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Ukrainian-Jewish writer Vasily 
Grossman’s 800-page account of 
life in the Soviet Union during 

World War II has been compared with 
War and Peace. Like Tolstoy’s novel, much 
of Life and Fate is focused on the lives of 
one family: in Grossman’s book we enter 
the world of Viktor Shtrum, a brilliant 
Jewish nuclear physicist who finds himself 
conflicted between standing up for his 
principles and pursuing his research. 
Grossman was a successful war reporter 
and his accounts of life for soldiers and 
civilians in war-torn Eastern Europe, 
especially at the siege of Stalingrad and in 
Stalin’s gulags and in concentration camps, 
are vividly authentic. 

In 2007, St Petersburg’s celebrated 
Maly Drama Theatre premiered their stage 
adaptation of Life and Fate in Paris – and 
then performed it at Norilsk in Northern 
Siberia, a notorious gulag. The production 
has since toured the world. Prior to its UK 
premiere in London in May, Judi Herman 

speaks to the show’s award-winning 
Russian director Lev Dodin. 

JUDI HERMAN: Life and Fate is a massive 
canvas. How do you find ways into the 
book for people who are not going to read 
800 pages?
LEV DODIN: Thirty years ago, when I 
gulped the book down in two nights, I 
was amazed to find that this writer I had 
never heard of could write in such a way 
about my life! And the shock I experienced 
reading it wasn’t only the shock of 
historical recognition; it was the shock of 
recognising the times I was living through 
then [1984-5, just before Glasnost opened 
up the USSR].

JH: Why did the novel resonate with you 
so much? 
LD: In Soviet life – as in any life – everything 
was muddled up and paradoxical. My dad 
came to Leningrad (now St Petersburg)
from a small provincial Jewish shtetl, he 

did not speak any Russian until he turned 
20. He went on to become a geologist – 
an outstanding scientist, but he never 
became an academic – a member of the 
Soviet Academy of Science. So in Soviet 
life extraordinary opportunities and 
insurmountable obstacles existed tangled 
together… When I asked him what was my 
granddad’s profession, my dad would say, 
“Your granddaddy was a wise man”. But he 
would never volunteer information. 

Both mom and dad were ardent 
internationalists. During the last year of 
the war, my mom, very pregnant with 
me, worked as a doctor up until my birth. 
“They’d never defeat Hitler without me,” 
she’d say. 

I was born in 1944 in Siberia. After 
school I wanted to enter Leningrad 
University’s history department – kind 
people delicately explained to me that 
Jews weren’t accepted into the history 
department. Then I decided to enter the 
philosophy department – kind people ©
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“Real theatre begins when a piece  
is capable of eliciting shock”
The stage version of Life and Fate, Vasily Grossman’s celebrated novel on Soviet society, is finally 
reaching London. Judi Herman speaks to the play’s director, Lev Dodin, about why Grossman’s 
book resonates so strongly with him

delicately explained that Jews 
weren’t accepted into the philosophy 
department either. It transpired that 
I could only enter the high school I 
ended up entering – the Leningrad 
Theatre Institute. 

JH: Some chapters into the book 
there is a letter to Viktor from his 
mother, sent when she realises she 
and thousands of Ukrainian Jews 
face mass murder under the Nazis. 
The next chapter begins: “Never 
before had Viktor thought about the fact 
that he was a Jew, that his mother was a 
Jew”. But you place the letter right at the 
beginning of your production. Why?
LD: Before starting the novel and 
finding out his own mother had 
perished in the camps, Grossman is a 
Soviet internationalist. Suddenly, when 
writing this book, he self-identifies as 
a Jew. The story of the mother’s letter is 
autobiographical. And the mother appears 
regularly during the performance talking 
to him. She is the embodiment of love. 
Grossman would never forgive himself 
for not finding a way to save her. This only 
intensifies what his main protagonist 
Viktor says in the novel: ‘Yes I’m a Jew and 
there’s nothing to be done about it’. 

JH: Is that something that you have felt?
LD: I’ve never been hindered by the fact 
that I’m a Jew and I’ve never pondered the 
fact at length, apart from situations when 
I was hindered absolutely by the fact that I 
am a Jew and when I could not but ponder 
the fact at length. 

Besides the themes of the novel – pain 
and grief, which is beyond nationality, 
and love and family, which is also beyond 
nationality – all the descriptions of 
everyday life resonate with me. Viktor’s 
reflections about what it is like to suddenly 
realise or remember that you are a Jew at a 
place and time where it’s better and easier 
not to be a Jew are very relevant for me. 

But I believe they are equally relevant 
for every person. Every one of us at some 
moment realises that we are different from 
others. That’s not a question of being a Jew 
– that’s a question of being human.  

JH: As a war correspondent, Grossman 
vividly described everyday life under 
siege, and his interviews with survivors 
of Treblinka extermination camp were 
admitted as evidence at the Nuremberg 
war crimes trials. How do your actors 
engage with this difficult material?  
LD: It’s a flow of thought 
and emotion and 

consciousness and I don’t like to chop it 
up. But Grossman manages to demystify 
war and make it an everyday occurrence. 
The idea that war can become an everyday 
thing is a more frightening idea than that it 
can be horrifying. 

JH: Can we talk about your three years of 
research with the cast when you went to 
Auschwitz and the gulags? 
LD: One of my greatest fears about doing 
theatre is to try and tell a story on stage 
about things of which we know nothing. 
Making theatre is a way of getting to know 
the world as opposed to just making 
a show. When we start creating a new 
show, I say we’re immersing 
ourselves in a literary or 
historical problem.

It’s not that we want to 
visit the physical place where 
the action takes place, it’s 
that we want to understand 
the emotional nature of 
what could have taken place 
if we had been affected. We 
did spend time in the Soviet 
gulags and in Auschwitz. 
And we were of course privileged to share 
this human history. But please pity us a 
little – it was a horrifying experience and 
submerging ourselves into this ocean of 
knowledge was painful. One day, one of my 
youngest female company members sat 
down on the rails they used to take out the 
ashes from Auschwitz. She said, “Tovarich, 
I’m sorry. I can’t go on. ” 

Real theatre begins only when a piece 
is capable of eliciting shock. But to be able 
to move your audience, the actors have to 
be capable of being moved and shocked 
themselves. So you could say that we 
undertook all those field research trips 
looking for profound shock. 

We improvised bits of the novel before 
we took the research trips. The people at 
the Auschwitz Memorial Museum allowed 

us to stay overnight in 
one of the barracks. 
I can’t really say we 
rehearsed in a barrack 
overnight, that would 

be extremely 
vulgar, but that 
was the night we 
experienced  
and understood 

and felt 
things. 

JH: You talk about the complexity of 
life in a totalitarian state. We know 
that Grossman got into trouble for 
equating fascism and communism 
in the novel. 
LD: Grossman is the first Soviet 
writer to find the similarities in 
those two ideologies. This discovery 
of his might be the heart of the 
novel. When the KGB came and said, 
“We are arresting, not confiscating, 
the manuscript”, Grossman wrote to 

Nikita Khrushchev. One of his secretaries 
met Grossman and told him, “Mr 
Grossman, your book is a bigger danger 
to our communism than any American 
nuclear bomb”.

JH: The play had a wonderful reception  
in Moscow…
LD: Things have changed to the extent that 
we are allowed to perform the play. The 
sad fact is that the present is much more 
soaked in the past than we like to think; 
and our future is much more soaked with 
our present than we like to think.

JH: Viktor Shtrum is a flawed character. 
Do you think he’s 
Grossman’s alter ego? He 
does the right thing, then 
the wrong, but all he can do 
is be a man and do his best.
LD: The fact that he’s only a 
man and does only what a 
man could do makes Viktor 
a human being as opposed 
to a superhero. We can 
identify with Viktor because 
all of us like to think that 

we are essentially decent people who do 
the right thing. We’d like to think that, 
faced with an impossible choice, we would 
make the right decision, but do we really 
know? So the story of Viktor’s choice is 
autobiographical for Grossman. As with 
every great novel ever written, this is not a 
novel about somebody, it’s about Grossman 
himself. Over his lifetime he would 
behave in conflicting ways like many of his 
characters, not just Viktor.

JH: You’ve been to Israel. How was the 
play received there?
LD: No matter where you are performing, 
you feel that, if the performance has hit the 
mark, it makes the audience empathetic 
to the fate of the characters. Though, 
of course, when you are performing in 
Israel, you realise that you are performing 
in the land of people who’ve survived, 
been saved, or saved themselves from the 
horrors you are performing.  n

Life and Fate, 8 to 20 May at London’s Theatre 
Royal Haymarket. See: trh.co.uk or What’s 
Happening p58. Judi Herman is JR’s Arts Editor. 
She is also the magazine’s blog correspondent, 
and JROutloud podcast editor. Her blogs and 
podcasts are at jewishrenaissance.org.uk. She is 
also a writer and broadcaster for BBC radio.  

“Your book 
is a bigger 
danger to our 
communism 
than any 
American 
bomb”

Left: Elena Solomonova 
as Liudmila Schtrum 
and Sergey Kurishev as 
Viktor Schtrum; director 
Lev Dodin; Tatiana 
Shestakova as Anna 
Schtrum, Igor Ivanov  
as Michail Mostovskoy

T
H

E
A

T
R

E T
H

E
A

T
R

E

T H E AT R E


