RUSSIA AND BLACK AMERICA

Lecture Six
A Working-Class Black Man Speaks to History
Tuesday, April 2



Robert Robinson
(1906-1994)




Joseph Stalin
(1878-1953)
Vitaly Komar and Alex Melamid, Stalin in Front of the Mirror (1982-83)

A single death is a tragedy; a million death a statistic
Joseph Stalin (attributed)




The horrors of the Russian twentieth century

World War |

The revolution and the civil war (1918-20)

The Povolzhye famine (1921-22)

Collectivization, dekulakization, and the Holodomor (1929-33)
The Great Terror (1936-39)

World War |l

Wartime deportations

The Gulag (1918-1956)



Forced labor in the gulag

“/.../ Between 1917 and 1959, and without counting
military casualties — terroristic exterminations,
repressions, hunger, high mortality in the camps and the
demographic shortfall resulting from a lowered birth
rate cost us 66,700,000 lives (without the shortfall,
55,000,000).” Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag
Archipelago, vol. 2




“l am not writing out of bitterness...” (p. 15). In fact, RR is an exemplary memoirist,
being observant, open-minded, empathetic and, above all, curious about the people
and places he encountered

Ivlyd4 Years Inside t
SOVIET UNION
|




One degree of totalitarian separation




RR’s life’s itinerary.
Jamaica — Cuba — USA — USSR —Uganda—USA
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“There were 700 toolmakers in my department, 699 whites and one black” (p. 26)




RR’s decision to work in the Soviet Union was entirely non-ideological




“He asked me if | wanted to go to Russia...” (p. 28).
Image below is of the Aleksei Rykov, on which Robinson arrived in Leningrad “on a
gorgeous day in spring 1930” (p. 37)




“A stately hotel” (p. 37). The Grand Hotel Europa, St. Petersburg, as itis today




Defamiliarization, or making it strange

A way of depicting familiar objects, personalities, or situationsin a

manner that makes them appear bizarre or unusual. Much used by
SF writers

There are two kinds of defamiliarization: via paraphrase, or by
means of simile.

See the description of high (or low) tea at the Novikovs (Robinson’s
interpreter and his family), pp. 50-51



Leningrad = St. Petersburg




Leningrad in 1930. Robinson was impressed by this city of canals and stone but
noted the poverty of the inhabitants
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Train station scene during the Stalin period




“In Soviet Russia everyone is equal. Because of our glorious Communist system no one is
required to give up their seat” (p. 44). The coarsening of everyday behaviors and interactions
was a feature of the Soviet period and is characteristic of post-Soviet Russia as well
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From L: The Stalingrad tractor plant (1930), where RR was initially employed, Dneproges
(Dnieper hydroelectric dam, 1932), and the Magnitogorsk iron and steel works (1933). These
Soviet showpiece industrial sites were built with American design and engineering expertise




Moscow’s First Watch Sergei Kirov Factory (1930), built with American know-how,
which Robinson visited upon his arrival in the Soviet capital (p. 49)




“It had been such a splendid afternoon, one of several occasions | had enjoyed thus
far in Russia when | was free from other people’s hatred” (p. 61). Until RR
encountered a group of Americans in a Stalingrad cafeteria




RR’s references his strong Christian faith as well as the mysteries of Russian
womanhood as the reasons why he never married during his 44 years in the Soviet
Union (pp. 402-403)
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“For the time being, he is still thinking in English”
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Potepr Poluucon

— I{m:m(bpmbi’imeu!
Pobepr Poduicon nAoXO TOBOPHT
no-pyccki. OH € FPYAOM  HAXNODAHT

Hysouwe crosa, OH AyMaeT MOKa ellg
0= AHTTHHCICH,

— Waawvadureafisrarl HWnanwduwa.

BEUCpaM,

— A HHCTPYMEH TddAbURK?

— Tw werp! W sMomelit TOAYYHTD,
ecni xoueilb, padoTy FPYATHKA,
OBLTO MHEe OTBEFOM.

IMpexpacHnlit  CHEHHANHRCT  pPAasnpy-
a7 BaTOHB, [OIMCTan uexa H Goul
Aaie waefiapoM 8 AMTexe.

— Huxony oe HyxHa ObiIa oA
gpanmsdeuianss. AMepHKa cTpada He
naA gepuwmx, Ho 7 pee me yuiaca no
paccrasbipaer Polun-
con, -— BeAD, BCE, HTO Ledacllp, Ha-
JIo JAEAaTh OTAHUHO H BCErdd MOMEHO
ueMy-HHOYAb HaYUKTBCA

Korpa PoOxucoHy yaaBalotk Ha
BpEMA YCTPAMBATBCA HA 3aB0A, HAZL
HUM  HIACBAJIHCE OTCTAIBIE  [RPYILILEL

Geaprx padouny. To K ero CTAHKY He-
OMHMAHHO NPHCOSAHHAAH SASKTpHUE-

CHHE nposoiaa, T Ma3aaH Bro
I'pA3BIO.
Jea rona PoOMHCOH CHOyAaHI ¥

$opia — H 23 424 roJa He 4aa HH
oaHoil OpakopalHOR NeTaitd H Hy pa-
3y He TOBODHA HH ¢ OIHHM H3 Oe/LX
paGouny.

Poduncony NpeacTasuascs BOSMOM-
mocrs noexats padorars s Coser-
crni Coioa.

-— IMoueyy Owm 1 uer! Mue He Be3-
a0 ua Hmaitke, He Besno Ha Kybe, ne
pea1o o B Coemumnenusnix  Llrarax.
Momer GbiTe nopezet 8 CoBerckoM
Corose, — pacckasLeacT Teneps Po-
GUHCOH.

— 5l me oumbGen. B CCCP ymewor
WeHATL JAI0JeH, BHAWHUN CBOe NEad.
51 He 3pA YUWICH MO BEYEPAM.

powo, — oTbedacT PobuHCOH, — Me-
uA BLOpan B wiaeHbl MOCKOBCKOrD
Cosera. 51 Teueps OOMH H3 XO3HeH
Hawero saMedaTeXnHORo ropoia. Ho
f He YMEIo elie VOpaBaaTe. Kamasti
paz, Korga A OuiBaio HAa 3aceiatHil

cefivac PYOCKHM  ASLIKOM, T
NOCTYOHTE B OyAyIEeM rody &
TYT. |

Herp ¢ octpoza Svafika
OEITE W G¥IeT COBETCKHM 1

POM-MeXAHHKOM. I

CTPOUTEADL TIOPT(

On e GLIT MEUTATEACM, STOT KPEmn-
KHH KODEHACTHIR UeNOBeH, Ha TPHIL-
HaTh NATOM FOAY CBOCH JH3HM CTaD-
WHE HAYAILHHKOM COBETCHOTO OCT-
pOBA, MPEIMUEHTOM MATCHLKOH 0O0Ib-
LeEMCTCKOR pecnyOIHKH, 3adpollen-
HOM AadeKO 33 NMOIAPHLIE KDY,

On mHe Obid HH  MOPENNABATEICM,
NPOKAAAHEAIOIIHM HOBBIC NYTH B8 He-
H3BEJAHHEIX  (POCTOPAX, HH MyTe-
UICCTBEHHKHKOM, OTKPBIBATEIEM HO-
BHIX 3eMeib, EH NOISPHMM HECIELD-
BaTejeM, PADOTHHKOM HayKu, mJae-
HOHABIM  OJK3OTHKOH Jeassoro Ges-
MOJEHA H UOCEATHBIINM CBOM HHIHE
pasraipBaHMI0  Tafin  ceRoH  ApK-
THKMD,

HinkeHep, NpOHIBOACTBCHHKE, CTPO-
HTedl — HOBBIH THO TOAAPHHKA — ON
BHAGA CBOE HasHAUeHHe HA COBETCROH
3eMie B TOM, HTOOB «CTpOHTLY, w00-

CTPAHBATE®, GOCBAHBATEY 3Ty 3€M-
JLED .
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The 1928 Shakhty show trial was a harbinger of things to come. See Chapter 7: The
First Purges




Chapter 8: RRis elected to the Moscow Soviet in 1934. His four-year appointment
was not renewed after he affirmed his Christian faith (p. 405)




The December 24, 1934 issue of Time magazine which reported RR’s elevation to the
Moscow Soviet using a selection of racist terms (see pp. 107-08)




US ambassador William Bullitt (at center), one of the most colorful public figures of
the period, meeting with Mikhail Kalinin (to his left), the Soviet Union’s titular head of
state. RR’s meeting with Ambassador Bullitt was sabotaged by...




...his friend Homer Smith, an African American journalist who lived in the Soviet
Union between 1932 and 1946. For RR’s meeting with Ambassador Bullitt see pp.
109-110




RR loses his US citizenship
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“Even with the intensity of my coursework, it was still difficult to avoid thinking about the possibility of being arrested” (pp. 129-
130). Image below is of a propaganda poster hailing Nikolai Yezhov whose People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD)
carried out the Great Terror. Stalin eliminated Yezhov after he had served his purpose.

And yet, for millions of Soviets — RR among them — life went on the midst of the detentions, disappearances, show trials, and
executions




L to R: Moscow in the autumn of 1941, the November 7, 1941 parade in Kuybushey,
Patriarch Sergey (on left) and future Patriarch Alexey | of the Russian Orthodox
Church standing in front of a portrait of Stalin




Victory in World War I, to which RR contributed a good deal through his engineering
expertise while at one point almost dying of starvation




Deep Are the Roots (1947). RR discusses this laughably inaccurate propaganda
production in Chapter 20




Earth’s first artificial satellite, Sputnik, was launched on October 4, 1957,
inaugurating the Space Age. See pp. 290-291




At the 1959 American National Exhibition in Moscow RR met a young American guide, Bill Davis. Many years later Davis, how a
diplomat with the United States Information Agency, would help him return to the United States (Chapter 34). When a skeptical
official at the embassy in Kampala asked RR, “How is it that you are a Soviet?” the latter explained it was “a long story” which
he would tell him “some other time” (pp. 411-413). In a sense, Black on Red was a fulfilment of that promise. RR finally
regained his US citizenship on December 6, 1986, fulfilling his “dream of forty years” (p. 417)




Paul Robeson, a great artist, athlete, and civil rights leader who experienced much injustice in his lifetime, was himself guilty of
unjust acts. One of them was his betrayal of Robert Robinson. L: Robeson attending a diplomatic reception at the Soviet
embassy in Washington. R: testifying before the House Committee on Unamerican Activities (1956), when he gave a
maghificent presentation. RR first met Robeson in 1934 following a concert in Moscow (p. 312). Eslanda Robinson, the singer’s
wife, communicated his refusal to help RR at a meeting in the early 1950s (p. 317)




RR did not bear a grudge and invited Robeson to perform at his factory in 1961 (p.
317-318)




Langston Hughes visited the Soviet Union in 1932-33 when he met RR (pp. 320-321).
RR’s impressions of the poet and civil rights activist were entirely positive




Matiya Lubega, Uganda’s one-time ambassador to the Soviet Union, who issued an
invitation to RR to holiday in his country. He also introduced RR to President Idi Amin




RR’s Soviet passport, on which he travelled to Kampala, the capital of Uganda
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President Amin of Uganda, a murderous, charismatic dictator, did RR a very good
turn (Chapter 33)




In Uganda RR met his future wife, Zylpha Mapp (1914-2001), an educational psychologist
and an adherent of the Baha’i faith. She transcribed and edited his memoir. Photo on right
shows Zylpha Mapp-Robinson with William B. Davis and Matiya Lubega at Robert
Robinson’s memorial service




Living under three communist Caesars




Robinson’s BBC interview:
https.//www.bbc.com/news/av/stories-47657670




