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Introduction





I


Married to Genius is a biographical work that considers the relation between emotional and artistic commitment in the marriages of nine modern writers: Tolstoy, Shaw, Conrad, Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Katherine Mansfield, D. H. Lawrence, Hemingway and Fitzgerald. These authors made a serious commitment to the claims of ordinary life and believed that marriage provided their most profound personal relationship. They found in marriage a confirmation and extension of the self, a stronghold of affection that encouraged and tested their capacity for love, a union that left them free for individual development, an antidote to the modern fear of alienation, and a strengthening bond that was deeply valuable to an artist engaged in psychic survival and in creating order out of chaos. Women like Jessie Conrad and Nora Joyce, who had modest egos and docile natures, comforted their high-strung husbands and provided the stable family life that enabled them to write their books. But other wives, creative and egoistic themselves, provoked and challenged their husbands to conflict and creativity.


The lives of these authors reveal the pressures and strains of modern marriage, and their creative impulse was directly inspired by their emotional and intellectual conflicts. Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, Shaw’s Getting Married, Conrad’s The Secret Agent, Joyce’s Ulysses, Woolf’s Night and Day, Mansfield’s Je ne parle pas français, Lawrence’s Women in Love, Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms and Fitzgerald’s Tender is the Night are all autobiographical. A discussion of these works in the context of both the author’s marriage and the spouse’s portrait of the artist in memoirs, diaries, letters, essays and fiction, reveals new insights about the imaginative process, and about the way these major writers attempt to integrate life and art and to resolve the crucial conflict between domestic and creative fulfilment.


Lawrence, who was both complemented and completed by his union with Frieda, defined ‘the long course of marriage as a long event of perpetual change, in which a man and a woman mutually build up their souls and make themselves whole.’ In his major novels Lawrence tried to unite the desire for individual freedom – what he called star-like isolation, self-determination and integrity with the need for the security of permanent marriage. Though he did not always see the struggle as two-sided, as an equal surrender of the self for both man and woman, his concepts of sexual freedom, bisexuality and homosexuality were far ahead of his time and have had a powerful influence on our own era. Novelists like Lawrence and Fitzgerald, who inherited a nineteenth-century idea of the wife’s role but helped to formulate the twentieth-century concept of woman, both exemplified and portrayed the archetypes of modern marriage that had a profound effect on contemporary consciousness and conduct. Lawrence represents the struggle for sexual domination and the problems of a rootless and isolated marriage, and Fitzgerald the fatality of success and the anguish of alcoholism and madness.


In both of these marriages the wives struggled to make their husbands aware of their needs and desires. For Frieda Lawrence and Zelda Fitzgerald, who were gifted and beautiful women with powerful egos, rejected their traditional role. Though Frieda left a bourgeois husband and family for a penniless, wandering writer, and Zelda married a glamorous and apparently unconventional novelist, they both discovered they were expected to take a subservient place in the artistic lives of their husbands. The emotional tension that developed from this conflict led to personal unhappiness, but also stimulated the husband’s creative powers. For Lawrence and Fitzgerald felt that passion, with all its dangers, was the source of creative endeavour. The imaginative faculty of these artists gave them extraordinary insight but made them extremely difficult to live with, for the intense egoism that was so necessary to creativity was frequently fatal to marriage. As Lawrence asserted: ‘You have to have something vicious in you to be a creative writer. It is the’ something vicious, old-adamish, incompatible to the “ordinary” world, inside a man, which gives an edge to his awareness.’


II


In contrast to the authors considered in Married to Genius, there were many modern writers who believed that marriage and art were mutually exclusive. As Yeats observes in ‘The Choice’:






The intellect of man is forced to choose,


Perfection of the life or of the work.








In ‘The Lesson of the Master’ (1888), the sociable but inveterate bachelor Henry James expresses the conflict between family life and the higher pursuit of art. The great writer Henry St George (speaking for the author whose name he shares) explains to the young aspirant Paul Overt that marriage interferes with the sacrificial quest for artistic perfection and that a man endangers his work if he devotes himself to personal rather than to intellectual passion:




‘One’s children interfere with perfection. One’s wife interferes. Marriage interferes.’


‘You think then the artist shouldn’t marry?’


‘He does so at his peril – he does so at his cost.’


‘Not even when his wife’s in sympathy with his work?’


‘She never is – she can’t be! Women haven’t a conception of such things….’


‘You can’t do it without sacrifices…. I’ve made none. I’ve had everything. In other words I’ve missed everything….’


‘Are there no women who really understand – who can take part in a sacrifice?’


‘How can they take part? They themselves are the sacrifice.’





The lonely philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who had asked in Zarathustra: ‘who can wholly comprehend how strange man and woman are to each other?’ agreed that the artist must sacrifice his family life but accepted this deprivation with far less equanimity than James. As Nietzsche wrote to his friend Overbeck in 1886: ‘I feel that all the things which I need as a philosophus radicalis – freedom from profession, wife, child, fatherland, creed, etc. etc. – are just so many deprivations, insofar as I fortunately am a living being and not merely an analysing machine.’ And Thomas Mann, who was strongly influenced by Nietzsche, also believed that art evolved from suffering and isolation, and that happiness was forbidden to the artist. Mann once planned a story about a writer whose marital happiness extinguished his imaginative life – until the wife’s infidelity spurred him to creation. The reconciliation of marriage and art, which Mann had portrayed in Royal Highness (1909), became absolutely impossible in his greatest work, Doctor Faustus (1947), when the hero, Adrian Leverkühn, makes a diabolic pact and renounces earthly love for seven years of creative genius.


Franz Kafka, a wretched and recalcitrant lover who was twice engaged but could never commit himself to matrimony, fortified himself in 1913 by summarising, in a characteristically extreme form, all the arguments against marriage. Though Kafka could not endure life alone, he could only create in solitude. He hated everything that did not relate to art, and thought he would never be able to give up his tedious job if he married. He was torn between self-love and self-surrender, and feared the connection with and absorption by a woman. And he felt that even if his wife transformed him into a fearless and powerful man, it might undermine the foundation of his work, which was based on anguish and on torment. The very qualities that made Kafka a great artist – his pathological sensitivity, his morbid introspection, his self-hatred and self-torture, his fanatical commitment to the ‘disease’ of literature – all precluded marriage. As Kafka explained to his loyal fiancée, Felice Bauer, who absolutely refused to take him seriously or to believe that anyone could really be like that: ‘Of the four men I consider to be my true blood-relations (without comparing myself to them either in power or in range), Grillparzer, Dostoyevsky, Kleist, and Flaubert, Dostoyevsky was the only one to get married, and perhaps Kleist, when compelled by outer and inner necessity to shoot himself on the Wannsee, was the only one to find the right solution.’ Unlike Yeats and Mann, who followed Flaubert’s advice: ‘Be orderly and regular in your life, like a bourgeois, so that you may be wild and original in your work,’ writers like James, Nietzsche and Kafka believed that marriage was hostile and even fatal to art.


In the modern period the homosexual writer, who subverted the very concept of marriage, symbolised the opposition to ordinary life and the devotion to art. For homosexual writers ignored or attacked heterosexual love, and were forced to portray it in a false and distorted fashion. At the end of A Passage to India (1924) the hero Fielding, speaking for the homosexual Forster, cynically calls marriage a muddled and risky absurdity: 




Marriage is too absurd in any case. It begins and continues for such very slight reasons. The social business props it up on one side, and the theological business on the other, but neither of them are marriage, are they? I’ve friends who can’t remember why they married, no more can their wives. I suspect that it mostly happens haphazard, though afterwards various noble reasons are invented. About marriage I am cynical.





And Forster admits: a ‘cause of my sterility [is] weariness of the only subject that I both can and may treat – the love of men for women & vice versa…. I shall never write another novel after it [A Passage to India] – my patience with ordinary people has given out.’


Carl Jung believes that the artist’s conflict can never be completely resolved because his personal life is tragically compromised by his creative gift. As he writes of the artist in ‘Psychology and Literature’ (1930):




His life cannot be otherwise than full of conflicts, for two forces are at war within him: on the one hand the justified longing of the ordinary man for happiness, satisfaction, and security, and on the other a ruthless passion for creation which may go so far as to override every personal desire. If the lives of artists are as a rule so exceedingly unsatisfactory, not to say tragic, it is not because of some sinister dispensation of fate, but because of some inferiority in their personality or an inability to adapt. A person must pay dearly for the divine gift of creative fire.





According to this influential theory, which originates in Plato’s Ion and is reinforced by Romantic and Decadent concepts of art, the artist is essentially diseased and can only create if he is divorced from the comforts and advantages of life. In a review of Death in Venice, Lawrence wrote of Thomas Mann: ‘He has never given himself to anything but his art. This is all well and good, if his art absorbs and satisfies him, as it has done some great men, like Corot. But then there are the other artists, the more human, like Shakespeare and Goethe, who must give themselves to life as well as to art.’ The creative artist defined by James and Jung substitutes art for life and sacrifices ordinary pleasure for what he believes to be a superior joy. But the artist defined by Lawrence creates art from life, and often ‘sacrifices’ the spouse by transmuting flesh and blood into art. These writers used their personal experience in marriage for the themes and characters of their fiction. They drew on living people and frequently exploited the feelings of those closest to them, and their works both reflected and affected their married life. Though Jung’s statement applies to Nietzsche, Kafka and the writers discussed in my book, Homosexuality and Literature, the lives of the artists in Married to Genius refute this negative theory. Though they provoked and endured many quarrels and crises, they were nevertheless sustained by the love and inspired by the conflict of marriage. 

















Leo and Sofya Tolstoy


THE BONDAGE OF LOVE
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‘Everyone carries in himself an image of woman derived from the mother; by this he is determined to revere women generally, or to hold them in low esteem, or to be generally indifferent to them.’


NIETZSCHE, Human, All-Too-Human





The half-century of conflict between the paradoxical genius, Leo Tolstoy, and his neurotic but strong-willed wife, Sofya Behrs, ended melodramatically with his flight and her attempted suicide. Their quarrel, which concerned sex, love, property, art, fame and religion, began in the early days of their marriage and ended in a struggle literally to the death, with neither one ever fully understanding nor tolerating the other. Their final battle was fully documented in their private diaries, memorialised by members of the Tolstoy circle, recounted in books by their children, and presented to a fascinated public by newspapermen and photographers.


Tolstoy and Sofya were both, in different ways, opposed to the social and sexual norms they had inherited from their aristocratic and feudal society, which was torn by contradictions and close to collapse. Men of this class were permitted to satisfy their gross sexual appetites on peasant women and demimondaines. But their wives, brought up to find sex repugnant, were expected to be pure, idealised virgins: lovely, innocent and uneducated before marriage, and continuously bearing children after it. Sofya, who was egoistic and hypersensitive, rebelled inwardly against her sexual and maternal stereotype, but found an outlet for her unhappiness only in hysteria and recrimination.


Tolstoy, a nobleman and great landowner, who was lord of his family and the serfs in his care, married Sofya when he was about to enter the most creative phase of his life. But when his romantic love for Sofya soon faded, he experienced social and sexual revulsion, saw himself as Sofya’s victim, and denounced love and marriage as a fraudulent illusion. In the early 1880s, after twenty years of marriage, Tolstoy began to reject the life and values of his class and made radical changes in his personal habits. Sofya became the symbol of the conventional norms that he hated, and he came into sexual and social conflict with her.


Tolstoy had a dual and contradictory character. His powerful eroticism, psychological sensitivity and commitment to social reform, which were vital to his creative life, involved an understanding and acceptance of the world. But this side of his character clashed with his asceticism, mysticism and search for a spiritual existence which rejected this world. The conventional Sofya, who was inevitably confused and distressed by these unresolved contradictions, believed his behaviour was both cruel and irrational. The great psychic drama of Tolstoy’s life was the painful repudiation of his early idealism, and the bitter recognition that he could never completely control his sexual passions.


I


Count Leo Tolstoy, an old friend of the Behrs family, was thirty-four when he fell madly in love with the eighteen-year-old Sofya in 1862. Sofya, the second daughter of a successful doctor, was an attractive and unsophisticated girl who had grown up in the society of the Russian Imperial court and absorbed its aristocratic values. Tolstoy, after attending a university and serving as an officer in the army, had travelled in Europe and then taught at a school he had founded for peasant children on his country estate, Yasnaya Polyana. He was already well-known as the author of Childhood-Boyhood-Youth (a great favourite of Sofya’s) and of Sebastopol, a first-hand account of the campaign in the Crimean War. Like many men of his class, Tolstoy was a debauched egoist who drank, gambled and whored his way through university and the army. But he was also an enlightened idealist who worshipped family life, administered his estate in a progressive fashion and believed in his own artistic destiny. Tolstoy’s mother and father had both died before he was ten; and he saw marriage as a way to achieve his ideal of family happiness as well as to control his shameful sexual indulgence.


At the end of August 1862 Tolstoy recorded his confused feelings and fears about Sofya in his diary: ‘Spent the evening with the Behrses. A mere child! A beautiful thing! How complicated everything is! If I could only find a clear and honest path…. I am afraid of myself. What if this is only the search for love, and not real love! I try to see only her bad traits. A mere child. A lovely thing! … I am thirty-four. A repulsive face. Should not think of marriage! I have another calling in life, and that is why so much has been given me.’ These entries reveal Tolstoy’s doubts about the difference in their age, appearance, background and ideas; his desire to be objective and fear of being blinded by passion; and the conflicting claims of art and marriage. The situation was also complicated because Tolstoy, according to the conventions of the time, was supposed to court the oldest sister, Elizabeth; and because Sofya, the second of three sisters, already had a serious suitor.


The following month Tolstoy overcame his doubts, expressed his feelings, braced himself for a devastating rejection and warned Sofya about the intensity of his love:




Tell me honestly if you want to be my wife? But only if you can say it with conviction and from the bottom of your heart. If you have even a shadow of doubt, say no. For God’s sake, examine your heart carefully. A ‘no’ from you will be terrible, but I am prepared for it and I will find strength to accept it…. But when I am your husband, it will be horrible if I shall never be loved as I love you.





When Sofya immediately agreed to marry him, he defied all custom and insisted that the wedding, which would calm his passions and eliminate his doubts, take place within a week.


Though the Behrs were the model for the Rostov household in War and Peace (1869), Tolstoy’s courtship and early married life are faithfully recorded in Anna Karenina (1877). Like Tolstoy, ‘Levin was in love with the whole family – especially the feminine half of it…. In the Shcherbatskys’ house he encountered for the first time the home life of a cultured, honourable family of the old aristocracy, of which he had been deprived by the death of his own father and mother. All the members of the family … appeared to him as though wrapped in some mysterious, poetic veil.’ Levin, like Tolstoy, discovered Kitty’s feelings when she deciphered the meaning of some complicated and intimate sentences from the first letter of each word; and he also had a rushed wedding week, and delayed the ceremony for an hour and a half while he searched for a missing dress shirt.


More significantly, Levin made the disastrous mistake of showing Kitty his early diary, which contained ‘horrible revelations’ of his sexual debauchery. Tolstoy also did this just before his marriage, and though Sofya forgave him, she was shocked, felt polluted and became permanently jealous of his early loves. But Tolstoy may have had other, less conscious and confessional motives for showing his diary, for it was also a boast of his youthful adventures, a warning about his strong passions and a challenge to his young bride to tame and domesticate his animal lusts. He also believed, like St Paul, that one function of marriage was to resolve the struggle between passion and chastity by sublimating lust into love. The young Tolstoy adored his lovely bride, and planned to be the perfect husband and father to a fruitful wife and devoted children. But thirty-five years later in 1898, he had lost all faith in idealistic love, felt it was ridiculously inappropriate to people familiar with the grim realities of marriage, and rather bitterly wrote:




Falling in love is to lighten the struggle between sex, desire and chastity. Falling in love ought to be for a young man who cannot keep to full chastity before marriage, and to release the young men in the most critical years, from 16 to 20 or more, from the torturing struggle. Here is the place for falling in love. But when it breaks out in the life of people after marriage, it is out of place and disgusting.





Sofya, like Tolstoy, was intensely idealistic about marriage; and her daughter Tatiana revealed that on ‘the morning after her marriage Sofya was so ashamed that she did not want to leave the bedroom, but hid her face in the pillows and cried.’ Sofya’s sexual shame was increased by her realisation that Tolstoy had performed the same act of love with whores and peasant sluts. Though Tolstoy remained faithful to Sofya after their wedding, she could never forget his youthful sexual dissipation. Many years later, in 1891, she wrote in her diary that only her purity and innocence had upheld the marriage ideal; and felt that life would be disastrous if women had the same sexual freedom as men.




I simply cannot reconcile the ideas of woman’s marriage and man’s debauchery. Marriage cannot be happy after the husband’s debauchery. It is a constant wonder to me that we have kept it up so long. What saved our marriage was my childlike innocence and my instinct of self-preservation. I instinctively closed my eyes on his past, and deliberately refrained from reading these [current] diaries and from questioning him about his past. Otherwise it would have been the end for us both. He doesn’t realise that my purity alone saved us from perdition.





The portrayal of Kitty and Levin’s marriage in Anna Karenina provides a constant contrast and counterpoint to the marriage of Dolly and Stiva, and to Anna’s unhappy marriage with Karenin and tragic adultery with Vronsky. In the beginning of the novel Vronsky wins Kitty from Levin and then rejects her for Anna. And Anna must die at the end of the novel, rejected by Vronsky, not because Tolstoy is defending sexual morality, but because she has been a disobedient wife and negligent mother.


But the Levins have to struggle to achieve their happiness, and the first three weeks of their marriage are ‘the bitterest and most humiliating period of their lives.’ Like Sofya, Kitty rejects the idea of a honeymoon trip abroad and chooses to live on her husband’s country estate. But her frivolous and shallow upbringing, which leaves her with no real interests, makes her lonely, bored and desperate for some occupation. Though Levin, like Tolstoy, spends a great deal of time trying to amuse her and realises that he is wasting his life and ‘doing next to nothing,’ he cannot reconcile his desire to free himself from his wife with his extreme jealousy of any visitors who might interest and attract her.


A few months after their marriage, in January 1863, Tolstoy recorded his jealous torments in his diary and related it to the kind of trivial, wasteful and conventional life he had been forced to lead since his courtship of Sofya:




Today the obvious pleasure she derived from talking to Erlenwein and attracting his attention brought me back to the old height of truth and strength. I can read this over and say: Yes, I know, this is jealousy! This will calm me and do something else to throw me back into the conventional life that I have hated since my youth. I have been leading it for nine months. It is terrible! I am a gambler and a drunkard. I am on a spree of farming and I have wasted nine months, which could have been the best and which I have made almost the worst in my life. All I need to live happily is to be loved by her and by myself and instead, all this time, I have been hating myself…. I understand why she enjoys the company of another person no matter how insignificant and no matter how unbearable she makes me feel. I realise that during the last nine months I have been the most insignificant, the weakest, the most senseless, and the most conventional person.





Though Sofya tried to understand Tolstoy’s jealousy and recognised that it was an expression of his love, she could not control her own envy of her younger sister, jealousy of his former mistress and anger at his devotion to the peasants. When Tolstoy took Tatiana Behrs to a ball in the nearby town because his wife was ill, the childish Sofya recorded: ‘When Lev, in full dress, left with Tatiana for Tula to attend the ball, I began to cry bitterly and cried all evening long. We led a monotonous, secluded, dull life, and when the opportunity arose, I – I was then only nineteen – I could not take advantage of it.’ Less than three months after their marriage, Aksinya, a fat and simple peasant wench who was pregnant by Tolstoy, was ordered to wash the floors of the manor house. The sight of her disgusted Sofya, drove her into a frenzy and made her want to ‘burn his diary and all his past.’ And in November 1862 the aristocratic Sofya, who felt neglected and lonely when Tolstoy was involved with his estate and his school, recorded: ‘He disgusts me with his People. I feel he ought to choose between me, i. e. the representative of the family, and his beloved People.’ The problems that plagued the Tolstoys during the next fifty years were manifest in the early months of their marriage and reflected in the portrayal of Levin and Kitty in Anna Karenina. They were sexually incompatible; jealous of each other’s interests, friends and feelings; and in conflict about Tolstoy’s desire to live the simple life of the peasants.


II


Sofya soon became absorbed in Tolstoy’s work and in her own children. He began to write War and Peace in 1863, shortly after his marriage. His extremely subtle portrayal of female characters in that novel and in Anna Karenina provides a strong contrast to the superficial portraits of women in his early books, and reflects his intimacy with his wife and her criticism of the novel. Sofya’s brother Stephen claimed that she copied the nearly illegible manuscript of the massive novel seven times; and though she resented Tolstoy’s absorption in his work, she had an almost penitential commitment to it: ‘I try to persuade myself that there is a joy in doing one’s duty, and I make myself copy manuscripts and do all kinds of things which are supposed to be my duty, but sometimes my will protests against it, and I want some personal joy.’ As she stoically asserted: ‘My fate has been to serve my husband, the author. Perhaps I ought not to complain; for I have served a man who was worthy of the sacrifice.’ Though Sofya derived satisfaction from participating in Tolstoy’s work, she also wanted him to love her and recognise the value of her work.


Sofya recognised Tolstoy’s genius, but regretted that he did not apply his profound artistic insight to his life: ‘If he had only a fragment of that deep psychological understanding which is shown in his books he must surely have understood … the depth of my pain and despair.’ But in War and Peace, which was finally published in 1869, Prince Andrey condemns the bondage of marriage and gives his friend Pierre the following advice:




Never, never marry, my dear fellow! That’s my advice: never marry till you can say to yourself that you have done all you are capable of, and until you have ceased to love the woman of your choice and have seen her plainly as she is, or else you will make a cruel and irrevocable mistake. Marry when you are old and good for nothing – or all that is good and noble in you will be lost. It will be wasted on trifles. Yes! Yes! Yes! Don’t look at me with such surprise. If you marry expecting anything from yourself in the future you will feel at every step that for you all is ended, all is closed except the drawing-room, where you will be ranged side by side with a court lackey and an idiot!





Though Tolstoy had written this work of consummate genius during the first six years of his marriage, he felt that domestic bondage was based on deception, precluded achievement and transformed a man of promise into a ‘lackey and an idiot.’ Tolstoy was totally absorbed in himself and his work, believed he was the only one who had sacrificed himself in marriage, and was completely unaware that Sofya resented her servile role and was also desperately unhappy.


In the twenty-five years between 1863 and 1888 Sofya had thirteen children. Three of them died in infancy and two in childhood, and the rest survived to take sides in their parents’ quarrel, edit the Tolstoys’ diaries and write their own memoirs. Tolstoy expressed his ambivalent feelings about the birth of his first child, Sergei, through Levin, who felt nothing but fear and aversion and ‘was oppressed by a new sense of apprehension – the consciousness of another vulnerable region. And this consciousness was so painful at first, the apprehension lest that helpless being should suffer was so acute, that it drowned the strange thrill of unreasoning joy and even pride which he had felt when the infant sneezed.’ Tolstoy was furious when his wife was unable to feed their son and had to hire a peasant wet nurse.


After the birth of their fifth child Marya in 1871, Sofya suffered an almost fatal attack of puerperal fever. But when she expressed fears about another pregnancy Tolstoy was deeply offended, and she continued to bear an infant every other year. When she became pregnant with her twelfth child Alexandra in 1884, she felt physically and emotionally exhausted by the endless births, nursing and illnesses, and unsuccessfully tried to abort the child. At the end of this pregnancy she quarrelled with Tolstoy about the trivial matter of selling horses, and he decided to leave the ‘house inhabited and managed by insane people’ – his family. The excitement seemed to induce labour and as she prayed for death, Tolstoy repented and returned home to find ‘the bearded ruffians’ – his elder sons - playing whist. Their daughter was born the next morning.


Another characteristic family scene – a sudden flare up, with extreme accusations and threats to leave – took place during the following year, 1885. According to Sofya:




Lev worked himself into a state of fury and depression…. We had been getting along beautifully; not a single disagreeable word, not a single argument. ‘I have come to tell you that I want a divorce; I cannot live like this.’ … Dumbfounded, I asked: ‘What has happened?’ ‘Nothing, but if you keep adding to a load, a horse stops and cannot go any farther.’ I had no notion of what he meant. Then he began to scream, to hurl accusations and harsh words at me, and the scene became more disgusting every minute. I tried to keep my temper but when he finally said that ‘the very air around me was infected’ I gave orders to bring my trunk and began to pack…. He begged me to stay. I gave in, and then suddenly hysterical tears began. It was horrible! … Just imagine, Lev shaking all over and convulsed with sobs. I felt so sorry for him. Four of the children – Tatyana, Ilya, Helen and Mary – were screaming at the top of their voices. I was stunned.





Sofya’s self-pity and self-justification prevented her from understanding either the situation (‘We had been getting along beautifully’) or her husband (‘I was stunned’). Though Tolstoy’s request reflected his profound unhappiness, Sofya claimed she ‘had no notion of what he meant’ and suggested that his ‘disgusting’ accusations were completely irrational. Though Tolstoy asked for the divorce, Sofya (in her extremely subjective version of this incident) reversed their traditional roles and threatened to leave, while Tolstoy assumed her part and burst into hysterical tears of grief and frustration before the audience of four startled children. They could only communicate by the expression of extreme emotions; and in 1887, Tolstoy summarised their twenty-five years of married life with the terse understatement: ‘Things could have been better.’


III


Anna Karenina opens with the famous sentence, ‘All happy families are alike but an unhappy family is unhappy after its own fashion,’ which reflects the Tolstoys’ idiosyncratic unhappiness. In 1882 Tolstoy investigated the lives of the poor in Moscow while conducting a population census, was appalled by the filth and disease, decided it was ‘impossible to live like this,’ and proposed a programme of radical reform in his book, What Are We to Do? The great turning point in Tolstoy’s marriage – and the first of three great crises with Sofya – took place in 1883 when Tolstoy came to the conclusion that property was evil and suddenly decided to give up the management of his house, his land and his literary copyrights. Tolstoy gave his inexperienced wife the power of attorney, and she had to learn the business of managing the estate, publishing and selling subscriptions of his books, and dealing with government censors. Sofya believed he had acted in an absurd and terrible way, and wrote, with considerable justification: he ‘has thrown the weight of everything on my shoulders – children, house, land, all the business affairs, books, everything – and continues to despise me and to torture me with his selfish indifference.’


In 1883 Tolstoy also made a radical change in his personal habits. He wore peasant clothes, gave up his servants, cleaned his own room, lit the stoves, cut the wood, carried the water, learned shoemaking and persuaded his daughters to wear his hand-made footwear. He also attempted to simplify his life by systematically abandoning his favourite pleasures. He gave up hunting in 1884, meat and alcohol in 1887, and tobacco in 1888. It was impossible for Sofya – with her ‘frivolous and shallow upbringing,’ her aristocratic beliefs and title of Countess, her twenty years of married life supported by an army of servants and retainers, and her desperate need for money and security to compensate for the lack of love – to understand or tolerate Tolstoy’s bizarre behaviour. For he not only defied all the conventions of class and society, but also threatened the financial well-being of herself and her numerous children.


Sofya, who refused to wear Tolstoy’s shoes, quite rightly thought he was better as an artist than an artisan, and recognised his aesthetic and moral dichotomy. ‘There were two men in Lev,’ she wrote, ‘a novelist of genius and a poor moralist who simply amazed people by the paradoxical contradiction of his ideas…. One hadn’t time to change one’s life to suit one’s husband’s spiritual whims, and to follow him in his ideas.’ Her children, in the mid-1880s, shared her feelings; and Tolstoy, who could not sympathise with their ‘meaningless’ existence nor convince them of his beliefs, forfeited his parental and moral authority. He felt isolated and even scorned within his own family, and was forced into the ungrateful role of a discontented old man. As he sadly wrote in his diary of 1884:




I find it very difficult to be with the family. I find it difficult because I cannot share their feelings. All their joys, examinations, social successes, music, clothes, shopping – all this I consider misfortune and an evil, but I cannot explain this to them. I try to talk to them, but they seem unable to grasp my words. They refuse to think about the meaning of my words, and instead feel that I am inconsiderate to mention the subject. In my weaker moments – and this is one of them – their heartlessness amazes me. How can they fail to see that during the last three years I have not only suffered, but that I have been deprived of my life? I have been assigned the role of a grumbling old man, and I am nothing else in their eyes. If I should share their lives, I should be disloyal to the truth, and they would be the very first to point out any inconsistency to me. If I continue sadly to watch their insane behaviour, I am a grumbling old man like all other old men.





The well-publicised photographs of the patriarchal and white-bearded Tolstoy in his peasant blouse and high boots attracted legions of disciples and humble followers who gravitated to Yasnaya Polyana to sit at the Master’s feet and enjoy his largesse. Sofya’s resentment of Tolstoy’s infatuation with the peasants, which dated from the early days of her marriage, intensified considerably in the late 1880s with the arrival of the professional ‘Tolstoyans’ in their greasy sheepskin coats and muddy felt boots. Sofya disdainfully referred to them as the ‘dark ones,’ and her comical diary entry of 1890 did not fail to note the disparity between Tolstoy’s lofty ideas and his base followers: ‘The “dark” ones have arrived: Popov, that inane and stupid Asiatic, and that fat fool of a Khokhlov, of shopkeeper origin. And those are the followers of a great man! Miserable abortions of human society, aimless babblers, uneducated loafers.’


Tolstoy’s daughter Alexandra, who became sympathetic to her father’s ideas but shared her mother’s fastidiousness and snobbery, agreed with Sofya about the parasitic disciples: ‘They never gave any tips [to the servants], they brought in a lot of dirt, they made spots on the parquet floors, they reeked of tar and they always managed to insinuate themselves right into the Count’s study’ and to interfere with his work. Alexandra found a bovine Swedish writer, who appeared in 1892, particularly objectionable: ‘He lies on the grass like a cow, digs in the earth, rinses himself in the Don River, eats a lot, lies in the kitchen – and that’s all…. It proved impossible to dislodge the Swede.’ Even the proletarian writer, Maxim Gorky, confirmed in vivid detail their mean motives and religious hypocrisy, and thought the ‘dark ones’ infected Tolstoy’s house ‘with a spirit of hypocrisy, cowardice, mercenary and self-seeking pettiness and legacy-hunting…. Nearly all of them like to moan and kiss one another; they all have boneless perspiring hands and lying eyes.’


IV


Though Tolstoy’s story, ‘The Kreutzer Sonata,’ concerns the bizarre confessions of Pozdnyshev who was acquitted of murdering his wife in a crime passionnel, it is also an extremely autobiographical work which summarises the Tolstoys’ marital conflicts of the 1880s. The story mentions his wife’s horror when he shows her the diary of pre-marital love affairs, his own lust and jealousy, their quarrel about nursing the first child, his wife’s suicide attempts and his unsuccessful efforts to run away from home. This extremely misogynistic story is also an attack on the hypocrisy of marriage. ‘What is vilest about it,’ states the embittered husband, ‘is that in theory love is something ideal and exalted, but in practice it is something abominable and swinish.’


Though Sofya gave birth to their thirteenth child, Ivan, when Tolstoy was writing ‘The Kreutzer Sonata’ in 1888, he strongly advocated chastity in the ‘Afterword’ to the story. Sofya was naturally disturbed by this unpleasant paradox and wrote in her diary: ‘He is killing me very systematically…. It would be terrible to become pregnant again; for all would learn of his shame and would repeat with malicious joy a joke just now invented in Moscow society: “There’s the real ‘Afterword’ of ‘The Kreutzer Sonata.’”’


When the story was finally published in 1891 (after having been delayed for three years by government censorship), the public inevitably related it to Tolstoy’s own marriage. Sofya recorded that ‘He couldn’t have hurt anyone more than he had hurt me with his last book…. It has wounded me and has disgraced me in the eyes of the whole world, and has destroyed the last remnant of love between us.’


Sofya condemned as false the description of female passion in the story, contrasted Tolstoy’s lust with her own purity, and complained ‘His sensuality is contagious, and yet my whole moral being protests against it, for I never wanted it. All my life I have dreamed sentimentally of an ideal and spiritual relationship – but not that.’ But after twenty-seven years of married life, Tolstoy’s suggestion that they sleep in separate rooms seemed to destroy the meaning of her life. As she noted in 1891, the wife ‘at times becomes passionate towards her husband and expects to be satisfied. Woe to her if he has ceased to love her.’ Sofya also emphasised the strong contrast between Tolstoy’s theory and practice of chastity: ‘If only the people who read ‘The Kreutzer Sonata’ with such a feeling of veneration could look for a moment at the erotic life he lives – and which alone makes him happy and cheerful – they would cast this little god from the pedestal on which they have placed him.’ Sofya wanted a spiritual relationship but expected to be sexually satisfied, complained that Tolstoy did not sleep with her but claimed that she gave him erotic cheer. Tolstoy was equally inconsistent, for the sybarite and saint were always at war within him. He was a reformed rake who preached chastity but continued to have sexual relations into extreme old age.


V


In 1891 Tolstoy again astounded his wife and family by deciding to give away the rights of all his literary works published after 1881, the beginning of his moralistic and didactic phase, and the year he published What Men Live By. During the violent arguments about this renunciation, Tolstoy’s last resort was always a threat to leave home and Sofya’s a vow to kill herself. After a quarrel about literary rights in 1891 Sofya rushed out of the house, ran toward the railroad tracks and (like Anna Karenina) planned to throw herself under a train. But she ran into her brother-in-law who restrained her without much difficulty and escorted her home.


This quarrel was still raging in 1895, when Sofya’s hysteria became much worse after the death, at the age of seven, of her adored youngest son, Ivan. Sofya claimed the rights of Tolstoy’s recent stories for her very profitable edition of his complete works, the family’s main source of income. When Tolstoy opposed her wishes Sofya was again inspired by one of his suicidal characters, and said that she ‘wanted to go off and freeze to death, somewhere in the Sparrow Hills, in the woods. I liked the idea, so I recall, that in the story [‘Master and Man,’ 1895] Vasili Andreyevich froze to death and that I too would freeze to death because of that story.’ Sofya, who ran into the snow in her bare feet, remembered weeping and screaming: ‘“Let them take me to the police station, or take me to the lunatic asylum!” Lev dragged me back and I kept tumbling on the snow.’


The mutual threats and recriminations, which continued throughout the final decades of Tolstoy’s marriage, reached a second crisis in 1897 when Sofya once again acted out the life of a fictional character. Like Pozdnyshev’s wife in ‘The Kreutzer Sonata,’ she became infatuated with a young composer and pianist, S. I. Taneyev, who became the passive recipient of her passionate though platonic feelings. The narrator says of the musician: ‘He was a worthless man in my opinion and according to my estimate. And not because of the significance he acquired in my life but because he really was so.’ And Tolstoy repeated this accusation against the actual Taneyev in his diary of 1896:




It is dreadfully painful and humiliatingly embarrassing that a complete stranger, a person of no use, of no kind of interest, should be directing our lives, poisoning the last years or year of our life; it is humiliating and agonizing, that we must be governed by when he goes where, by what rehearsals, by when he plays. It is horribly, horribly disgusting and shameful.





Though Taneyev was a superfluous luxury, he was extremely interesting to Sofya, displaced her love for her husband and dominated the life of the family.


Tolstoy finally became so jealous and exasperated by Sofya’s love affair with Taneyev that in 1897 he again decided to leave home. He wrote a letter to Sofya (which was not opened until after his death in 1910) that explained his spiritual quest and foreshadowed his final flight in the last year of his life. Tolstoy thanked his wife for their thirty-five years of married life, and asked her to ‘let me go of your own free will; do not seek for me, do not find fault with me, do not condemn me.’ He could not longer ‘continue to live as I have been living these sixteen years, at one time struggling and harassing you, at another yielding to those influences and temptations to which I was accustomed.’ But the main reason was that, having reached his seventieth year, he wanted to retire into the forest in order to ‘dedicate the last years of his life to God and not to jokes, puns, gossip and lawn tennis.’


Tolstoy did not escape in 1897 any more than he did in 1884, when Alexandra was born. But he continued to record his intense anger with Sofya in his diary entries of 1897–99, which expressed in a more extreme form the misogynistic ideas of The Kreutzer Sonata as well as his perennial conflict of lust and love. Though Sofya had once inspired his most attractive fictional heroines, she now provoked his most violent denunciations of women:




Woman is generally stupid…. She cannot understand the simplest thing; she cannot see farther than the present moment and there is no self-control and no patience (except child-birth and the care of children)…. For 70 years I have been lowering and lowering my opinion of women and still it has to be lowered more and more. The woman question! How can there not be a woman question? Only not in this, how women should begin to direct life, but in this, how they should stop ruining it.





The aged and thoroughly embittered Tolstoy condemned the confusion of sexual desire with spiritual love; and felt that reason should control and repress passion rather than ‘adorn it with peacock feathers of spirituality’ – as he himself had done when he first met Sofya. He also wanted to destroy all the illusions about marriage: he insisted on the dissociation of marriage and happiness, repeated the idea of domestic bondage that he had expressed in War and Peace, stated that men were tortured and contaminated by the moral defects of their wives, and in a fit of almost Swiftian revulsion, emphasised the disgusting imperfections of the female body:




The chief cause of unhappiness in married life is that people have been taught to think that marriage means happiness. The incentive for marriage is sex attraction, which takes the form of promises and hopes of happiness – a view supported by public opinion and by literature. But marriage cannot cause happiness. Instead, it always means torture, with which man has to pay for satisfying his sex urge. These tortures are lack of freedom, servility, satiety, revulsion, all sorts of moral and physical defects in one’s mate, which one is forced to endure, such as temper, stupidity, dishonesty, vanity, drunkenness, laziness, greed, cupidity and immorality – all defects that it is much more difficult to endure in others than in oneself and which make one suffer as if they were one’s own – and such physical imperfections as ugliness, slovenliness, odours, diseases, insanity, and many others that are even more unbearable.





VI


The third crisis of Tolstoy’s marriage took place in 1910, the last year of his long life, and concerned the same moral issues and sexual conflicts that he had failed to resolve in the earlier quarrels. In 1910 Sofya became locked in a deadly struggle with V. G. Chertkov, an ex-Guards officer who, like Tolstoy, was interested in the welfare of the peasants and the relation of social questions to the teaching of the Gospels. Tolstoy had met Chertkov in 1883, considered him his closest friend and main apostle of his ideas, and had chosen him – and not Sofya – as the posthumous editor of his works. As Sofya struggled with Chertkov for control of Tolstoy’s private diaries, which she claimed defamed her ‘as a tormentor whom it is necessary to resist,’ she was actually defaming Tolstoy’s character in her own diaries. Three of her sons, fearful of losing their inheritance, actively supported Sofya, while two daughters, Tatiana and Alexandra, sided with Tolstoy. Sofya was madly jealous of Chertkov (as Tolstoy had been of Taneyev), accused Tolstoy of having homosexual relations with him, and reversed their original roles (the voluptuary and virgin) by insisting that her eighty-two-year-old husband resume sexual relations with her. As she pitifully wrote in June 1910: ‘I am insanely jealous of Leo Nikolaevich’s intimacy with Chertkov. I feel that he has taken from me all that I have lived by for forty-eight years. I was so accustomed to love him, take care of him, and look after his works! And now I am completely thrown aside. He finds me a burden.’


During this final struggle, Sofya’s diary and behaviour revealed the very worst side of her character. She was both prudish and flirtatious, selfish and stubborn, nagging and domineering, wallowed in her sense of personal grievance, ostentatiously assumed the role of martyr, constantly imagined fatal attacks of illness, and often threatened to kill herself. She never understood Tolstoy’s commitment to social reform, his impressive though unsuccessful attempts to transcend his human limitations, and his quest for a spiritual existence. She justified her violent opposition to his ideas by unjustly stating he was vain, ambitious, selfish and hypocritical; suggested that his abandonment of property and effort to live a simple life were merely poses adopted to attract publicity and increase his popularity; and believed his saintly demeanour disguised a secret corruption. Sofya countered Tolstoy’s criticism of her ignorance and materialism by condemning his humiliating exposure of their marriage in ‘The Kreutzer Sonata’ as well as his premarital passions with whores and peasant women: ‘I told him he was ambitious and vainglorious, and he said I was always out for money, and that he had never seen such a greedy and stupid woman. I said that he had made it his business to humiliate me, all my life, because he had never had anything to do with decent women.’


On 22 June 1910, when Sofya was sixty-five and Tolstoy nearly eighty-two, she suffered a severe nervous breakdown. She rolled on the floor in hysterics, tried to shoot herself, carried a bottle of opium, constantly threatened to take her own life – and was diagnosed as paranoid. Tolstoy was summoned home from Chertkov’s house, where he had tried to escape from Sofya, and as his oldest son Sergei (who was sympathetic to his mother) admits: ‘He had to encounter my mother’s hysterical attacks, in which the same things were repeated again and again: reproaches, complaints of what she considered to be her unhappy fate, hostile thrusts at Chertkov, insane suspicions, demands that her husband should hand his diaries to her and disclose the contents of his will, threats of suicide.’


In June Tolstoy explained to his friend Goldenweiser that Sofya ‘is unquestionably mentally deranged. She has an idée fixe – vanity. She is afraid that people will say that she spoilt my life, and with all her might she wants to prove the opposite – that she alone is good, and that all the rest are scoundrels and liars.’ The egoistic belief of both Sofya and Tolstoy that ‘I alone am good’ expressed their fundamental and irrevocable opposition. Though Tolstoy recognised Sofya’s condition, he found it difficult to tolerate, and in July told his daughter Alexandra: ‘She is finishing me off.’


Sofya’s attempt to redeem herself in the eyes of the world merely increased her mania. She felt compelled to spy on Tolstoy in order to discover the location of the private diary he had promised to Chertkov and the secret will of July 1910 which renounced the rights to all his works, including War and Peace and Anna Karenina, written before 1881. On the night of 10 July Tolstoy heard Sofya moving about his room, complained that she was disturbing his sleep and told her to go away. Sofya reports that she literally obeyed his order, ‘went away into the garden, and lay for two hours in a thin dress on the wet grass. I was very cold, but I greatly desired to die and still desire to.’


Four days later the desperate and weary Tolstoy wrote a letter to Sofya explaining the three principal causes of their difficulties: his withdrawal from wordly life, her imperious and violent character, and their fundamental disagreement about the meaning of life:




First, my ever-increasing alienation from the interests of worldly life and the repulsion I felt for it; whereas you did not wish to and could not part with them, not having in your soul the principles that led me to my convictions. That was quite natural and I cannot reproach you for it …. Secondly, then, these last years your character has become more and more irritable, despotic and unrestrained…. And the third, chief, and most fatal thing, for which neither you nor I are to blame, is our completely opposite conception of the meaning and purpose of life.





Though he did not blame Sofya for her worldliness and her philosophy of life, he made it clear that her despotic temperament was sufficient to make his existence intolerable.


But Sofya could not respond to Tolstoy’s rational explanation and personal criticism, and their domestic difficulties grew worse. In August Tolstoy condemned her perversion of love, which was no longer redeemed by the unselfish care of her children, and had degenerated into a destructive and devouring egotism: ‘There is no love, but demands for love, which are near to hatred and are changing into hatred. Yes, egotism is madness. The children used to save her – an animal love, but still selfless. But when that ended, only a terrible egotism remained, and egotism is the most abnormal state. It is madness.’ Tolstoy also records that in August Sofya again became hysterical in front of the entire household: ‘Toward evening she began making scenes – running out into the garden, sobs and screams. It went to the point that when I followed her into the garden she screamed, “He is a beast, a murderer, I cannot look at him.”’


In October Sofya rearranged the photographs in his study, burnt the portrait of Chertkov and blamed Tolstoy for her behaviour. Like Tolstoy, his daughter Tatiana recognised the comic, operatic and masochistic elements in Sofya’s hysterical performances, but could not find a way to control her: ‘Mama had a very bad hysterical attack at Yasnaya … we have the impression that she could easily put a stop to all the tragi-comedy she is producing…. Hysterical persons do enjoy their sufferings and the troubles to which they put others.’ At the end of the month Tolstoy, who was watched and controlled by Sofya throughout the day and night, reached the breaking point. He compared his life to the damned in hell and told a friend he had finally decided to leave home:




I am stewing in this house as I would in hell. Yes, yes! believe me, I am sincere with you! I will not die in this house. I have decided to leave for some unknown place where no one knows me. Perhaps I shall come to your house to die…. I have not left, I could not leave before for selfish reasons, but now I see that my departure will be for the good of the family. There will be fewer arguments, and they will sin less.





In the early morning of 28 October Tolstoy was again awakened by the noise of Sofya searching his desk, and was overcome by indignation and revulsion. At daybreak, with only his friend Dr Makovitsky to accompany him, Tolstoy quietly left Yasnaya Polyana, his ancestral home and birthplace, forever. As he had done under similar circumstances in 1897, Tolstoy carefully explained his reasons in a letter to his wife. He told Sofya that he was unable to bear her humiliating scrutiny and their luxurious milieu, and was leaving in search of final tranquillity:




My departure will be bitter news for you and I am sorry, but please understand and believe me when I say that I could not have done anything else. My position in this house has become unbearable. In addition to everything else, I can no longer live in the luxurious surroundings in which I have been living, and I am doing what old men of my age should do: I am leaving mundane affairs so I can spend the remaining days of my life in peace and solitude.





Sofya, shocked by her husband’s departure, raced out to the laundry float, slipped, fell, sank into the shallow pond and was rescued. That same day she wrote: 




Leo Nikolaevich has unexpectedly gone away. O horror! A letter from him telling me not to seek him. He is going away for ever to live the peaceful life of an old man. Having read part of it I immediately in despair threw myself into the middle pond and began to choke in the water. Sasha and Bulgakov pulled me out, and Vanya Shuraev helped them. Utter despair. Why did they save me?





The next day, terrified by the scandalous flight of her husband, who was the most famous man in Russia, she wrote Tolstoy a confused and pathetic letter, filled with endearments. She begged him to come back, threatened suicide, made impossible promises to reform her habits and character, and appealed to his conscience, to the Gospels and to his sense of loyalty as a husband:




Levochka, my dear one, my darling, return home! Save me from a second suicide, Levochka, my life-long friend. I will do everything, everything that you wish! I will cast aside all luxury, your friends shall be mine, I will undergo a cure, and will be mild, tender, and kind. Do come back to me. You must save me. You know it is said in the Gospels that a man must never for any reason abandon his wife. My dear, my darling, friend of my soul, save me! Return if only to say farewell to me before our inevitable separation.





When Sofya finally tracked down Tolstoy at the Astapovo railroad station, a week later, he refused to see her and quite rightly said, in a telegram to his sons: ‘heart so weak that meeting Mama would be fatal for me.’ He died in the stationmaster’s house, with Chertkov and three of his children at his bedside, on 7 November 1910. The marriage of Tolstoy and Sofya, who both had enormous egos and powerful passions, ended in mutual destruction. Though Sofya justly wrote in 1897: ‘My husband’s strength broke my life, my personality,’ she also martyred Tolstoy and later admitted to Alexandra: ‘I knew I was the cause of your father’s death.’


The young Tolstoy had extremely conservative ideas about marriage and expected to remake Sofya in his own image. Though she reluctantly agreed to continuous childbearing, she defended her wifely status and the inheritance of her children, and violently opposed Tolstoy’s decision to abandon his property and literary rights. She was far too conventional and practical to follow Tolstoy’s radical changes and spiritual quests in the early 1880s, immediately saw through and exposed his paradoxical contradictions, and successfully undertook the management of all his affairs when he forced her to do so.


Worn out by childbearing and constant quarrels with her husband, the death of her youngest son and a serious disease, Sofya, who had a strong tendency toward hysteria and self-pity, felt compelled to imitate Tolstoy’s passionate and morbid fictional characters, and began to break down after 1906. In the last years of Tolstoy’s life she repeated her earlier mistakes, displayed the worst aspects of her character, tortured her husband, and lost the sympathy and support of her family and friends. Her futile efforts to redeem her reputation merely ruined it forever.


Though Tolstoy threatened to leave home in 1883 and again in 1897, he did not do so. He was bound to Sofya by lust, love and loyalty; and remained locked in combat with her for nearly fifty years. His last flight was a desperate but hopeless attempt to free himself from Sofya’s intolerable interference in his most intimate affairs, which tormented his life and hastened his death. A famous photograph of their last confrontation provides a powerful contrast to the idealized image of a lovely young girl who was courted by a distinguished author. It shows Sofya as a pathetic old woman, shut out of Tolstoy’s room and peering through a window at his deathbed. After Tolstoy died she honestly admitted that she had not understood him: ‘Yes, I lived with Lev for forty-eight years but I never really learned what kind of a man he was.’
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