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Within the Western world today, few among the young have any idea who Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn (1918-2008) was, what he endured, what he had written or why he is considered an important author and cultural figure. Even in modern Russia, remarks about Solzhenitsyn's seminal works - "One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich" and "The Gulag Archipelago" - are sometimes met with stifled yawns by their author's younger countrymen. 

In "The Soul and Barbed Wire," Edward Ericson and Alexis Klimoff record the words of one Russian office worker who sniffed that Solzhenitsyn is "a creature from another era," and then added, "People just aren't interested in all that business about the camps any more" - "the camps," of course being the vast network of prisons scattered across the Soviet Union during the Communist era. Within the camps, untold millions of political prisoners were tormented and killed by their captors for the sake of an idea. 

Mr. Ericson and Mr. Klimoff, scholars and authorities on Solzhenitsyn, are well aware that today's young could not know the Solzhenitsyn of the headlines; for they were children (or yet unborn) when the Iron Curtain fell and do not recall the long twilight struggle of the Cold War. The authors write, "With this potential readership in mind, we think of this book as our effort at cultural transmission from one generation to the next. Especially for these readers, the current work functions both as an overview of the huge cultural impact made by Solzhenitsyn and as a nontechnical introduction to the full range of his works." 

In this they have succeeded admirably. "The Soul and Barbed Wire" is a clear, well-crafted, and admirable attempt by the authors to shore up the crumbling memories of the last century, to help the young who have no memory of those times to know and to see, and in doing so to gain orientation and wisdom: The very goal of studying history. 

Born a year after the October Revolution, Solzhenitsyn inherited the ways of Russian Orthodoxy while simultaneously imbibing the atmosphere of Marxist statism and collectivism, which insisted upon rejection of all religious belief. Although he became a confessed Communist during his teens, he "eventually moved on to reclaim his birthright and to search for a better future for himself and for his nation," in the authors' words. 

While serving in the Soviet armed forces during World War II, Solzhenitsyn offended the authorities by writing several letters — intercepted by censors — critical of Russian dictator Josef Stalin. Placed under arrest, he was tried and found guilty of "malicious slander" and - in a superheated charge typical of Soviet "justice" - for founding a "hostile organization." For these crimes, Solzhenitsyn was sentenced to eight years in prison, to be followed by "perpetual exile" within Russia. 

During his long years in the camps, Solzhenitsyn became as a man tempered by fire, utterly rejecting communism both as a destructive, unnatural element within his beloved Russia and as an affront to the human soul, with its claims over every aspect of human life. He recognized afresh the truth of a statement that serves as the epigraph to the present volume, from "The Gulag Archipelago": "The line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either - but right through every human heart - and through all human hearts." 

These often-quoted words reflect Solzhenitsyn's recognition of original sin. To him, the horrors that were visited upon much of the world during the 20th century occurred because "men have forgotten God." He rededicated his life to God and country. 

Released from "perpetual exile" during the era of Nikita Khrushchev's short-lived "Thaw," Solzhenitsyn began writing. His first published work, the novel "One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich," appeared in the Soviet Union in 1962 and was acclaimed both inside Russia and throughout the West. This unnerving portrait of life in Stalin's camps opened the eyes of many who had long regarded criticism of Communist brutality as the domain of hicks, warmongers and McCarthyites. 

As the authors note, "'One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich' inflicted the first crack in the Berlin Wall," while "'The Gulag Archipelago" struck a decisive sledgehammer blow against the foundations of the Soviet edifice" for its indictment of Soviet political repression upon its release in the mid 1970s. By that time, Solzhenitsyn had been banished from Russia altogether — and would not return again for another two decades, taking up residence in Cavendish, Vt., during the interim. His time in exile was spent writing like a man on a mission, completing numerous works, including a multivolume cycle of "dramatized history," defying categorization, titled "The Red Wheel." While in America, he established himself as a latter-day Jeremiah with his Harvard Commencement Address, delivered in 1978, when he scored both the Soviet Union and the United States for their failings, in words that offended all the right people. 

Such a giant among men, among writers who shake empires, deserves to be remembered; and in "The Soul and Barbed Wire," the authors have provided an effective, accessible work that makes clear Solzhenitsyn's significance. They cover all the key biographical facts of Solzhenitsyn's life, provide a short critical description of each of his works and then devote considerable space to his often-misunderstood beliefs. 

Shortly after the Soviets evicted Solzhenitsyn from his homeland in 1974, American man of letters Russell Kirk wrote a concise summary of the great Russian's beliefs in words that might summarize Mr. Ericson and Mr. Klimoff's interpretation: "Solzhenitsyn is saying this: we ought to abjure ideology, renounce the lust for power, and cultivate our own gardens. His Russia, he declares, ought to discard the illusions of Communist dogma, abandon its designs for world mastery, and work at internal improvements. And he would have other nations do likewise, in friendship; he calls for international understanding - and, more important still, for the life of spirit, as against obsession with material aggrandizement. With his poet's true vision, Solzhenitsyn is a man who ought to be heard by those in the seats of the mighty." 
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