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Prohibited books have always been in existence. In common with people they have their own fate and their fate reflects their relationship with the powers that be. The powers that be always solved intricate relationship between the libraries and themselves in their own favour by burning some books in public and by putting other books for the purpose of lengthy keeping in special premises the so called departments of special storage (Russian abbreviation - spetskhran).

The Soviet regime has not spawned the spetskhran. The simple fact is that the Soviet power has brought the work of the spetskhrans as mechanisms of censorship to perfection with the spetskhran functioning like clockwork and with special collections of prohibited books accessible to a very restricted number of persons built up within libraries.

This communication deals with the history of the department of special storage of the Russian State Library
 that reflects the reciprocal action of the censorship and the library in the period between the Bolshevist Revolution in 1917 and the end of the 1980’s.

One of the first decrees issued by the new government after the October revolution was the “Decree On the press” which marked the beginning of the cruel persecution of the free word. On the basis of the decree 120 periodicals stamped by the new government as counterrevolutionary rags were closed down in the course of two months or so. On the 20th December 1917 the Cheka – the All-Russia Extraordinary Commission – was set up. One of its tasks was the struggle against the counterrevolutionary press.

In January 1918 the Revolutionary Press Tribunal was established. It was entitled to close down publishing houses and seize the printing works, deprive the publishers of their political rights and what is more apprehend them. In its actions the Tribunal followed the ideas of the leaders of the revolution and the new government to the effect that the libraries were a tool of fostering the communist world outlook, that “the foremost thing in the library work is the selection of books since a library can be of a paramount benefit and it can do great harm alike”
. All this resulted in full-scale purges of the library stocks. In public libraries the ideologically harmful publications were physically destroyed and in several greatest libraries of Russia departments of special stocks – the spetskhrans – were called into being.

In 1922 the new government forced a large set of savants into emigration because of their convictions, in 1923 theatrical censorship was introduced and decisions on the archives were passed - practically keeping them from researchers. In few words, the spetskhran was one the effective measures of “the cultural revolution” of those years that turned out to be remarkably lasting.

On the 6th June 1922 the Council of People’s Commissars issued the decree on setting up the Main Directorate in charge of literature and publishing houses – the Glavlit. The “Glavlit” was the organ of the censorship, which was henceforth to sway the destiny of books. From the very beginning the Glavlit was bent on concealing the bare fact of its existence from the vast masses. In 1923 it put out a circular where it was written in white and black: “It is forbidden to print all kinds of notes and announcements calling attention to the work of organs of preliminary and subsequent control of the printed material”
. Officially the cells of the Glavlit were attached to the local executive committees, but in fact they reported to the superior party organs.

The same day the Glavlit came into being the ordinance prescribing the censorship of all publications coming in from abroad was imposed. In July 1923 the Inotdel, a department of the Glavlit issued out the following circular with the mark “Top secret” on the foreign literature to the offices within its jurisdiction:

“Barred from the importation into the USSR are: 

· all works treating the Soviet power and communism in a decidedly hostile manner;

· those putting over ideologies alien and hostile to the proletariat;

· literature hostile to Marxism;

· books of idealistic persuasion;

· children’s literature containing elements of bourgeois moral and lauding old conditions of life;

· writings by counterrevolutionary authors;

· writings by authors perished in the struggle against the Soviet power;

· Russian literature brought out by religious societies regardless to their content”
.

Such was the scope of interdicting that all foreign books could be considered undesirable for importation into the USSR.

On the basis of the ordinance of the Council of People’s Commissars the directions “On the order of keeping the secret documents in the State Rumyantsev Museum and on the order of using them” were drawn up and the Department of Special Storage was set up in the library.

Originally the stock of special keeping was small. In the first year it was chiefly literature of religious character frequently put out already prior the revolution that was relegated there. Furthermore publications of the political parties banned by that time (the Socialist revolutionaries, the Mensheviks and others), white guard leaflets, proclamations, materials published during the Civil War in the territories hostile to the Soviet landed there.

November 1926 saw the elaboration of the “Regulations of the special storage in the library”. The stocks of the spetskhran was to embrace the following items:

1. literature publishing in the USSR and withdrawn from the general use;

2. foreign Russian literature (of scientific or political significance);
3. publications deposited by other institutions with the public library with the object of special storage.

Thus in 1920-1926 the spetskhran took in its organizational shape.

Officially there was no spetskhran in the library. There was no trace of it in the library timetable for the readers, nor were there any mentions of it in the telephone directories accessible to everyone, in the list of rooms. No information about it appeared in the library press. Experts of that department processed independently the literature arriving in the department, with its catalogues accessible only to the readers allowed to work in the spetskhran. It was in the nature of a library in the library.

The inner party struggles of the 1920’s and of the 1930’s and the subsequent repressions against the “enemies of the people” gave rise to an impetuous stream of accessions to the stocks. The Glavlit composed an authors’ list embracing 651 names. All writings by the authors included in the list were to be completely removed from open stocks of the libraries. Liable to removal were also books with “political defects” namely the books where there were quotations of, for instance, Bukharin, Zinoviev, Trotsky or were mentions of those kinds of names. It is beyond belief, but thousands of publications did happen to have a narrow escape from physical destruction exclusively owing to the special stock of the RSL.

In 1940 the Book Museum handed over its erotic literature to the spetskhran. The stock of the erotic literature kept shaping up during the whole time of the existence of the spetskhran. In 1940 a large collection of erotic publications gathered by Skorodumov was added to it. The stock consisted of erotic and medical literature (books, periodicals, photo albums and so on). In so doing the powers that be “took care” of the morals of the people.

At the same time literature with the mark “secret” on the military subjects, maps, theses and so on started coming in, but in 1949 the accession of the secret literature to the spetskhran ceased and these publications were passed on to the Central State Archive of the October Revolution.

Among displaced cultural values transferred to the Department of Special Storage of the RSL after the Second World War there were thousands of nazi publications, of books, journals and newspapers of the Russian, Byelorussian and Ukrainian émigrés.

In the postwar years the stock of the spetskhran substantially swelled thanks to the regular additions of foreign books and periodicals to it. The Glavlit censors were in the habit of taking up guarded attitudes in that they regarded it as potentially hostile and what is more dangerous. At the conference on censorship held in Moscow in 1997 the former chief of the Glavlit V.A. Solodin disclosed the following. There were four degrees of restriction of distribution of the foreign literature among libraries and other institutions. The first list comprised the RSL side by side with the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the Committee of the State Security. Establishments entered in the second list received literature with sizable exceptions, the most offensive materials assailing the Soviet leaders never finding their way to the libraries of this rank. The third list involved even greater restrictions, while libraries of research institutes and the Academy of Sciences were huddled together in the fourth list.

With foreign relations, the book exchange included, gaining ground after the Second World War and convertible currency earmarked for the purchase of the foreign literature, Western publications of bourgeois anti-soviet complexion, of religious content, of philosophy and sociology poured into the department, with the stock of “rossica” and “sovetica” growing by leaps and bounds. The RSL was enabled to subscribe to a wide circle of foreign periodicals on social and political and on social and economic subjects, which arrived in the spetskhran too. The Glavlit handed over vast batches of publications to the spetskhran. Among them there were books and magazines detained and seized by Moscow international post office from private parcels, arrested libraries owned by human rights fighters and so on. The spetskhran of the RSL received all leading Western newspapers and journals, the publications of the émigré publishing houses. 

The Sector for the Sociology of Reading and Librarianship of the Russian State Library made a special study of the range of books under a ban. The most expensive categories of books were:

1. Russian literature from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and Russian Soviet literature by authors such as Anna Akhmatova, Osip Mandel’shtam, Mikhail Bulgakov, Igor’ Severianin, Aleksei Remisov,Fedor Sologub, and others; 

2. The best examples of twentieth-century foreign literature that had rarely been published in the U.S.S.R. such as Marsel Proust, Jorge Luis Borges, John Dos Passos, F.Scott Fitzgerald, and others; 

3. ”tamizdat”, or works by prohibited Russian and Soviet authors in editions published abroad such as Alexandr Solzhenitsyn, Boris Pasternak, Vyacheslav Ivanov, and others (those who traded in such books dealt with a very limited group of trusted people); 

4. Religious books such as the Bible, the Koran, and the Talmud as well as the works of Russian religious philosophers; 

5. Books on foreign philosophy, psychology, and ethics published within the U.S.S.R. in a very small edition and books in limited editions marked “For academic libraries”; 

6. Books by Russian and foreign scholars, especially in structuralism and semiotics, such as Yuri Lotman, Mihail Bakhtin, and Boris Eikhenbaum.

Old catalogues of the former spetskhran show that this department received the scientific literature apart from the social, political and literary materials. It is indicative of the fact that entire branches of biology and correspondingly whole information about foreign research were under a ban. Subject to censorship were nuclear physics, psychology, sociology, cybernetics, and genetics.

Besides the stocks covered above, the literature received by the library from various soviet establishments and institutes was given the mark “for official use only”. In terms of their subjects they were mainly publications on techniques, economics, statistics.

The staff of the department was on the rise and in 1950 it employed 21 persons.

After the mass rehabilitation in the wake of the 20th congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union the Glavlit revised the lists of works by the exonerated authors and in the subsequent years the stock of the Russian literature and of the literature in the languages of the peoples of the Soviet Union of the spetskhran of the RSL was reduced by half and the books were transferred to the general stock.

However there is no need for one to fool oneself into thinking that the banning business came to an end on that occasion. Cases are on record of books changing hands and travelling several times from the open stock and back.

Now it is appropriate to under a brief account of those allowed to use the stock.

Only readers in possession of applications (official letters) from the institutions or establishments of higher learning employing them were eligible to subscribe to the spetskhran and be served there. The readers were bound to specify the subjects they were occupied with in that they were given literature only on the themes they were keen on. Only university educated readers were enrolled and only those holding positions of at last junior scientific workers were allowed to read the publications kept by the spetskhran. By and by exceptions were made in the case of students and pensioners.

At the end of the 1980’s the reading room had 43 seats for readers, the circle of readers widened and up to 4,5 thousand readers subscribed to the spetskhran every year with 200 000 items issued to the reading room every year.

Foreign literature was the greatest request, making up 80 per cent of the entire issuance of literature. They were books, journals, and newspapers of major countries. To set off the counterpropaganda on foot readers often asked materials containing criticism of Marxist-Leninist philosophy, the bourgeois historiography of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and of communist parties of other countries, books on the national question and on the international subjects.

Soviet governmental bodies, military institutions and academies, the headquarters of the armed forces of the Warsaw Treaty, and research institutes used the foreign military literature of the Department of Special Storage on a large scale for information purpose.

The subjects of readers’ research varied: philosophy, bourgeois ideology, anticommunism, political economy, economics of the USSR, history of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and of the Young Communist League, history and literature of other countries, international relations, science of law, technical sciences and others. In big demand were both foreign and Russian languages émigré publications as well as the Soviet literature with the mark “for official use only”.

The make up of the readers was the following: doctors and candidates of science – 30 per cent, researchers without degrees – 20 per cent, post graduate students – 17 per cent.

The late 1980’s were stamped with sweeping political changes called “Perestroika” telling greatly on the activity of the department. In 1987 the Interdepartmental Commission headed by the Glavlit of the USSR in charge of revision of publications and of relocation of them to the open stocks set to work. At that time the stock of the department embraced about 27 thousand Russian books, 250 thousand foreign books, 572 thousand issues of foreign journals, approximately 8 500 yearly sets of foreign newspapers. For censorship reasons the data of the stock were never pushed, nor was never recorded in any other form than a manual catalogue card archive.

In 1988 the spetskhran was closed down once and for all and the Department of Russian Émigré Literature was formed on its basis. Nowadays the Department of Russian Émigré Literature is one of the specialized departments of the library. All censorship restrictions of placing any literature at readers’ disposal are abolished.

Why is it important to explore the history of the censorship and the spetskhran? Throughout its existence the library spetskhran was never to forfeit its political significance. It was not created to manage the science, but it did play a stupendous role within the system of dissemination and storage of knowledge. Information on the past of Russia given in well-measured doses was first extracted from it and then plunged into it subject to the Party line, to the pitch and direction of the factional struggles in the ruling Party.

There is no point in accusing the prime Russian libraries of having deprived the bulk of the readers of tremendous arrays of both Russian and foreign literature, fiction and scientific literature alike. Guilty of that many years long monstrous process of intellectual robbing of the people are neither the spetskhran nor the Glavlit itself but the totalitarian regime of the USSR.

Presently scholars are hard at work trying to fathom the losses the regime of reading administered in well-measured doses has inflicted on the Russian culture, science and what is more on the morals of the people.

The Russian State Library considers its participation in the Norwegian undertaking “Beacon for Freedom of Expression” as an opportunity of bringing the array of publications censored in Soviet Russia within the reach of everyone. This will render possible a minute study of the censorship of a totalitarian rule and, to my mind, guard against its recrudescence in future.
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