ocMeAnBaeLed Ipo
TO, UTO 51— BOXAb Mmposoﬁ pesmll()u,m-i!

Paaex:

—Tosapuin Craaun, ToMUAY, Beab
aHEeKAOTa, YTO Tl —BOKAbL MM POBOIL
PEBOAIOIIUH, [IPABO JKe, HUKTO He
COUMHIAA. ...

Furious, Stalin summons Radek to his
office.

—What are you telling jokes about me
for? You even dare to joke about me as
the leader of the world revolution!

Radek replies:

—Comrade Stalin, forgive me, butno
one’s ever joked about you being leader
of the world revolution.”

* The 1936-38 time period is referred to in Russian as the ezhovshchina (lit.: “the perni-
cious times of Ezhov”).

> One former Soviet citizen went so far as to declare in 1951 that “Radek is the author
of almost all the counter-revolutionary anecdotes which are told in the Soviet Union”;
another claimed that he had been purged on account of his jokes about Stalin. Lyons
recalls having heard the first of these rumors, although he treats it with much more
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o

Tpoe 3akA109EHHEIX BCTPEYAIOTCS B
NepechALHOM Aarepe.
[Mepsoiit:

—Cioky st ¢ 1929 roaa 3a To, UTO HaszBaA

Kapaa Pagexa konrppesoaonunepom,
Bropoii:

Three prisoners meet at a transit camp.
The first says:
—TI've been in prison since 1929 for

calling Karl Radek a counterrevolu-
tionary.

The second replies:

—A 5 cioky ¢ 1937 roaa 3a 1o, uTO —I've been here since 1938 for saying

ckazada, uto Kapa Pagex—mne that Radek wasn’t a conterrevolutionary.

KOHTPPEeBOAIOLIIOHED. The third interjects:
Tpermnit: —And I'm sorry to say that I am Karl
—A z, uasunnre, cam Kapa Pagex.... Radek.
# W w

PEHIKOB OT IIpHpo ALl 6511 3anKa. Bo Rykov stuttered all his life. But during

BpeMs ero TparAu, OpraHu3OBaHHON the show trial that Stalin organized in
CTaAMHLIM, ITaPTUIILLI TOBOPILAN: order to persecute him, party members
—Prikos 3ankathes nepecraa.

—Brraeunaca?

observed to one-another:
—Rykov has stopped stuttering.
—Has he been cured?
—No. He's been forbidden to utter
even a stutter.

wow W

—Kakoe! Emy 1 sauxuyrnes He Aa1oT,

Kaxk roapko Craans AMKBHANpPOBAA After Stalin finished eliminating the
“opposition” and began to move cadres
from the Caucasus into major party
posts, Moscow’s bootblacks (the Aisors)

all refused to do their work and just sat

«OUIO3MIIMU» I HAYaA BEIABHIATE Ha
BasKHEIe TTOCTH! KaBKa3CKUX AI0AeTi, Bce
uncTHAbIuKK cartor 8 Mockse (aficopnr)
OTKA3aAMCh YICTUTE U CHAEAN CAOXKa

pyKit. around with their legs crossed.
Hx crrpocran: When people asked them what was
— Touemy? going on, they answered (in heavily

OHu oTBeTHAU: accented Russian):

—We're expecting major pmm(:nt-i(ms;.6

W

—AkuaaeM DaAlIMX HAa3HAYEHIIL

skepticism. See HPSSS, no. 149, schedule A, vol. 11, 41; no. 446, schedule B, vol. 13, 73;
Lyons, Moscow Carousel, 322.

® Stalin’s supposed promotion of Caucasians into the central party apparatus appar-
ently referred to the advancement of G. K. Ordzhonikidze, Mikoian, A. S. Enukidze,
and Kirov into high posts, misdated to the second half of the 1930s. According to pop-
ular wisdom, the Aisors, an ethnic group from the Caucasus, dominated the shoeshine
trade in Moscow.
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FIGURE 28. Workers chatting as they clean a piece of equipment

—Yto castino s [Moaurdiopo? —What have you heard about the
—Kak Bceraa Hiruero, ToAbKO 3arrax Politburo?
M3MEHIACS, —Nothing much, as always, except
—Kak Tak? that the smell has changed.
—Pauniite 11axA0 4ecHOKOM, a Terepn —What do you mean?
HIAIABIKOM. —Before, it smelled of garlic and now
it's shishkebab.”
#oOE W
Bee Houu Hatrpoaét paboTHHUKK NKVD agents spent every night hard at
HKB/, «TpyAnAnch», apectoBnisas, “work,” arresting, torturing, and killing
HEBITasA 1 youBaa amoaert. Mexay cobort people. They sometimes “joked” among
CTaAM «ITYTHTD». themselves:
—UYro takoe HKBA? —What does NKVD stand for?
—Hewuspecrno Koraa Bepuémnca —"“Nobody Knew this Vocation was so
AoMoT1i. Demanding.”
WA W
CaeaoBaTean cOBETCKOM TailHO¥H Soviet secret police investigators who
IMOAWUITH, XOPOINO 3HAIOLIHE X know their trade well say: “Get your man

cobcTBeHHbIe MeTOAL, ToBOpAT Tak: «Beia  first and work out the charges later.”

7 This reference to cuisine refers to rumors that Stalin had replaced Jewish Politburo
members with appointees from the Caucasus. A related joke: “Why is Stalin like
Moses? Because Moses rid Egypt of the Jews and Stalin rid the Politburo of the Jews.”
HPSSS, no. 307, schedule A, vol. 16, 29; also Sovetskie anekdoty, 12.
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OBl YeA0BEK, a CTaThiA HATLAETC A ». Homosexuals, for instance, could be
Maaocrpanus: nmeaepactnl 0Cy»xAaAUch charged under Article 58/10, “Agitation
o ct. 58.10 «Arurania 1 npornarasiars. and Propaganda.”

w oW W

«Bxoa socripeniaercs» —takas HaAIUCh A sign saying “Entrance Forbidden”
sucut Ha 3gannn HKBA. ITpoxaoxii hung outside NKVD headquarters. A
espeit: Jew passing by scoffs:

—Ecau 6p1 oHM 33eCh ITOBECHAN —I wouldn't go in there even if they
«/obpo noxaaosaTh», s Ob 1 TOTAa He hung something up saying “Welcome!
[IOMIEA. Make yourself at home!”®

W w w

ABa espest mpoxoaaT o AyosHKe Two Jews are walking on Lubianka
(maomaas, rae Haxoautess HKBA B Square near the Moscow NKVD
Mocxkse): headquarters.

—/1éBa, Tl 3Haelllb, KaKasd pasHMIla —Lev, what's the difference between
Mex Ay CTaauHbBIM M 0cA0M? Stalin and a donkey?

B sTOT MOMeHT 13 gsepeit HKBJ Suddenly, a policeman sticks his head
BBICOBBIBAETCA «HMH» 1 110 A3BIBAET out of the building and points a finger at
IaAblleM eBpeeB K ceDe: the two Jews.

— A HY, I0AOI1AN CI0Aa, CKazaTh Tebe, —Hey, you, come over here. Maybe
Kakas pasHuua? you'd like me to tell you the difference?

—J51, 1 HMYero He cKasad, HeT, HeT —Who, me? What difference? Did I say
HUKAKOJL PasHULHL.... there was a difference?

W W

Camast AAMHHAsA YAUIIA B MU Pe— 9TO The longest street in the world is
Aureitnniit npocriekT B Adenunrpaje. Ou Leningrad’s Liteinyi Prospect. It leads
BeA€T A0 cambix Coa0BKOB 1 paHbne, ueM  straight north to the Solovetskii islands
uepes 3 roja ¢ HEToO He BO3BPaLLAOTCS. and if you go there, it'll take you at least

three years to return.’
o

Berpeualores ABa 3aiina s moae: Two rabbits meet in a field.

—OT4ero TH TaK DEXKUIIL, 3aMBIXaACH —You're out of breath—what are you
aaske? running from?

—A TBI pasBe He CABlIIaA, 00BABIAL, —Haven’t you heard? They‘ve

9TO BCeX BepDAI0A0B OyAyT KacTpupoBats? announced that they’re going to start

8 Fora variant, see Lyons, Moscow Carousel, 338.

? The Leningrad headquarters of the NKVD were located on Liteinyi Prospect and the
Solovetskii islands were the site of a major GULag camp. Variant: “What is the highest
building in Moscow? It is the building of the NKVD because from it you can see all of
Siberia.” HPSSS, no. 128, schedule A, vol. 10, 30.
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—Taxk 1ol >xe He BepDAIOA?
—Hy aa.... [loitmalor —kacTpupyior, a
MOTOM AOKa3bIBall, 4TO Thl —He Bep0AI0A,

wOw

Oaun Meakuii cayskanuii ommbdes
STa’keM M IPUINEA Ha paboTy He B CBOE
yupexaenue. Cea 3a cToa u cran
repedupats bymaru. Tak oH mpuxoamna
TPU AH3, I10Ka HaYaALHMK CAYYaiiHO He
BCKPBLA «uy>Kaka». Jonpoc:

—Pazee Bul Ha 3aMeTHAM, UTO
padoTaAl He B CBOEM yuepeKAeHMI?

—3amMeydas, uTO BPOAe KaK He3HAKOMbIe
AUIIa KPYTOM.

—A ntouemy Brr ne ciipocuan?

—IlobBosaacs....

ITo Tpebosanmio Beecoiosnoro
Oomecrea Coeerckux [TitcaTeaeit B
TUITOBOIT aBTOPCKMIT Aorosop l'ocnsaara
OLLA BKAIOYEH czxe,a,ylou_l.nﬁ [YHKT:

«ABTOP 3apaHee NpU3HaET OIINOKH B
CBOEM ﬁyg‘ym,e M IIPOU3BEACHU,
OTpeKaeTcs OT Hero M YMCTOCE PAETHO
packauBsaeTcs B TOM, 4TO HAaIlUCaA 5Ty
BO3MYTUTEABHYIO XaATy Py, NCKaKalOLIyIO
COBETCKYIO ARHCTBUTEABHOCTE U
WUI'PAIOLIYIO Ha PYKY IIOAXKUTATEAIM
BOMHDI».

oW
Oann HKBAucr 3aMeTna, 4To Kakou-To

1eA0BEK, BCTpedasd ero KaXAoe yIpo Ha
yYAuULE, CHUMaeT MIallKy 1 rOBOpPMT:

PoLITicAL HUMOR UNDER STALIN

castrating camels.

—So what? You're not a camel.

—Yeah, but they’ll catch you, castrate
you, and then go ahead and prove all
you want that you're not a camel.””

#

A minor bureaucrat mixed up the
floors in his building and went to the
wrong office one morning. He sat down
and got to work. He did this for three
days until a supervisor accidentally
discovered the “stranger.” They asked
him:

—Didn’t you notice that you were
working in the wrong institution?

—Well, it did seem to me that I was
surrounded by unfamiliar faces.

—Why didn’t you ask someone what
was going on?

—I... was afraid to.

#

At the request of the All-Union Society
of Soviet Writers [sic, Soviet Writers’
Union], the following line was added to
the State Publishing House's standard
book contract:

“The author admits in advance to the
mistakes in his forthcoming work,
denounces it, and sincerely regrets that
he ever wrote such an appalling travesty
that perverts Soviet reality and plays into
the hands of warmongers.”

#

An NKVD agent noticed that every
morning, as he passed a particular fellow
on the street, the guy would take off his

0 For a variant, see Louis Fischer, ed., Thirteen Who Fled (New York: Harper, 1949),
190; Talmadge, “The Enjoyment of Laughter in Russia,” 49-50; oblique reference to
this joke is made in HPSSS, no. 387, schedule A, vol. 20, 41; no. 1664, schedule A, vol.
36, 15.
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—Aobpuiii Bevep!

Oanaxast HKBAuct ocraHosua ero:

—Kro Bl Takoit, 1 nouemy Bur
roBOpUTE <<,a,06ph1171 BEUEp», KOI'Aa Terepn
yrpo?

— 51 rpaskAaHuH... A BUAMTE. .. KaK
TOABKO BCTpedalo Bac, Tak y MeHs B raasax
TeMHEeT. ...

hat and say “Good evening!” to him.
Finally, the NKVD agent stopped him.

—Who are you and why are you
saying “good evening” to me when it is
actually morning?

—Uh, I'm nobody, really.... It's just
that whenever I run into you, everything
grows dark...."!

W W

¥ Craauna nponada Tpyoka. On
nossonna 8 HKBA n npukasaa
pasbickaTh e€. Hepes ABa yaca cam HaméAa
eé B cBOEM cODCTBEHHOM carlore. 3BOHUT
otk B HKBA:

—H® Haao, naniaace.

—ITomuayiite, ToB. CTaauH, MBI yKe
AecAThH 4eAOBEK apecrosaan sa Bamry
TPYOKy.

—Buiryeruts.

—Hukaxk He BO3MOKHO, BCe AeCATh
CO3HAAMCE.

Stalin’s pipe went missing. He calls the
NKVD and orders them to find it. Two
hours later, he finds it himself in his own
boot. He calls the NKVD again and says
(in heavily accented Russian):

—Don’t worry about it. I've found it.

—I'm sorry, Comrade Stalin, but we've
already arrested ten people on account of
your pipe!

—Let them go.

—But that's impossible sir. All ten have
confessed.!?

W

Paubite see xoauan 1moa 60romM, a
Teneps—1ioa HKB/.

Before, everyone lived by the grace of
God. Now, they live by the grace of the
NKVD."

wow W

B TpamBae cAMT Kakoi-TO rpakAaHuH
¢ xxeHoli. Heanakomell, cHAsA It
HaIIpPOTHB, B3ALIXAET:

—QOx, x0, X0, X0, x0!

I'paxaanun THx0, 1Ipo ceds:

—3x, xe, xe, xe, xe !

Kena cepauro:

A man and his wife are sitting in a
trolley. A stranger sitting across from
them sighs loudly:

—Qoooh!

The man also sighs quietly to himself:

—Ehhhh!

His wife angrily cuts him off:

" For a variant, see HPSSS, no. 147, schedule B, vol. 19, 30-31.

2 For a variant, see HPSSS, no. 610, schedule B, vol. 20, 3. According to one Georgian
party veteran, Stalin himself told a variant of this joke. See Akakii Mgeladze, Stalin:
Kakin ia ego znal —stranitsy nedavnege proshlogo (Thilisi: n.p., 2001), 168.

3 For variants, see the entry from December 19, 1937 in “Diary of Stepan Filippovich
Podlubny,” in Veronique Garros, Natalia Korenevskaya, and Thomas Lahusen, eds.,
Intimacy and Terror (New York: New Press, 1995), 307; HPSSS, no. 1035, schedule A,
vol. 31, 40.
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—U ckoapko pas s TeGe ropopuaa: He —How many times do T have to tell
pasrosapusaii ¢ He3HAKOMLIMHM PO you not to talk about politics with
HOAUTHKY. strangers?'*

w oW W

OAMH CTAaAMHCKUIT [TOAMLIEHCKHIT Pointing at a man on the street, one
APYTOMY, VKa3blBas Ha OJHOTO Stalinist policeman says to another:
rpaxJaHuHa: —What do you s’pose that one’s

—VIHTepecHo, 0 4€M OH CeroAH: keeping quiet about today?

MOAYHT?
wOH #

ABa rpasxkaaHnHa MMOTUXOHBLKY FOBOPAT Two men are quietly talking to one-
Mpo MOAUTHKY. OAMH «KPUTHKHYA» another about politics. One says
BAACTh, @ APYTOJ MCITYTAaHHO: something critical about the state and the

—O1l, He TOBOPH TaKoTO. other reacts in horror:

—ITouemy? —Oh, don’t say that!

—A MOXeT... KT0-Aubo U3 Hac ABOMX... —Why?

CeKCOT. —One of us might be a... secret police
agent!
wOA A

B CCCP ecau scrpeyaloTcest ABoe, o In the USSR, whenever two people get

KpaliHeii Mepe, 0AMH U3 HUX— CeKCOT. together, at least one of them is a secret
police agent.]“:'
wow W

Yyariant: “An elderly man, distressed with Soviet conditions, utters the mournful
sigh ‘oi!" on a tramcar. His wife hushes him and says, ‘Fool, don’t talk counter-
revolution in public!” Lyons, Moscow Carousel, 323; also 339; HPSSS, no. 1492, schedule
A, vol. 34, 21.

15 Variant: “There is an anecdote that circulated in the Soviet Union in 1940 about the
use of agents by the NKVD. A man wanted to put on a wedding for a daughter of his,
but he was afraid that if he invited 20 or so people, they would be drinking and
someone might say something, which would get everybody else in trouble and have
the whole wedding branded as a counter-revolutionary meeting. So, the man [...]
went to the NKVD and invited [them] to send someone to attend the wedding for
security reason[s]. This request was refused. So, then he pulled from his pocket a list of
the guests and he asked the NKVD to look over the list and to o.k. the people. [...TThe
NKVD man looks at the list and says ‘With the exception of one or two, they are all
our people.” HPSSS, no. 91, schedule A, vol. 7, 20; also no. 403, schedule B, vol. 20, 36;
Lyons, Moscow Carousel, 338. This joke is narrated as an actual occurance in HPSSS, no.
1091, schedule A, vol. 31, 15.
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B Coserckom Corose KasKAbIi In the USSR, every citizen has access to
IpaxkAaHiH UMeeT ABa aBToMOoB1IAsL: two cars: an ambulance and a “Black
CKOPOJ1 IOMOIH M «4epPHELIT BOPOH». Raven.”'®

w oW W

—ITouemy B 910M rogy 8 CCCP ne 610 —Why was it so quiet in the USSR this
HaBOAHEeH!T1? year?

—IToromy, uro 180 MuaaOHOB —Because 180 million Soviet citizens’
COBETCKIMX IPak AaH BOABI B poT Habpaan.  lips were sealed.'”

# A w

Haceaenune Cosetckoro Corosa geAnTcs The population of the Soviet Union can
Ha TPM KaTerOpMM: Ha CHA@BIIINX, be divided into three categories: those
CHASIITHX M OKHAAIOIIX CHAETD. who've done time, those who are doing

time and those who expect to do time.
wow W

Y KaA0TO COBETCKOTO YeA0BeKa ecTh Every Soviet citizen has two shadows:
ABe TeHu: oaHa coDcrBeHHast, Apyras — his own and the NKVD's.

HKBA.
L
Aaavmie egerns —uiie DyAemn., The further you go, the quieter you
get.18
L

1 NKVD vans used to transport suspects were called “Black Ravens” and “Black
Marias.” Variants include: “What do you mean, in the United States everybody has a
car? In Soviet Russia everybody has two cars—the Black Maria and the ambulance.”
HPSSS, no. 30, schedule A, vol. 4, 35; also the diary entry from July 18, 1931, in Shitts,
Dnevnik “Velikogo pereloma,” 316; TsGAIPD SPb f. 24, op. 2v, d. 1833, l. 34, cited in
Davies, Popular Opinion in Stalin’s Russia, 97.

71t is impossible to translate this joke literally —note the variant: “All the ice has
thawed on the rivers and lakes and oceans so that there should be a lot of water, but
there is not a drop of water. What happened to it? The answer is 170 millions of people
took water into their mouth and keep quiet.” HPSSS, no. 34, schedule A, vol. 4, 23.

'8 Mention of this joke in reference to Trotskii appears in a diary entry from January 5,
1925, in Bulgakov, Dunevnik, Pis'ma, 1914-1940, 87. Variants also include “The quieter
you are, the further you'll go” (Tishe edesh’, dal‘'she budesh’) in HPSSS, no. 61, schedule
A, vol. 5,13,



