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Boris Pasternak’s great novel Doctor Jivago is very popular. It 
won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1958 and was successfully 
adapted by Hollywood. But its author ’s struggle against the Russian 
authorities, the censorship, or the CIA’s involvement is less talked 
about. Discover this great Russian novel’s rocky journey in the midst 
of the Cold War. To this day, it still arouses lively debates in Russia. 
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From the underground to the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1958, the crazy story of 
Doctor Jivago, the novel with which Boris Pasternak defied the Soviet authorities 
and put his life in danger.

«I committed the biggest crime a Russian writer could ever commit. It is a crime to 
publish a book abroad before it is published in the USSR. I do not yet know what 
measures will be taken against me, but it is certain that they will make me pay. 
When he finished writing Doctor Jivago in 1956, the story of an intellectual in search 
of truth, «a reincarnation of myself», according to him, Boris Pasternak knew he 
would not back down. He did not «write this novel to keep it hidden». A few months 
later, he handed the manuscript to an Italian literary agent who smuggled it out to a 
Milanese publisher. This marked the beginning of an incredible odyssey for a book 
written, according to the Kremlin, by a «black sheep, who spits in the face of the 
people».

An ideological weapon

The future publisher had to overcome pressure from the Italian and Russian 
Communist parties, and even received false telexes from Pasternak announcing his 
resignation. Seeing an opportunity to use literature as an ideological weapon, the 
CIA stepped in and produced paperback editions for circulation under the cloak in 
Russia. Pasternak, for his part, had his back and had five other copies «brought out», 
destined for Gallimard among others. The book was published in 1957 and thanks to 
it Pasternak won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1958. He died suddenly in 1960 in 
his bed, of «unnatural causes», according to his family. A story symptomatic of the 
20th century, elegantly told (with the help of actors from the time and Pasternak’s 
family) by Georgian Nino Kirtadze, whose grandfather hid a copy of Doctor Jivago... 
behind his fridge.
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