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REVIEWS 
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V. A. Sakharov objects to much of what we think we know about Soviet 

politics in the early 1920s. He contends, for example, that at the end of his 

active political life, Lenin sought to remove Trotsky from the leadership, not 

Stalin. His arguments on that point and nearly all the others in the work under 

review hinge on reassessment of Lenin’s so-called testament or zaveshchanie.  

Sakharov concurs with most Western scholars on what is meant by that doc-

ument:  Lenin’s characterization of six possible successors dictated on the 

night of December 24-25, 1922 along with an addendum composed on Janu-

ary 4, 1923. Beyond that agreement, Sakharov diverges sharply from the his-

torical profession in the West and presumably in Russia as well. 

Sakharov’s work is so contrary to received wisdom that it recalls a mono-

graph that treats a much earlier period of Russian history, Edward Keenan’s 

The Kurbskii-Groznyi Apocrypha.
1
 Keenan argues that the letters allegedly 

exchanged between Prince Andrei Kurbskii and Tsar Ivan IV in the mid-

sixteenth century really date from the third decade of the seventeenth century 

and were composed by a member of the Russian nobility with an agenda ap-

propriate to the politics of the later era. Keenan called for “a reconstruction of 

our conception of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century [Russian] political 

thought.” Sakharov does much the same for early NEP. 

He similarly insists that the chronology and origin of Lenin’s zaveshcha-

nie have been hopelessly misconstrued. He alleges that it could not have been 

written before the Twelfth Party Congress (April 1923) and that its actual au-

thor was certainly not Lenin, but an individual or group of individuals who 

sought to destroy Stalin and advance Trotsky to the leadership of the party. 

Far from being the document that Lenin is alleged to have dictated to his sec-

retary, M. A. Volodicheva, on two separate occasions, the “zaveshchanie” 

“comes from political circles which were opposed to . . . adherents of Lenin 

in the Central Committee and the Politburo . . . [it] is no more than a histori-

cal phantom.” (p. 418) 

The “historical phantom,” Sakharov maintains, arose from the political 

documents of the time but from a source and with a purpose contrary to pre-

vious understanding. He believes the author or authors “attentively studied 

the stenogram of the Twelfth Party Congress to see what it would be possible 

to glean (pocherpnut’) in order to criticize . . . the Leninist majority on the 
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Politburo . . . giving . . . [such criticism] the form of Lenin’s thoughts.” (p. 

423) 

At the same time, Sakharov crafts an historical universe that parallels but 

rarely coincides with the narrative of events to be found in most Russian 

treatments of the period and certainly not among scholars in the West. Sakha-

rov, for example, alleges that in the fall of 1922, Lenin and Stalin had no real 

disagreement over the extension of the monopoly on trade or issues of na-

tional autonomy (p. 201); nothing at that time disturbed the trust and intima-

cy of their close personal relationship. (p. 196) Sakharov further denies that 

Stalin rudely berated Krupskaia on December 22 for raising political ques-

tions with Lenin after his doctors had forbidden such discussions. He there-

fore challenges the authenticity of Lenin’s addendum to the zaveshchanie on 

January 4 in which Il’ich calls for Stalin’s removal as Gen-sek on grounds of 

personal crudity (grubost’). Sakharov further denies the validity of Lenin’s 

letter of March 5, 1923 to Stalin demanding an apology to Krupskaia for his 

earlier rudeness. Sakharov admits to a conflict between Stalin and Krupskaia, 

but suggests instead that it occurred in late January-early February over is-

sues connected to Georgia and had nothing to do with Stalin’s alleged 

grubost’. The conflict, such as it was, therefore occurred well after the al-

leged composition of the zaveshchanie and the addendum to it. (pp. 392-394) 

Finally, Sakharov explains, the zaveshchanie exists only as a copy made by 

Trotsky from a document now lost. (p. 309) 

Abundant examples from Russian and non-Russian scholarship challenge 

Sakharov’s “parallel” version of events. Roy Medvedev first revealed that 

Volodicheva typed five copies of Lenin’s characterization of six possible 

successors from his inner circle.
2
 Those copies, not a document from Trotsky, 

have provided the source of Lenin’s kharacteristiki. 

Robert Tucker has meticulously detailed the reasons for Lenin’s growing 

dismay at Stalin’s use of the “boundless power” that he had accumulated.
3
 

Lenin, for example, first witnessed Stalin’s use of his formidable powers of 

appointment to remove his opponents in Georgia in the fall of 1922. Two 

months later, in December 1922, Tucker shows, Krupskaia confronted Sta-

lin’s destructive aggression on a personal level. Sometime before January 4, 

once Lenin perceived the coincidence of Stalin’s personal as well as political 

abuse of power, he prepared to remove him from the leadership. 

Whether one agrees with Sakharov’s account or not, it does raise provoca-

tive questions. Can we say with Sakharov that political as opposed to social 

history still has much to settle and explore? Is Sakharov himself really the 

dispassionate scholar the scholarly apparatus of his monograph would sug-

gest that he is? Just as Keenan argued that Prince Shakhovskoi in the reign of 
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Tsar Michael invoked Groznyi to comment on his own time, is Sakharov us-

ing the past with similar intent? Is his scholarship part of the current Russian 

enterprise to extol Stalin and retrieve a more benign heritage from his years 

in power? Is there a connection between the content of the monograph and 

the fact that Sakharov received assistance for its publication from an organi-

zation called Narodno-Patrioticheskii Soiuz Rossii? 

Sakharov admits to political engagement with his topic. He decries the au-

thenticity of the “zaveshchanie” and its attribution to Lenin in part because 

he insists that Lenin could never have turned the fate of the revolution and 

the Bolshevik party over to a one-time Menshevik like Trotsky. (p. 386) The 

very fact that the author of the “zaveshchanie” characterizes Trotsky as “the 

most able man in the present Central Committee” destroys the credibility of 

the document, Sakharov insists. 

Sakharov’s reasoning suggests a historical parallel with the events sur-

rounding Lenin’s testament and the early history of psychoanalysis.
4
 They 

bear an uncanny similarity and argue for the authenticity of the document. 

From 1908 to 1912 Freud courted an outsider who was to inherit direction of 

the psychoanalytic movement. Carl Jung, neither Jewish nor Viennese, as a 

Swiss Protestant, would afford psychoanalysis the acceptance and provide the 

status its founders and “Viennese adherents” lacked. Freud anointed Jung his 

Crown Prince to the dismay and resentment of his Viennese circle. 
5
 

The same dynamic was at work in Moscow to the dismay of Lenin’s inner 

circle. Trotsky’s Menshevism and maverick independence could equate to 

Jung’s Protestantism. Lenin, like Freud, cold-bloodedly sought the best to 

succeed him no matter how unpalatable to his inner circle. Neither “crown 

prince” accepted the offer. Trotsky’s ambivalence, even unconscious rejec-

tion of the role (both ideas come straight from psychoanalysis) dominate his 

autobiography. The zaveshchanie and other documents traditionally dated 

from December 1922 to March 1923 that trouble Sakharov so greatly repre-

sent Lenin’s attempt to court a reluctant Trotsky, certainly at the expense of 

his hated rival Stalin. 

This reviewer will make one final observation about the zaveshchanie, 

having recently spent three months working in RGASPI, the former party ar-

chive. That document or Lenin’s characterization of his possible successors 

along with the addendum calling for Stalin’s removal became the touchstone 

of the succession struggle that followed Lenin’s death. None of those who 

bore the sting of Lenin’s candor challenged its authenticity. It humiliated and 

divided them, but became the basis on which the United Opposition against 

Stalin formed in 1926. If, as Sakharov insists, the document is a fraud, its au-

thor or authors fooled many in a position to know better before tricking so 

many of the rest of us.    Alexis Pogorelskin   University of Minnesota-Duluth 
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