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World Lit: One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich – Alexander Solzhenitsyn 

 

Discuss and explore the significance of the “Moldavian Incident” in “One Day in 

the Life of Ivan Denisovich”. 

 

“Filthy swine! Traitor! Rat! Dirty dog! Shitface! Rotten bastard!”…[The 

Moldavian had] robbed five hundred men of more than half an hour of their time.” (p. 

101) Waiting furiously for the last man before being allowed to trudge back to warm 

shelter and functional food, the ire of the prisoners rose as they united in a slew of 

profanities. Arguably the most outward, aggressive manifestation of the communal 

spirit within the camp, the “Moldavian Incident” was very significant in 

understanding specific characters, as well as bearing a lot of thematic importance 

within the story and epitomizing Denisovich’s commentary on the characteristics of 

human nature. 

The Moldavian Incident shed light on several characters within the novel, 

particularly Tyurin, bringing to the surface deeper commentaries about the flawed 

system of the gulag. Tyurin, the foreman, is humanized from an intimidating authority 

figure to an equally miserable prisoner of the regime when he tells his life story to 

Gang 104 at the Power Station, relating that he was there due to his being the “son of 

a kulak” (p. 72). This emphasizes that no one is a free man under the Stalinist regime, 

and that the foreman who had been terrifying them was just as alone as they were, if 

not more, as he is forced to work from above the gang. The isolation of the foreman is 

made even more obvious from the Moldavian Incident as the masses of zeks throng 

together, pushing back against a fractured authority system that only works together 

when enforcing punishment. This spotlight on authority shows the equalizing nature 

of the regime, impartial to rank, generous in its distribution of unhappiness.  
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Fetyukov is another character of which the reader’s perception shifts after the 

Moldavian Incident, becoming less of a pariah and garnering a more sympathetic 

narrative from Denisovich. Known for being a shameless hoarder with repulsive 

habits, Fetyukov represents the marginalized among the zeks, shunned by Denisovich 

for his lack of dignity. However, upon the Moldavian’s great offence, Denisovich 

bluntly highlights the real outsider, dismissing the prisoners’ crimes on paper, calling 

them “make-believe spies”, but referring to “that Moldavian [as the] real thing” (p. 

99). In descriptions following the incident, Denisovich comments on Fetyukov’s 

behavior in a much less critical way, saying that he “felt sorry for him really” (p. 

134), showing how the camp affords no prejudice, and how superficial dislike is 

forcefully deconstructed by the extreme circumstances. The Moldavian Incident 

highlighted a transition of scope, from personal dislike to an understanding of the 

bigger picture, and served as the moment upon which Denisovich’s tone towards 

Fetyukov, a recognized outcast, pivoted. 

The Moldavian Incident amplified two key strains of emotion, one of which 

being the accumulating resentment within the gulag. The anger felt by the zeks at the 

inconvenience of the situation was clearly shown in Denisovich’s informal train of 

thought, littered with profanity and referring to the prisoners as a collective as 

opposed to as individuals. “[Damning] that Moldavian[, damning] the guards[, 

damning that] life of [theirs]” (p. 102), the whole crowd stood seething, thinking only 

unholy thoughts about the “rotten creep, louse, shit, swine” (p. 99). United in this 

anger, the visual imagery that accompanied the occurrence was that of the zeks – and 

guards to an extent – as one unit, thinking and feeling in unison. The Moldavian 

Incident not only demonstrated the effectiveness and power of anger as a common 
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ground across the amalgamation of prisoners, but also showed how in a system 

designed to crush the individual, the resulting confederation speaks volumes as to the 

strength of human emotion and the ultimate failure of the regime in creating a 

hopeless society. 

In spite of spurring negative feelings, the Moldavian Incident also served to 

draw attention to the building feelings of brotherhood amongst Gang 104. The 

previous conflict within the story had been when Denisovich and Pavlo attempted to 

“[hog] bowls before the gang [got to the canteen]” (p. 64), and shouted down the 

protests of the cook. In such a classic example of camaraderie, the bittersweet feeling 

that the camp was becoming “a home away from home” (p.76) for the zeks 

strengthened and showed how small moments of friendship were providing an escape 

from the physical and emotional cold of the gulag. Denisovich subtly alluded to the 

spread of the sentiment as “the deputy foreman of Gang 32 stepped forward [and gave 

the man a] punch…But as the man reeled back a Hungarian belonging to the same 

gang, 32, sprang forward [and] kicked his behind” (p.101), highlighting the 

Moldavian Incident as an example of all the gangs having found solace in one another 

and that the extrapolation of the support system was the result of accumulated 

conviviality between experiences. 

The details of the Moldavian Incident were exactly relevant to significant 

motifs within the book, the first of which being that of survival. Whilst the prisoners 

stood “freezing [and] fuming with the rest” (p. 99), their annoyance could be easily 

traced to very visceral interests – food and warmth. Survival in the gulag came before 

everything, hunger trumping Tsezar and Buynovsky’s intellectual discussions about 

movies. Following the Moldavian’s appearance, “whatever they [had] been talking or 

thinking about was forgotten, the whole column had one thing and one thing only on 
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its mind” (p. 106) – dinner. The emphasis on the most rudimentary human desires 

throughout the book simultaneously breaks down the significance of status within the 

camp, such as that of Tsezar and Buynovsky. Coming from much higher societal 

positions than the rest, one in possession of a lot more material goods, and the other 

more used to being the authority than vice versa, their personal embellishments 

counted for nothing in the face of simple suffering. The camp conditions had 

succeeded in rendering much of the individual unnecessary, and the Moldavian 

Incident summarized the shift in priorities when under extreme duress; stress removed 

the superfluous and left only the most fundamental needs.  

The strong theme of camaraderie was further emphasized by the Moldavian 

Incident; with cries of “Come on, you rotten bastard, put your back into it!” (p. 49) 

resounding from prisoners themselves throughout the workdays, Denisovich showed 

that the prisoners were working for each other instead of the system. Not being able to 

leave the cold until one man showed up expounded the camp adage that “If there 

[was] going to be trouble, [they were] in it together” (p. 93). Similarly to the emphasis 

on the developing devotion between prisoners, the Moldavian Incident continued 

Denisovich’s established assertion that the unlikely bonds forged in adversity help the 

zeks in tolerating the harsh camp conditions and that the Soviet’s attempt at creating a 

subhuman existence was doomed from the start due to the inherent doggedness of 

human fellowship. 

 The Moldavian Incident served many purposes: that of a subtle inflection 

point in the novel that challenged judgments of character and shifted the narrative 

voice, a surging climax in unified emotion and a key conflict that highlighted the front 

running themes within the novel. Fetyukov and Tyurin were cast in new light, 

alluding to the irrelevance of prejudice and the shared misery of the regime; the 
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Moldavian Incident concisely expressed the aggregate sentiments of anger and 

loyalty, highlighting the themes of survival and companionship. An ultimately 

harmless happening, the Moldavian Incident was exceptionally significant in leading 

Denisovich to admit that “[that was] what they all called [the gulag] - ‘Home’” (p. 

109), encapsulating his overall message of human persistence through seemingly 

insurmountable circumstances. 
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