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Author’s Note





Throughout the narrative and reference notes of this book my practice has been as follows:


 


Dates. Unless specifically stated otherwise, all dates are given according to the Gregorian Calendar, common to western Europe and the Americas, rather than to the Julian Calendar which was followed by the Russians until the Bolshevik Revolution. In the eighteenth century the Julian Calendar was eleven days behind the Gregorian Calendar and in the nineteenth century the difference was twelve days.


 


Spelling of Foreign Words and Names. So far as possible, I have tried to follow the currently fashionable system of transliteration except when common English usage commends an alternative spelling more naturally acceptable to the general reader. For arbitrary distinctions of this kind I ask the indulgence of linguistic purists.


 


Place-Names and First Names. The names used for places are normally those which were current in Alexander’s reign; I have at times added modern alternatives to assist the reader to identify them on a map. First names have been anglicized: thus ‘Catherine’ for ‘Ekaterina’. The only occasion upon which I have used a foreign form is to distinguish a person from somebody with a similar name who has already appeared in the text.


 


Titles. I have used the word ‘Tsar’ where contemporaries would have said ‘Emperor’ so as to distinguish Alexander from Napoleon and Francis of Austria. I have, however, referred to Alexander’s wife as the Empress Elizabeth, his mother as the Dowager Empress Marie Feodorovna and his grandmother as the Empress Catherine II. This is a totally illogical personal foible caused by the fact that I do not like the English rendering ‘Tsarina’. Moreover reigning Empresses, unlike their husbands, do not crowd out the page.


I would like to acknowledge my debt to the authors of the specialized studies cited in the bibliography and to express my gratitude to the staffs of the London Library and the Bodleian Library, Oxford, for their kind assistance and courtesy. It is also a pleasure to thank Miss Gila Curtis for the care she has taken in editing this book for publication, and I wish particularly to thank Mrs M. D. Anderson who once again prepared the Index with such remarkable speed and skill. I am especially indebted to my wife, Veronica, who accompanied me on both my trips to Russia and who read and discussed every chapter with me in detail as it was written.
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Preface





Alexander I, ruler of Russia for the first quarter of the nineteenth century, is remembered today mainly on three counts: as the Tsar who refused to make peace with the French when Moscow fell in 1812; as the idealist who sought to bind Europe’s sovereigns in a Holy Alliance in 1815; and as the Emperor who died – or gave the impression of having died – at the remote southern seaport of Taganrog in the winter of 1825. Recent interest has concentrated, perhaps excessively, on the third of these dramatic episodes although it is natural that the epic years of the struggle with Napoleon should continue to excite the historical imagination.


There was, however, much of significance in Alexander’s life and reign besides these events. ‘A more virtuous man, I believe, does not exist, nor one who is more enthusiastically devoted to better the condition of mankind,’ declared President Thomas Jefferson six years after Alexander’s accession; and Castlereagh, the British Foreign Secretary, writing a private note to his own brother eleven years later, was prepared to assert he knew ‘of no Sovereign in history who has had so rich a harvest of glory’. Napoleon and Metternich, on the other hand, both complained that Alexander was inconsistent and untrustworthy; and there were numerous occasions when he puzzled, or exasperated, contemporaries. Was he sincere in his principles of government? Did he understand how to manage the armies he delighted to see on parade? Were his hours of religious devotion an escape from the responsibilities of Empire or a necessary means of finding strength and inspiration? Could he ever be relied upon to follow through logically a line of thought or action?


The questions, and the doubts, accumulated readily enough in his own lifetime. It was the answers which posed difficulty then, and the passage of a century and a half has made them no easier to attain. Alexander was a remarkably complex personality. There remains about the nature of his reign and his character sufficient mystery for him to have been clubbed, in retrospect, ‘the enigmatic Tsar’. This present book attempts to assemble clues to understand him as a man and as a sovereign; it does not pretend to present a final and definitive answer, for that is impossible. Pushkin once declared Alexander was ‘a Sphinx who carried his riddle with him to the tomb’. There are some who say that tomb is empty.
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The Crow in Peacock Feathers






The Bronze Horseman



The city of St Petersburg awoke early in the summer sunshine. It was Wednesday, 7 August 1782, and from soon after dawn the long avenues of the Russian capital echoed with all the anticipatory bustle of a grand parade. Bugles sounded in the fortress of St Peter and St Paul; cavalry hooves rang out sharply on the Nevsky Prospect and down the granite quays along the left bank of the river Neva; bands led the Guards past the ordered line of public buildings – the green and red of the Preobrazhensky Grenadiers, the green and white of the Izmailovsky, the blue and white of the Semeonovsky. By mid-morning eight regiments were drawn up facing outwards in a circle at the centre of the huge square between the Admiralty and the Senate House. From ornamented windows to east and west the great families of the Empire waited and watched. Less privileged onlookers – masons, carpenters, minor government officials and their wives, foreign traders and seamen, peasants come to town from the island villages or the fields to the south – jostled each other along the new embankment above the Neva. Some labourers clambered among the foundations of St Isaac’s Cathedral: they felt at home there, knowing every stone after ten years’ or more work, sleeping during the summer months in a cantonment at the foot of the church’s massive walls. Off the quay, a dark flotilla of warships rode at anchor, dressed overall. In the clear northern light flags and bunting were caught so sharply that the smooth grey river gleamed with rare colour. Someone had calculated that, over the previous decade, the citizens of the capital had enjoyed bright sunshine on only one day in four and that on almost half the days of the year it either rained or snowed. This morning they were fortunate. An artist who sketched the scene shows cloud rolling in from the Gulf of Finland, but the weather was good. Oddly enough, the elements always treated Catherine the Great’s days of public spectacle with proper respect.


At last the long French windows of the Senate House opened; the troops sprang to the salute; and Catherine II, Empress of All the Russias, came out on the balcony. Eyeing her with wonder from a room above was her eldest grandson, Grand Duke Alexander Pavlovich, four months short of his fifth birthday. It was unusual for members of the Imperial family to be in St Petersburg during July and August, but the Empress had insisted on bringing Alexander and his younger brother, Constantine, with her when she left the summer residence at Tsarskoe Selo on Monday morning. This was an occasion for associating the future with the past, as well as with the present. Attention that day was to be focused for once not on the Empress herself but on the most renowned of her forerunners. In the centre of the square Falconet’s massive equestrian statue of Peter the Great was ready to be unveiled, after fifteen years of dispute and weary labour. To the sound of ceremonial cannon the last wooden palisades were knocked away and, as the smoke and dust cleared, the Bronze Horseman stood revealed to St Petersburg in all his majesty, the animal prancing wildly on a granite pedestal while its master, with arm outstretched towards the river and the Gulf, commands the waters on which he had dared to build his city to keep their distance. An eloquently simple inscription was carved in the rock base of Finnish stone – Petro Primo Catharina Secunda. Thus one great autocrat hailed another in comradely greeting, projecting herself to twenty million subjects as his true and undoubted successor.1


Yet Catherine was not a Russian Empress by inheritance but a Germanic usurper, converted from Lutheran Protestantism to Orthodoxy as a convenience of marriage and thrust on the throne in a palace revolution. She was born in April 1729 at Stettin on the Baltic coast, the eldest daughter of Prince Christian of Anhalt-Zerbst. At sixteen she was married to her first cousin, Peter the Great’s grandson and namesake, who succeeded his aunt (Elizabeth) as Peter III in the first days of 1762. Both as husband and sovereign Peter was ineffectual. According to Catherine’s memoirs, the marriage was never consummated. A son, Paul, was indeed born in September 1754 but his paternity has always been in doubt and Catherine herself indicated that the father was Prince Serge Saltykov, a not unattractive member of an old Russian family. Peter III reigned for only twenty-seven weeks, alienating the nobility and Church dignitaries by his contempt for the customs and interests of the Empire he had inherited. By contrast, Catherine’s attachment to Russian traditions won her a following in the capital. During the last week of June 1762 the Guards Regiments shifted their allegiance from Peter III to his consort, forced the Tsar to abdicate and proclaimed Catherine his successor. Peter was banished to Ropsha, some twenty-five miles from St Petersburg. A few days later there was a drunken brawl around the dinner table at Ropsha and, in the confusion, the ex-Tsar was strangled. His custodians went unpunished and his widow announced he had died from a sudden attack of colic. Within three months she was solemnly crowned by the Metropolitan Archbishop of Novgorod in the Uspensky Cathedral, Moscow. ‘The Lord has placed the crown upon thine head,’ the Metropolitan declared, with the comforting assurance of inner revelation. Foreign envoys, watching Catherine prostrate herself before Russia’s holy relics, knowingly discounted her chances of survival in such a barbaric land.2
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Twenty years later, in August 1782, their successors saw her salute the most illustrious of past Tsars as an equal. She had shown an ability to play off one ambitious favourite against another and to bend rather than break those who would have schemed against her. The most frightful peasant revolt for many centuries, the rising of Emelian Pugachev in 1773–4, had sent a shudder of revulsion through her Court but had failed to shake her authority. Russia’s frontiers were extended to west and to south, and more lands were soon to follow. Now Catherine was credited with political genius by all the statesmen of Europe and acclaimed ‘Catherine the Great’ by Voltaire. Yet it was not merely the statecraft of the Empress which excited admiration. She drew up a scheme of reform so radical in its liberalism that the government of Louis XV sought to prohibit its circulation in France for fear that it would create a demand for recognition of the rule of law within the monarchy. Capital punishment was restricted throughout the Empire, formal torture forbidden. The Empress had written of the virtues of toleration, of the responsibilities of the nobles towards the peasants who were their serfs, of the need to rest government policy on the ‘dictates of Nature and Reason’. No one could deny the imaginative magnitude of her enterprise. Peter I had turned Muscovite Tsardom away from Asia so as to face the West; Catherine II watched over the growth of that empire, while, at the same time, safeguarding Peter’s conception of monarchy by vaccinating it with French ideas against the more dangerous political ills of Europe. Much in her policy was ultimately self-defeating, but in that summer of 1782 success still crowned her endeavours. The young Grand Duke Alexander thus stood by his grandmother’s side at the very zenith of her reign. No other sovereign outside Asia enjoyed such absolute power; and already Catherine was preparing Alexander for the heritage she would bequeath. By contrast Paul, her own son, had always counted for little in her eyes. He had an estate at Pavlovsk, only a short distance from her palace at Tsarskoe Selo, but it could well have been several hundred miles away for all the contact between them.


Grand Duke Paul was not present when the Bronze Horseman was unveiled. With his mother’s encouragement, he had set out in the previous autumn on a tour of the European Courts. He had visited Vienna, Florence, Naples and Paris, and by the beginning of August 1782 he was journeying at a leisurely pace through Picardy and into the French-speaking provinces of the Austrian Netherlands. With Paul travelled his second wife, a Württemberg Princess whom he had met in Berlin and married in the autumn of 1776. She took the names Marie Feodorovna on being received into the Orthodox Church. The Grand Duchess was tall and well-built, distinguished in appearance rather than pretty and noted, during those early years in Russia, for her patience and modest bearing. ‘Sweetness of disposition is her chief characteristic’ wrote Frederic Masson, one of the many French tutors employed at St Petersburg by aristocratic families in these years.3 There is no doubt that Grand Duchess Marie loved her husband dearly; she always described him in affectionate terms in her letters. It cannot have been easy for her to comfort and honour a man of such temperament, soured by years of neglect, distrusting every move which his mother made, and convinced he was haunted by Peter the Great, the apparition accompanying him through the streets of the capital and murmuring sadly, ‘Paul, poor Paul.’


Nor were Marie’s relations with her formidable mother-in-law always happy. Marie was only eighteen when, on 24 December 1777, she gave birth to her first child and named him after St Alexander Nevsky, the warrior prince of the thirteenth century. Catherine, delighted at the event but inclined to criticize the choice of name for its hint of grandeur, declared that Marie was too young to look after the boy.4 From earliest days she determined the details of Alexander’s life. He was not to be coddled: his mattress should be filled with hay; his room should always have a window open, even in the Russian winter; he was to sleep in the wing of the Winter Palace beside the Admiralty so that he should grow accustomed to cannon fire from the ceremonial salutes. No one can be sure of the psychological effects of these experiences in infancy. It is not surprising that he began to suffer from deafness of the left ear.


The Empress was no less possessive towards Marie’s second son, born in May 1779. She insisted not only on how he was to be reared but on the name he should carry. He was baptized Constantine; for Catherine, whose armies were sweeping the Turks into the Black Sea, had convinced herself that this second grandson would one day reign on the Bosphorus as Emperor of a new Byzantium. No thought was given to the mother’s wishes. Any ordinary girl would have been swiftly crushed by the mere shadow of Catherine’s presence in her children’s nursery; but Marie Feodorovna was far from ordinary. Her character gained in strength from the battles she lost at Court; so, in other times, had Catherine’s.


As yet, however, it was solely the will of the Empress that counted. Hers was a strange personality, as full of paradox as the Russian Empire itself. There was Catherine the proud, surfeited with flattery and seeking more, a person ‘to be approached with all the reverence due to a divinity’, as an English diplomat commented soon after arriving in Russia.5 But there was also Catherine the modestly diffident, gently suggesting to Frederick II of Prussia that her vaunted intellectual powers were exaggerated, that she was no more than ‘a crow in peacock feathers’.6 Then there was Catherine the passionate lover, soul aflame for the sensuous and dramatic, half afraid of her paramours but playing out such a fantasy of conjugality with the greatest of them, Prince Potemkin, that many believed they were secretly married. And again there was Catherine the lost literary idol, fingers made restless – so she said – by the sight of a newly cut quill, the woman who dashed off nine plays in four years and then launched a periodical to satirize society in her own capital. Nor were these Catherine’s only roles. Others emerge from the memoirs of the time: a business woman bound to a routine of daily administration; a devout high priestess, on pilgrimage to the Troitska monastery or the relics of St Dmitri in Rostov; a rationalist exchanging ideas with Voltaire and Diderot; an imperialist partitioning Poland and looking out greedily from the hills above Sebastopol towards the Turkish shores of the Black Sea. Sadly, in the end, there was another Catherine: the disillusioned tyrant who sent Alexander Radischev in chains to Siberia for publishing an honestly bitter indictment of serfdom which once she would have praised for its compassion. Each of these several Catherines was respected or feared by her contemporaries; and each, indeed, has become part of her legend. One side of her character was less readily revealed because it ran counter to so much that was known of her; and yet, in the last nineteen years of her reign, she emerged as an adoring grandmother. She bestowed on all eight of her grandchildren the affection she had denied their father in his childhood. But none possessed her heart as much as Alexander.7



Alexander’s Childhood



Catherine confided her hopes for her two eldest Grand Dukes in an unlikely adviser, Melchior Grimm, a German-born critic of the French literary scene. Grimm, who was long a friend of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, had visited St Petersburg in 1773 and the Empress found his conversation so stimulating that, for the rest of her life, she continued to send him letters, mingling political comment with social gossip and flippant humour. In return, he acted as her agent for obtaining books in Paris and other centres of western culture. Inevitably Catherine’s correspondence contained  anecdotes of her grandchildren, especially Alexander; and Grimm was shrewd enough to ask the type of questions to which a doting grandmother was pleased to reply.


If Catherine’s account may be believed, Grand Duke Alexander was remarkably precocious. At the age of two years and three months he was sending her notes from his bedroom, and she wrote proudly to Grimm, ‘Now, at this very moment, he knows more than a child of four or five.’8 And when he was indeed four years old she reported that he could find on his globe any town which she mentioned to him. On the eve of his fifth birthday she recorded a touching scene when he said that he wished to meet someone of whom he had heard, one ‘Alexander the Great’, and he was most unhappy when informed that an introduction could not be arranged.9 Grimm was told of Alexander’s good looks, of his interest in tilling the soil, and of the cleanliness and simple good sense of his nurse (who was an Englishwoman, Pauline Hessler, married to a footman in the household of the Empress). With the slightly coy playfulness which she affected in her domestic correspondence, Catherine wrote, ‘I feel certain that should Monsieur Alexander have a son of his own brought up by this same Englishwoman, the throne would rest secure for over a century to come.’10 At times Catherine’s matriarchal enthusiasm carried her into trivialities which Baron Grimm must surely have found a trifle perplexing. Thus, in the early summer of 1781, Catherine sent him a letter from Tsarskoe Selo commenting on two German poems she had particularly enjoyed and giving him instructions for purchasing books for her in Paris; but between these items she included details of a special one-piece costume which she had herself designed for her grandson so that it could easily be put on and taken off. Alexander, she explained, had worn this type of dress ever since he was six months old: ‘The King of Sweden and the Prince of Prussia have asked for and obtained the pattern’, she added; and she was so pleased with ‘my stroke of genius’ that she sketched the child’s dress in order that Grimm might admire it from afar.11 There is no doubt that Alexander’s grandmother was, on every count, a remarkable woman.


She had theories of her own on education, some of which she certainly owed to Emile although, typically, she tempered Rousseau’s zeal with natural common sense. Her grandsons, she insisted, were to be observed at play as well as during times of formal tuition and their teaching was to follow, so far as possible, the interests revealed by their active imagination. They should learn to maintain their self-respect in the presence of their elders without an excess of abject docility. On the other hand, towards those of less fortunate birth, the boys must be taught to show compassion and sympathy rather than the arrogance of pride.12 Her precepts were admirable; and so long as Catherine herself could spare time to attend to her grandchildren, they benefited from her tolerant counsels. But when Grand Duke Paul returned to Russia from his visit to the Western capitals, the Empress gave him the estate of Gatchina, a grim square-towered fortress twenty-eight miles from St Petersburg; and the mood of Paul’s circle of intimates at Gatchina was totally at variance with the enlightened education which Catherine had decreed for his sons. The disturbing contrast between life at the Winter Palace or at Tsarskoe Selo and life at Gatchina broke the even tone of Alexander’s mental training far more than his grandmother suspected. He learnt, as an early lesson, the art of dissimulation: it had not figured on Catherine’s programme of instruction.


There was another grave weakness in her method. Who in Russia was sufficiently skilled to tutor Alexander in the way the Empress wished? The boy must be taught, she wrote to Grimm, by someone of ‘the highest integrity, with liberal views and with known excellence in history, geography, mathematics and philosophy’.13 She was forced to admit that there was no such educational paragon within the borders of her own Empire. Grimm came to her rescue. There was, he said, in Switzerland a brilliant scholar of unquestioned ability as a teacher: he was convinced that it would be right for the Empress to entrust Alexander’s education to the discretion of Frederick Caesar La Harpe. In the spring of 1783, when he was twenty-nine years old, La Harpe came to Russia, originally as a tutor to the brother of one of Catherine’s favourites. Although aware that La Harpe was living in St Petersburg, the Empress at first kept him ‘in reserve’, as she wrote to Grimm.14 Either she was reluctant to introduce a man of advanced views into the entourage of the Grand Duke or – more probably – she sensed that Alexander, despite the praise she had lavished on him, was not yet sufficiently mature for regular tuition. Ever since their parents had first gone abroad, Alexander and Constantine had been placed under the supervision of one of her ladies-in-waiting, Countess Sophia Benckendorff, who was in effect their governess. Catherine was reluctant to end an arrangement which still permitted her to see much of the boys’ progress. The Empress, as she grew older, became increasingly irresolute and this characteristic extended from matters of state to her own family circle.


But on 19 September 1783 Sophia Benckendorff collapsed and died while in attendance on the Empress at Tsarskoe Selo; and Catherine, however much she might wish to temporize, could do so no longer. She would not accept Grimm’s advice outright and send for La Harpe. The Grand Dukes, she decided, should have not a mere tutor, but a Governor; and for this post she chose General Nicholas Ivanovitch Saltykov, younger brother of the man who she maintained was Paul’s real father. She sent the General an able directive on the principles of education, and selected a team of tutors who were to work together under Saltykov’s direction.15


La Harpe was one of the tutors, but it was not until the autumn of 1784 that Catherine referred to him in a letter as ‘being at Alexander’s side’. He was to share responsibilities with Frederic Masson (the French writer of memoirs of the Court) and with three Russians, Muraviev, Protassov and Samborsky. Apart from Muraviev, to whom everyone willingly left instruction in Russian grammar, there was no clear distinction of teaching functions. Protassov, an officer in one of the fashionable regiments, kept a diary of his years in attendance on the Grand Duke: he complained that Alexander was inadequately trained in specifically Russian traditions and was made to look towards Europe too much. Samborsky, by contrast, was an unconventional priest, sent by the Empress to England as a young man in order to study English farming methods. He married an English girl and acted as chaplain to the Russian diplomatic envoys in London before returning to St Petersburg. To the horror of the Church hierarchy, the Empress permitted him to wear ordinary clothes and remain beardless. He taught Alexander the basic Church catechism and the English language, in which he rapidly became proficient. Like the eldest sons of George III, the two Grand Dukes were expected to cultivate a strip of land and it was Samborsky who showed them how to use a harrow and a plough in the fields around Tsarskoe Selo. Inevitably Samborsky and La Harpe formed a progressive faction among the Grand Dukes’ tutors and were opposed by Masson (who was particularly envious of La Harpe’s European reputation) and by Protassov. Alexander tended to attach himself to the progressives. On the other hand, Constantine, who did not take easily to any form of tuition, was invariably rude to La Harpe, was never able to master the English language – he had been assigned a Greek and not an English nurse in infancy – and was criticized by Protassov for his temper rather than his methods of study.16


All the tutors seem to have despised poor General Saltykov; and this was unjust. The General had an unenviable task, which he discharged well. Clearly he was a man of limited sympathies and no scholar; but neither was he a militaristic bigot. His family had moved forward with the fashion and he personally always kept up with them. When Society looked for enlightenment to France, the Saltykovs duly imported a French tutor into their home circle: his name was Marat, and a few years later his brother achieved some notoriety in revolutionary Paris; but no whisper of libertarian sentiment overtaxed Saltykov minds. The General had at least absorbed the idea that Frenchmen are natural pedagogues; and, though he did not understand all that the Empress had to say about education, his wife explained what she thought he needed to know, leaving him to see that the Grand Dukes remained smartly turned out and in good health. He possessed an instinctive tact for retaining favour: glowing reports went regularly from him both to the Winter Palace and to Paul at Gatchina; and he succeeded in making himself acceptable to the Empress and equally to Paul and Marie Feodorovna. Whatever others might think of his abilities, Alexander himself always continued to treat the General with respect. It is significant that during the crisis years from 1812 to 1815 it was to Saltykov that Alexander looked when he needed a Chairman for his Committee of Ministers; for he knew, from what he had seen as a child, that Saltykov of all men would stand above quarrels and disputes, discreetly magisterial and impressively remote.17


Yet, in later years, people barely remembered Saltykov as one of the formative influences on Alexander’s mind. It was La Harpe whom they commended, or condemned, for the Tsar’s generous principles; and, in his moments of enlightened liberalism, Alexander himself was ever ready to acknowledge the debt. From La Harpe he learnt of ancient Greece and Rome, the culture of the Renaissance, the contractual theories of Locke (and how the Americans were interpreting them) and what it was that his grandmother had found fit to admire in Voltaire. When, in June 1792, an envoy from Paris was surprised to find Alexander discussing the Rights of Man and the French constitution, the voice may have been the Grand Duke’s but the thoughts were La Harpe’s.18 Yet such a breadth of understanding did not come easily to Alexander. He was remarkably slow in picking up the French language. It was not until April 1785, when he had experienced a year’s teaching from both Masson and La Harpe, that Alexander risked a note in French to his ‘chère Grand Maman’ and it was hardly a message of elaborate construction: ‘Comme Maman vous écrit,’ he wrote, ‘je veux vous écrire aussi et dire que je vous aime de tous mon coeur.’19 Eighteen months later he managed some seventy words in French to the Empress, letting her know how much he had enjoyed a performance of Beaumarchais’s Barbier de Seville – in Russian. Catherine, at any rate, was impressed and, at the end of 1787, she told Grimm that La Harpe had the highest hopes of her grandson’s intelligence. Characteristically the Empress added the comment that since La Harpe was a Swiss republican, there was no reason why he should make flattering remarks about Alexander’s progress; and she therefore assumed his judgement was sound.20


Like any other pupil, Alexander’s mental development was determined as much by what he saw and heard outside the classroom as within. His grandmother’s Court was still as brilliant as any in Europe and the Empress had ensured that Alexander made an early appearance as a princely figure. By the age of thirteen he was accepted as a young dandy, for Catherine insisted on her elder grandson having brocade coats from France, buckled shoes from England, Italian coloured waistcoats, lace ruffles from the Netherlands. Alexander was handsome and the Empress’s enthusiastic comments on his appearance at state occasions in her letters show how justified she thought her indulgence to have been. But neither Protassov nor La Harpe felt such extravagance good for the Grand Duke’s character; and they may well have been right in their private strictures.


Life at Gatchina with his father and mother was markedly different. Grand Duke Paul ran his estate as a miniature kingdom of its own, owing more in style to Prussia than to France. He was not an eccentric hedonist. Although every minute of their lives was regulated by his orders, the peasants around Gatchina were well cared for, with churches, hospitals and schools of their own. But Paul delighted in military masquerade. He built up a private army, dressed in Prussian uniforms and drilled by the codes introduced in Peter III’s brief reign. The whole region around Gatchina rang with the harsh commands of army discipline. Reveille was at four in the morning, there were ceremonial drill parades or field exercises throughout the day, formal entertainments in the evening, a curfew by ten at night. Routine was varied by a church parade on holy days and by an occasional mock naval battle on the lake whenever the Grand Duke remembered that he was an honorary Admiral of the Russian fleet. Guests from St Petersburg seem, for the most part, to have found Gatchina boring though to some it appeared ominously sinister. Alexander and his brother enjoyed their visits. They had far less freedom than at their grandmother’s Court, they had to wear the tight-fitting green uniform of the Gatchina regiment, but they were treated with exaggerated respect by the officers of their father’s household.21 There was no rift between Alexander and his father in these days; and the young Grand Duke gave the impression of being as much at home in the soldierly encampment of Gatchina as in the ballroom elegance of the capital.


Sometimes the suspicions of Paul towards the Empress led to open conflict between Gatchina and the Winter Palace. At the end of 1786 Catherine accepted an invitation from Potemkin to visit southern Russia and the Crimea so as to see for herself the lands in which he had fought his Turkish campaigns. Since these rich territories were now part of the Russian Empire he hoped to inherit, Paul asked to accompany his mother. Catherine refused; but she proposed to take with her Alexander and Constantine. Paul was very angry, and Marie Feodorovna joined him in protesting; for a region so recently freed from the Tatars and the Turks did not seem to them a fit place in which boys of nine and seven should pass the winter months. Eventually Providence intervened: on the eve of Catherine’s departure, Constantine went down with measles and it was anticipated (wrongly) that Alexander would catch it from him. Their physicians insisted they remain in St Petersburg. Foreign visitors found the Empress sulking over the way in which her will had been thwarted.22 When, that autumn, war was renewed against the Turks Paul begged to be allowed to lead his troops into action; but Catherine would have none of it. While Potemkin and Suvorov were winning fresh laurels from their campaigns in the south, Paul and his regiment remained at Gatchina, with manoeuvres every Wednesday and some interesting experiments with artillery to pass the time. Although it is true that the Gatchina troops were helping to protect the capital against a threatened invasion from Sweden, this was not sufficiently heroic for Paul. He bitterly resented his mother’s veto, swore vengeance on her favourites and barely hid his envy of the military commanders on the Turkish Front.23


But in these years of triumph against the Turks there was little that Paul could do, except send congratulations to his mother. The end of the 1780s saw the influence of Gregory Potemkin, Viceroy of New Russia and Prince of Taurida, at its zenith. He was Catherine’s most faithful lover – for fifteen years tactfully seeing that she had a substitute ‘admirer’ whenever he was absent from the Court – but he was also Russia’s most effective colonial entrepreneur, adding thousands of miles to the Russian Empire; and it was on this count that Catherine wished Alexander to honour him. Alexander dutifully did what was expected of him, and the Empress could hardly restrain her pleasure at the compliments which Potemkin paid the Grand Duke: he had, so Potemkin told his grandmother and she informed Grimm, ‘the appearance of Apollo combined with great modesty and much character’ and he added that ‘if you could choose from a thousand candidates for his position, it would be difficult to pick an equal and impossible to find someone better.’24 On 28 April 1791, Potemkin gave the last and greatest festival to Catherine at the Tauride Palace. Three thousand guests attended the celebrations which included, not merely dancing and a massive  banquet, but a performance of two plays and two ballets and a choral cantata in honour of the Empress. More than two hundred crystal candelabra lit the three great halls of the palace; and to her delight the Empress noted Alexander leading the first quadrille. But extravagance on this scale encouraged extraordinary notions of luxurious living in the mind of a lad of thirteen. Protassov commented tartly in his diary on Alexander’s constant quest for pleasure and he was especially irritated to find the Grand Duke amusing himself with mimicry, one of the social accomplishments which the Empress had always found most endearing in Potemkin.25 Perhaps it was as well for Alexander’s adolescence that the celebrations proved to be Potemkin’s final gala. Soon afterwards he set out for the southern provinces and caught malaria. To Catherine’s grief he died on 5 October.



Betrothal and Marriage



Catherine was frightened as well as saddened by Potemkin’s sudden death. She was sixty-two, ten years older than her favourite, and although gossip still credited her with sexual adventures, there was no doubt that she was, in many ways, prematurely aged. At times her legs were so swollen that she was confined to a wheel chair; and her letters no longer reflected the intellectual curiosity of earlier years. Naturally she recoiled from news of revolution in Paris: it seemed as if her whole creed of enlightenment was betrayed. But she rejected other forms of speculation as well as dangerous thoughts from France. She could not, for example, read Gibbon and it does not seem as if she appreciated the power of Burke’s reasoning. Sadly her legend condemned her to a lustre she could no longer burnish.


Conscious of her failing powers, Catherine increasingly turned her thoughts towards her family and the dynasty. Already she had convinced herself that Alexander, with his good looks and charming manners, was warming the hearts of all the young ladies in St Petersburg society; and she may well have been right, even though he only celebrated his fourteenth birthday at the end of the year. But, in that bleak winter which followed Potemkin’s death, she resolved to push Alexander precipitately into manhood. A bride must be found for her favourite grandson. She would establish him with a Court of his own, near to her at Tsarskoe Selo: it would be gratifying to live long enough for great-grandchildren to visit her at the palace.


There was, moreover, another problem nagging at her mind. What she knew of Paul and his armed camp at Gatchina disquieted her. ‘I can see into what hands the Empire will fall after my death’, she once grimly remarked, after a meeting with her son, ‘We shall be converted into a province dependent on the will of Prussia.’26 It was as if her husband’s ghost had come to mock her. But was it necessary for Paul to succeed her? Ever since Peter the Great’s day, it had been accepted that the sovereign possessed the right to determine to whom the crown should pass: a formal decree of February 1722 had abolished primogeniture as a principle of succession. Were Alexander to marry and consolidate his hold on the affections of the people, there was every reason for Catherine to publish an edict which would debar Paul from the throne and proclaim her eldest grandson as heir to the Empire. The thought had already occurred to many at Court, and indeed to Paul himself. Rumour said a proclamation would be made on the day Alexander was married: but the Empress was slow to give any sign of her intentions.


In August 1792 Catherine, commenting in a letter to Grimm on the way in which so many European thrones were threatened by the revolutionary virus, allowed herself to paint a brief and idyllic picture of Alexander married, crowned and assured of his future whatever might happen in other lands. A few weeks later she sent the Countess Shuvalova, one of her ladies-in-waiting, to southern Germany with instructions to escort two daughters of the Crown Prince of Baden to St Petersburg: Louise celebrated her fourteenth birthday that autumn and her sister, Frederika, was only eleven. They arrived in St Petersburg on the evening of 31 October. Catherine was delighted with Louise, and told Grimm that she hoped Alexander would not let the opportunity slip, although she acknowledged that ‘people are unaccustomed to marriage so young here’. Alexander, she added, ‘does not think of it. He is an innocent at heart and it is a devilish trick I am playing on him, for I am leading him into temptation.’ She seems to have relished the prospect.27


Alexander, quite clearly, did not. Poor Louise, overawed by the Empress and all the splendours of St Petersburg, later admitted in her journal that the first meeting with her proposed husband had not gone well: ‘He gave me an unfriendly look’, she wrote.28 Everyone else welcomed the two girls, especially Louise. She reminded many people at Court of her aunt, who had been married to Paul in 1773 only to die in childbirth three years later. But this tragic echo from the past was not seen as any impediment to the new marriage, not even by Paul (who had much loved his first wife). The only doubt was whether Alexander at fourteen was ready for married life. Protassov confessed sadly in his diary that he was not, but he consoled himself with the thought that in temperament Louise would prove an ideal partner for his pupil. He admired her beauty and her voice, commenting favourably on her grace of movement and ‘quite remarkable modesty’.29


Catherine was too ruthless a matchmaker to share Protassov’s uneasiness. She could see, readily enough, that Louise was soon completely infatuated with Alexander, and she brushed aside her grandson’s manifest lack of ardour as natural reticence. There was no cause for worry. Five weeks after Louise and her sister arrived in Russia, Catherine sent the inevitable progress report to Melchior Grimm:




Monsieur Alexander will behave very sensibly and with prudence: that is to say, at this moment he is just beginning to show some tender affection towards the elder princess from Baden, and I do not doubt that it will be fully reciprocated. Never was there a pair more suited to each other – as lovely as the day, full of grace and spirit. Everyone takes a delight in smiling on their budding love.





If some of the ladies of St Petersburg confided in their journals and letters that, on closer acquaintance, they found Princess Louise a little shy and retiring, who can wonder why?30


To be transported from sober and respectable Karlsruhe to the palaces of Petersburg was in itself a bewildering experience for a girl of fourteen. Nearly half a century ago Catherine herself had made a similar transition, and she sympathized with Louise in her moments of home-sickness. This seemed the regular fate of German Princesses: it was not many years since Alexander’s mother had been fetched over from Stuttgart. To Catherine there was, of course, no comparison between her own wretchedly contrived betrothal and the opportunities awaiting Louise; nor did she see the difficulties posed for the Princess by the rival Court at Gatchina. The Empress invariably minimized the importance of Paul’s wishes, and her exchanges with Marie Feodorovna had always ended with such a courteously phrased letter from her daughter-in-law that Catherine assumed she, too, might be ignored. Neither Paul nor Marie Feodorovna was consulted over Catherine’s marriage project for their son though both travelled up to St Petersburg from Gatchina two days after the arrival of the Badenese Princesses. Marie Feodorovna was, indeed, as enthusiastic about Louise as the Empress herself: ‘The eldest seemed charming to me’, she wrote, ‘I found her not merely pretty but possessing such an attractive figure that even the most indifferent person would love her’31; and she added that she was particularly pleased by her affability and candour. Paul, too, welcomed Louise and was at first amused by the high spirits of the two girls. But what was acceptable in the capital seemed out of place at Gatchina; and, although Louise endeavoured to please Alexander’s parents, it was difficult for a child of her years not to find the atmosphere of a military camp oppressive, and even harder for her not to show her real feelings. The fact that Alexander himself appeared untroubled by the contrast puzzled her; but she was too much in love with him – and too accustomed to an affectionate family circle – for this to worry her deeply.


By the following spring all was settled. At Easter Protassov noted in his journal a conversation with Alexander in which the Grand Duke said that he had a ‘special feeling’ for the Princess, that he felt conscious of it as soon as she came into a room or happened to be standing near him. On Easter Day itself, seven months after their first meeting, the two young people at last dared to embrace each other – twice. Louise dashed off a letter home which was dewy with rapturous innocence: ‘These are the first two times I have kissed him’, she told her mother, ‘You cannot imagine how funny I found it embracing a man who was neither my father nor my uncle. And what seems odder still is that it feels different from when Papa kisses me: he was always scratching me with his beard.’32 More solemn occasions soon occupied her attention. In the second week of May 1793 Louise was received into the Orthodox Church and took the names Elizabeth Alexievna; and on the next day she was formally betrothed to Alexander, and created Grand Duchess. Once more the Empress rushed into rhapsody over the event: ‘Everyone said they were two angels pledging themselves to each other. You could not see anything lovelier than this fiancé of 15 and that fiancée of 14.’ And she added, with a typical lapse into litotes, ‘Besides that, they do not love each other at all badly either.’ (‘Outre cela ils ne s’aiment pas mal.’)33


There followed several days of festivity. Grand Duchess Elizabeth was happy, confiding amused comments to her young sister. Alexander found that he did not spend so much time at his studies, a development which saddened him little; and no one had seen the Empress so pleased with herself since Potemkin’s death. The high point of these celebrations was a production of Sheridan’s The School for Scandal which one of Alexander’s tutors, presumably Samborsky, had translated the previous summer. Catherine enjoyed the performance at her private theatre in the Hermitage, but she was startled to find her grandson popularly given credit for the adaptation and she demanded an explanation. Alexander, ‘blushing deeply’, was forced to admit that though the translation was undoubtedly his tutor’s, certain sallies written into it had been modified at his own suggestion. The Empress poured out the whole story to Melchior Grimm; but she does not appear to have been certain whether to chide the tutor for encouraging Alexander in such frivolities or to be amused by the reputation which the Grand Duke had acquired in St Petersburg as a student of English.34


Unfortunately there were other forms of self-pretence in his life that summer. Protassov found him appallingly ignorant of what was happening elsewhere in the Empire; and La Harpe complained he had been entrusted with a system of education which required several more years of concentrated work. Saddest of all, poor Elizabeth began to see flaws in Alexander’s character: a caustic edge to his agreeability; an impatient, almost bored, dismissal of the high romantic note she sought for their relationship; a negative insensibility to the foolish things which delight an adolescent girl. She did not, for one moment, doubt she had found the love of her life, as she assured her mother by almost every postbag; but she confessed to being worried by ‘a nothingness in his attitude’ and, as the summer months went by, she became lonely and miserable.35 In the first days of August her sister was packed off to Baden, apparently because she had caught the eye of the last favourite of the Empress, Platon Zubov, a twenty-six-year-old exquisite improbably commissioned in the Preobrazhensky Guards; but Elizabeth’s sorrow at the injustice to her sister soon gave way to indignation at tales of her own conduct. It was said that, while staying in Pavlovsk, she had pressed her charms prematurely on Alexander, climbing into his room through the window. Gossip travelled even as far as Baden and the much maligned Elizabeth was forced to write a hot denial to her mother. Jealous tongues, as the young Grand Duchess soon perceived, made mischief with ugly ease. But what did they find to envy? The simplicity of her grace and charm at a Court which was raising splendour to vulgarity? Or was it, perhaps, her unresponsive suitor with his slender figure and fresh-blown complexion? Most likely it was more selfish interests, the thought that he and she might reign after Catherine’s death and a whole generation be thus robbed of its span of sovereignty. There is little doubt that those who gambled on Paul’s speedy accession, clustering around him at Pavlovsk and Gatchina, had no particular desire to see Alexander’s marriage prosper too happily too soon.36


The Empress knew something of these intrigues but paid them little attention. When at midsummer it was rumoured Alexander would be sent on a grand tour of Europe and the marriage delayed, Catherine testily denied the story: ‘The wedding will be here and it will take place before Christmas’, she wrote on 5 August. It was, she insisted, ‘a love match’and she continued to praise Elizabeth’s beauty – the clarity of her blue eyes, the classic line of her profile, the quiet melody of her voice. The Empress had, in fact, decided that Elizabeth’s appearance closely resembled her own in those distant days when she had herself arrived from Germany. Portraits of half a century ago were hunted out to prove the point. The likeness was not immediately apparent and some at Court were embarrassed. A dreadful doubt began to steal into their minds: the Empress had such a waspish sense of humour.37


As summer passed into autumn, Catherine speeded the arrangements for the wedding. She had declared her intention of having ‘a simple yet lofty’ palace built for her grandson and his bride in the park at Tsarskoe Selo; it would be close to her own favourite residence and no more than fifteen miles from St Petersburg itself. But the building could not be finished for more than a year. There was no need to wait for it: Alexander and Elizabeth could set up a miniature Court of their own in St Petersburg that winter. And there was no need either to wait for the Grand Duke to complete his studies: he would have a household of fifteen dignitaries, but he would still receive tuition and Protassov would keep a record of his academic progress. By the end of September everything was ready, but for Elizabeth there was another disappointment. A sudden illness prevented her father from setting out from Germany and her mother chose to remain with him, perhaps from wifely concern but just possibly because she had once been a contender for the hand of Grand Duke Paul, and Russia did not have for her the pleasantest of associations.


The marriage was celebrated on 9 October 1793, in the Court Church. The bridegroom was eleven weeks short of his sixteenth birthday and the bride ten months younger. Three ladies-in-waiting and their maids were expected to inform both Catherine and Marie Feodorovna of the relations between the newly married couple. Not that Catherine had any doubts: ‘The dearest children were so happy’, she wrote effusively to Elizabeth’s mother in Baden. And to one of her oldest friends, the Prince de Ligne, she was just as enthusiastic: ‘It is a marriage of Cupid and Psyche’, she declared contentedly.38 While Juno was thus preening herself at the Hermitage, her grandson and his bride were moving in as neighbours along the Quay. With fifteen hundred rooms from which to choose in the Winter Palace, it was not difficult to find a suite for them. They spent the first winter of married life in rococo splendour, far removed from the real Russia which neither of them as yet knew. From their windows they could look out across the frozen Neva to the tall slender spire of St Peter and St Paul, a church within a fortress, soul and symbol of the city.


Alexander and Elizabeth were, indeed, far too young to assume the responsibilities of married life. They were intelligent children well-tutored but badly schooled, for neither had experienced any consistent formal education. Their temperaments were remarkably similar, as General Protassov had noted soon after Elizabeth’s arrival in Russia. Both possessed an endearing charm of manner and a spirit of obstinate independence which tended to be weakened by excessive trust in the loyalty and judgement of a favourite companion. In his tutor’s eyes, Alexander was a naturally kind young man with many virtues though inclined to indolence and prevarication.39 Protassov permitted himself to hope in his journal that Elizabeth might impart some of her own energy and liveliness to her husband; but this, of course, was asking too much from a girl of fifteen already intimidated by the unconventional conventions of an alien Court. It was easier for her to share Alexander’s delight in trivialities, and far more natural. To dance the polonaise and the mazurka and to discover the excitement of the new waltzing made every ball during Elizabeth’s first winter as a Grand Duchess the occasion for a letter home to Karlsruhe. There were evenings when she would sing, Alexander play the violin, his elder sisters join in duets, and the great Empress nod approvingly; while on other nights a play, an opera or a ballet would be presented in the little theatre at the Hermitage, with two generations watching Catherine uncertainly before venturing to applaud. Not all the moments of amusement were so public or so inhibiting. Alexander, to the consternation of his tutors, would waste hours playing with his newest toy, a marionette theatre: and there is a refreshing innocence in some of Elizabeth’s frolics. In a letter written to her mother when she was three months short of her sixteenth birthday, the newest Grand Duchess describes the fun she found in sitting up late at night with two of her ladies-in-waiting as they scared each other silly with tales of ghosts and haunted rooms. In Catherine’s palaces such a pastime required strong nerves indeed.40


St Petersburg Society was puzzled by this second Grand-Ducal Court. Alexander’s domestic household contained more dignitaries than Paul’s had ever done: did this, then, mean that he was now heir-apparent? It was an important question. If Paul’s claims to the succession were to be ignored, good sense recommended cultivating the friendship of Alexander and his young wife. On the other hand, neither Paul nor Marie Feodorovna was likely to accept exclusion without a bitter struggle, and Catherine seemed in no hurry to make public her intentions. It would be rash to fall foul of Paul’s temper and, as yet, Alexander lacked the outward assurance of a prince at the foot of his throne. There was no general transference of loyalties away from Paul’s Court to the new Court; and many of Alexander’s own advisers believed any decree of succession which denied hereditary right would weaken the Crown for generations.


Yet rumours persisted in the capital that the Empress was about to proclaim Alexander her successor. It was thought that the most likely time for an announcement of this kind would be as soon as he became a father. Throughout the summer of 1794 the unfortunate Elizabeth was embarrassed by pointed enquiries about her health, and at one moment Marie Feodorovna asked Alexander outright if his wife was pregnant; but there was no immediate prospect of any child being born to the young couple. As if to mock poor Elizabeth’s expectations, Marie Feodorovna herself gave birth to a seventh baby in January 1795, a girl baptized Anna; and within eighteen months she had yet another child, the future Tsar Nicholas I. Even the Empress began to show more interest in the growing family at Pavlovsk and Gatchina than in Alexander and his wife.41


It is not surprising that, at times, Elizabeth’s letters home seem low spirited. To many in St Petersburg she now appeared a person of little significance. In her loneliness she became pathetically attached to the wife of the marshal of the Court, Countess Varvara Golovina, a woman twelve years her senior with whom she established an indiscreet relationship. Within less than twelve months of her marriage, Elizabeth was writing passionate notes to the Countess, apparently with Alexander’s complaisance. Child-husband and child-wife remained emotionally immature so long as Catherine lived, although each was genuinely fond of the other.42


La Harpe and Protassov both saw the danger for Russia and for Alexander personally of a deep conflict between the two Grand-Ducal Courts. They did what they could to prevent it. Yet, by the end of 1794, Catherine had become so suspicious of La Harpe’s ‘Jacobin’ teachings that she decided to put an end to his services in Russia and encourage him to return to Switzerland. He had, however, one last task of importance to perform. In May 1795, on the eve of his departure La Harpe drove out to Gatchina. He later described how he had ‘an interview of two hours’ with Paul ‘in his study, during which I unburdened my heart’, urging a reconciliation between the father and his sons. Paul was moved by the occasion. Unexpectedly he invited La Harpe to stay at Gatchina for a ball which was to be given in Constantine’s honour, even lending the much-abused tutor a pair of white gloves so that he might join in the polonaise without embarrassment (a gift which the Swiss republican preserved for the rest of his days).43 It is not clear how much La Harpe revealed of Catherine’s intentions over the succession, a subject on which she had spoken to him several times in the preceding eighteen months; but Paul took his advice to heart, and made a point of seeing more of Alexander and Constantine in the following year.


Even without La Harpe’s intervention, Alexander would almost certainly have sought to improve relations with his parents. Catherine still did not speak directly to him of her plans for the future, but she had already tried to enlist the support of Marie Feodorovna and some councillors of state for a decree of exclusion. Alexander disliked the project. He was terrified of his father and unwilling to become a talisman of contention. Moreover, at heart, filial respect and a sound measure of common sense made him loyal to his father’s claims. He diligently attended the manoeuvres at Gatchina throughout the summer of 1795 and on into 1796. Although there was much in Paul’s way of life which he found onerous, he preferred the members of the Gatchina officers corps to the sycophants around his grandmother in St Petersburg; and once he was at Gatchina or Pavlovsk, he submitted readily enough to his mother’s influence. Only Elizabeth fared badly from the family reconciliation, for she found it difficult to hide her dislike of Paul’s mania for parades and was too high spirited not to resent Marie Feodorovna’s domineering manner.


There was another question which drew Alexander and Paul closer together. Both were critical of Catherine’s Polish policy, which by 1794 had encroached so ruthlessly on traditional liberties that it produced the first modern patriotic revolt against Russia, with Warsaw emerging as the revolutionary capital of eastern Europe. Although Russian troops dealt drastically with the Polish rebels and Catherine seized the opportunity to advance her Empire’s frontier to the rivers Niemen and Bug, both Paul and Alexander felt that the final destruction of the old Polish Kingdom was morally wrong and politically injudicious; and they sympathized with the Polish patriot leader, Tadeusz Kosciuszko, who was captured and imprisoned by the Russians in October 1794. Yet Catherine was not unduly troubled by their disapproval. She was convinced that Alexander harboured no treasonable thoughts, and she had long since given up caring what Paul said to the troops of his shadow army within the walls of Gatchina.44



The Last Years of Catherine II



Strangely enough, it was Catherine who by accident ensured that Alexander’s interest in Poland became more than a mere passing sympathy for a romantic cause. For, eighteen months after her grandson’s marriage, she brought to St Petersburg two members of the Polish nobility, the Princes Adam and Constantine Czartoryski. It was inevitable that two charming and courteous newcomers, with topics of conversation fresh to him, should immediately attract the young Grand Duke’s attention. He was, at that very moment, beginning to find friends outside the narrow circle prescribed for him by his family and tutors. Naturally the Czartoryski brothers found themselves brought more and more into Alexander’s company. A close friendship rapidly developed between Prince Adam Czartoryski and Catherine’s eldest grandson, and the Polish aristocrat became in effect a successor to La Harpe as Alexander’s principal mentor and confidant.


This was certainly not the Empress’s intention. The Czartoryskis were one of the most enlightened Polish aristocratic families, inclined in the past to co-operate with the Russians.45 But in 1794 they had supported Kosciuszko, and were now therefore liable to lose their estates. Catherine II, however, gave an undertaking that if the two young Princes of the family, Adam and Constantine, would come to St Petersburg and enter the Russian service as a guarantee of the family’s good behaviour, the Czartoryski estates would not be forfeited. Adam Czartoryski, who had been abroad during the revolt and had not actively assisted Kosciuszko himself, arrived in St Petersburg in the spring of 1795. He was seven years older than Alexander. He had travelled widely in western Europe, spending several months in Paris and Vienna and a whole year in London. His understanding of foreign affairs was remarkable in a man of twenty-five. Already he could look back on Mirabeau ‘in his most brilliant days’ and he was a great admirer of Charles James Fox and the British parliamentary system. It is easy to see what Alexander found attractive. He had never been abroad nor even visited the new Russian territories in the west and the south; and here was a man who knew the salons of Paris and the clubs of London and who had felt for himself the menacing thrill of new ideas in a free society. Alexander envied Czartoryski his wide experience, and sought to harness the Pole’s abilities for his own ends.


More than half a century later Czartoryski looked back in his Memoirs at these early days of friendship with his future sovereign. It was in the spring of 1796 that Alexander invited Prince Adam to walk with him around the gardens of the Tauride Palace and, in three hours of conversation, explained to him his political hopes and principles. Czartoryski was surprised by the Grand Duke’s liberal sentiments, which he may have taken rather more seriously than was warranted. Alexander declared that he did not approve of the policies of the Government and of the Court, especially towards Poland:







He added that he detested despotism everywhere, no matter in what way it was exercised; that he loved liberty, to which all men had a right; that he had taken the strongest interest in the French Revolution and, while condemning its terrible excesses, he wished the French Republic success and rejoiced in its establishment … The Grand Duke told me he confided his thoughts to his wife and that she alone knew and approved his sentiments.46





Not unnaturally, Adam Czartoryski was deeply moved by Alexander’s show of confidence. Privately he rejoiced in the hopes it seemed to hold for Russia, for Europe and, above all, for Poland. Later that year, though still expected to show penitence for his countrymen’s political sins, he was appointed chief aide-de-camp to Alexander. It was a good beginning to a remarkable career.


Two other men besides Czartoryski influenced Alexander’s development in these last years of Catherine’s reign, Count Victor Kochubey and Colonel Alexei Arakcheev. They differed markedly in background and personality. Kochubey was a nephew of Prince Bezborodko, one of Catherine’s chief ministers, and had spent much of his youth abroad. Before entering the Russian diplomatic service he had already stayed for several years in Sweden and made what was fast becoming the recognized grand tour of the Russian aristocracy, to London, Vienna and revolutionary Paris. Like Czartoryski and his friends, Kochubey accepted many of the ideas of the Enlightenment, acquiring – so a colleague said – ‘a certain European varnish and grand manner which made him a favourite in society’.47 Arakcheev, by contrast, was a professional soldier who came from a small provincial landowner’s family and whose vision never looked beyond the limited horizon of a serf community. As a cadet Arakcheev worked so conscientiously at the school of artillery that he was seconded in 1792 to Paul’s Gatchina Corps (a unit which had little appeal to members of the more aristocratic families). At Gatchina he won rapid promotion, partly because of his efficiency but also because his strict sense of discipline appealed to his master. When in 1795 Alexander and Constantine began to attend their father’s parades and field exercises, Arakcheev was entrusted with the duty of introducing them to military service – or, rather, to Paul’s ideas of what an officer should do. Arakcheev’s close attention to parade punctilio and the details of field exercises saved Alexander from committing unmartial solecisms which would have aroused Paul’s anger.48


It was a curious basis upon which to build a lasting friendship. But, in this period of his life, Alexander needed Arakcheev more than the young liberal-minded aristocrats. They might widen his perspective, but Arakcheev had a more urgent task: he taught Alexander how to simulate soldierly attributes he did not possess. Ever since childhood Alexander had been deaf in the left ear. Now he was also becoming slightly short-sighted and, although his height gave him a natural dignity and presence, he moved awkwardly because once he had fallen from a horse and injured his hip. These disabilities, slight in any private individual, were a potential source of humiliation in his father’s militaristic society. It says much for Arakcheev’s patient tuition that Alexander was able to conceal from Paul, and from other officers in the Gatchina garrison, the full extent of his afflictions.



The Succession in Doubt



Psychologically, however, all this pretence was bad for Alexander. By the summer of 1796 his character was vitiated through and through by a strong element of make-believe. In a sense it had always been there, asserting itself in those childish games which had delighted Catherine and taking command in the difficult moments when he moved between the Courts of his grandmother and his father, letting his individuality lose itself in their shadows. But self-deception at nineteen has more range than in boyhood. Now he spoke the language of the Enlightenment with Czartoryski and his liberal friends, and failed to understand it; he played at officering in an army corps which was itself shadow-acting past campaigns; and he sought to fulfil a marriage in which love flickered but never flamed. The prospect ahead seemed even more daunting, and he shrank from it. In May 1796 he wrote to Kochubey, who was serving as a diplomat at Constantinople:




There is incredible confusion in our affairs. In such circumstances, is it possible for one man to rule the State, still less correct abuses within it? This is beyond the strength not only of someone endowed with ordinary abilities like myself, but even of a genius; and I have always held to the rule that it is better not to attempt something than to do it badly. My plan is to settle with my wife on the banks of the Rhine, where I shall live peacefully as a private person finding happiness in the company of friends and in the study of nature.49





It is hard to say what was in Alexander’s mind. Was he genuinely considering renouncing his rights, or merely indulging in romantic escapism? Probably he was allowing his pen to create yet another dreamworld in which he could project his passing enthusiasms, and his words should not be taken too seriously. But it was not the last time that he was to contemplate, if only momentarily, a flight from reality.


Within five months an unforeseen event posed questions he had wished not to answer. On 22 September 1796 the Empress Catherine, belatedly thwarted in a plan to marry her eldest grand-daughter Alexandra Pavlovna to the young King of Sweden, suffered a slight apoplectic stroke. Although a few days later she assured Melchior Grimm that she was once more ‘as busy as a bird’, she knew a decision over the succession could not be delayed much longer: and on 26 September a peremptory order was despatched to Gatchina requiring the immediate presence of Alexander in the capital.50


He came at once, and had a long discussion with the Empress. What exactly was said is not known, for no one else was present. Almost certainly Catherine at last formally told him of her wish that he should succeed her on the throne. She entrusted him with a number of state papers, including explanatory memoranda which she had herself drafted. It is probable that among the documents he received was an outline of the proclamation in which she would indicate both the future status of Paul and her decision in Alexander’s favour. None of these papers have survived, but Alexander’s reply to Catherine’s proposals gives a clear indication of their significance. Sent on 4 October, it is an interesting exercise in diplomatic dissimulation:




Never shall I be able to express gratitude for the confidence with which Your Majesty has graciously honoured me and the kindness with which you have written in your own hand a commentary to clarify the other papers. I hope Your Majesty will see by my zeal that I am worthy of this inestimable trust, the true value of which I perceive. [J’espère que Votre Majesté verra, par mon zèle, à mériter ses precieuses bontés, que j’en sens tout le prix.] I can never repay, even with my blood, all that you have done and still wish to do for me. These papers clearly confirm all the thoughts which Your Majesty has been so kind as to communicate to me, and which, if I may offer an opinion, could not be more just. Once more assuring Your Imperial Majesty of my deepest gratitude, I take the liberty to remain, with profound reverence and indissoluble attachment, Your Imperial Majesty’s most humble and most obedient servant and grandson,


Alexander.51





The Grand Duke thus neither accepted nor rejected whatever proposal had been made to him, and Catherine may well have been puzzled over his attitude. No proclamation was made, even though Alexander remained for most of the following month in the capital. It is possible that he still did not know precisely what he wanted. There was another wild moment when he told some friends he was thinking of casting away all his privileges and settling as a private citizen in America; and yet, on the day before sending this reply to the Empress, he permitted himself a slip of phraseology in a letter to Arakcheev, referring to his father with anticipatory respect as ‘His Imperial Majesty’.52 Alexander was developing masterly skill at concealing his innermost feelings. At times he hid them even from himself.
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Empire on Parade






The Grand Duke Comes to Town



Six weeks later St Petersburg was in turmoil. On the morning of 15 November 1796 the Empress suffered a second stroke; she collapsed while seated on her commode and at once lost consciousness. Neither her son nor her grandson were in the Winter Palace at the time: Paul was at Gatchina; and Alexander, though resident in the capital, was that morning visiting Constantine Czartoryski. General Saltykov sent a messenger to fetch Alexander to his grandmother’s sick-bed and he came at once. As soon as he reached the palace he realized Catherine was gravely ill. Significantly he made no attempt to claim succession for himself but immediately ordered a courtier to ride out to Gatchina and inform Paul he would await him in the capital. For this mission Alexander chose Theodore Rostopchin, a young landowner from Moscow who had fallen from grace with Catherine by an unauthorized marriage with a maid of honour but who remained attached to her son’s miniature Court. It is an interesting commentary on Alexander’s sense of filial duty that, at this moment, he should have turned for assistance to a trusted confidant of his father rather than to one of his own friends.


Rostopchin was not, however, the first messenger to leave St Petersburg that morning for Gatchina. The initiative was seized by the last of all Catherine’s favourites, Platon Zubov, who had ordered his brother Nicholas to head for Paul’s estate with news of the Empress’s illness while Alexander was still at Czartoryski’s house. Nicholas Zubov reached Gatchina in the early afternoon, but Paul was not there. He had ridden out to a distant corner of his estate to watch cavalry manoeuvres. In his absence the bodyguard at Gatchina treated Zubov with suspicion, for it was known that the Grand Duke was on the alert for a Court intrigue which would deprive him of the succession and no one trusted the Zubovs. A horseman was sent to inform Paul that the Count had arrived from St Petersburg with a message he would communicate only to the Grand Duke in person. This seemed to Paul such an ominous development that he discussed with his escorting officers the wisdom of placing Zubov under restraint and defying the mischief plotted against him in the capital. When Paul heard the reason for the Count’s journey, he showed no emotion. At once he ordered his carriage and with a small escort set out for St Petersburg.1 Although he hated the Zubov family, he found an early opportunity of rewarding the Count with a high decoration.


Paul’s carriage should have made the journey from Gatchina to the capital in a few hours, for it was less than thirty miles away. But this was no ordinary day. Allegiance was shifting visibly around him. First he was stopped by Rostopchin, with Alexander’s message. ‘Ah, Your Highness, what a moment this is for you!’ Rostopchin remarked as the Grand Duke warmly gripped his hand. ‘Wait, my dear fellow, only wait,’ Paul replied. ‘I have lived forty-two years and the Almighty has given me His help. Maybe He will now endow me with strength and willpower to measure up to my Destiny.’2 More than twenty other courtiers hailed Paul on his progress northwards. By the time the Grand Duke’s carriage reached the outskirts of St Petersburg his escort had multiplied so that it looked like a cavalcade of the men of yesterday and tomorrow, spurred and jackbooted for the occasion. The night was frosty but clear, with no snow to muffle the sound of the procession as the racing wheels of the carriages thundered across the cobbles into the great square of the Winter Palace. There, on the steps, Alexander and Constantine awaited their father’s coming. They were dressed in the cumbersome dark green uniforms of the Gatchina Corps, never before displayed on a public occasion in the capital. Silently they fell into step behind their father as he was ushered into the Palace. Paul was received, as Rostopchin noted, as though he were already Autocrat of All the Russias.


Yet he was not. So long as Catherine breathed there was still a possibility she might recover her power of speech, signify whom she wished to succeed her, perhaps even indicate where a draft proclamation could be found. For the next twenty hours there were extraordinary scenes at the Palace. Paul moved into a small study on the far side of the Empress’s bedroom so that, as the senior officers hurried to the Palace, they all had to pass the dying Empress on her bed in order to report to Paul in the inner room, where he sat hunched over official documents, eager to discover her secrets of government. At one moment Arakcheev arrived and Paul entrusted arrangements for his own security jointly to Alexander and this favourite ‘Corporal’ from Gatchina. Arakcheev’s horses had set such a pace on his journey to the capital that his collar was spattered with mud, and Alexander – who was genuinely sensitive over such matters – insisted on taking him to his own rooms and supplying him with a clean shirt, a gesture which deeply affected the hard-bitten artillery man.3 There were few such spontaneous actions during these tense hours of interregnum.


It was not until the evening of 17 November, two and a half days after her collapse, that Catherine died. An epoch ended overnight for St Petersburg and for all Russia. Whatever her faults she had reigned in the grand manner, her follies and failures on a scale commensurate with her greatness. She was succeeded by a petty tyrant eager to impose on civil society the archaic order he had already introduced in the regulation of his regiments. Within hours of Catherine’s death, St Petersburg was left in no doubt that Russia had a new master. Formal decrees from the Palace began to regulate social custom: neither round hats nor tail coats might be worn; the number of horses harnessed to a single carriage would be subject to standard regulation, which would vary according to the status of the person who owned the vehicle; large receptions or private parties might, in future, be held only with permission from the Imperial Household or (outside the capital) from the provincial Governor; and, at all times, officers would appear in uniform. Strict control was imposed on the importing of foreign books and on the activities of the academic institutions which had flourished in Catherine’s earlier years. The Winter Palace was ringed by a hideous line of new sentry-boxes within days of Paul’s accession. Nothing seemed to matter to the new Tsar but his daily exercising of his soldiers. As Masson, Alexander’s former tutor, wrote a few years later,




The guard-parade became for him the most important institution and focal point of government. Every day, no matter how cold it might be, he dedicated the same time to it, spending each morning in plain deep green uniform, great boots and a large hat exercising his guards … Surrounded by his sons and aides-de-camp he would stamp his heels on the stones to keep himself warm, his bald head bare, his nose in the air, one hand behind his back, the other raising and falling a baton as he beat time, crying out ‘Raz, dva – raz, dva’ [‘one, two – one, two’].4





It was a bleak prospect for an Empire of forty million.


Alexander had anticipated revolutionary changes once his father came to the throne, but, like everyone else, he was puzzled and worried by Paul’s behaviour. It was natural that, after more than thirty years of humiliation and neglect, Paul should feel embittered towards his mother and her policies. Yet, although he ousted Catherine’s favourites from St Petersburg, he did not impose harsh penalties on them, even though some might justly have been condemned for peculation. So far as he could, he avenged himself on his mother’s renown rather than on her admirers.5 The summer palace at Tsarskoe Selo was left empty so long as Paul was on the throne, weeds spreading through the English gardens in which Catherine delighted to sit. The Tauride Palace, rich with memories of her love for Potemkin, was turned into a cavalry barracks, with horse droppings heaped on the marble floor of the ballroom. Yet the strangest gesture of all was made at the very start of Paul’s reign, to the private consternation of his family. Two days after Catherine’s death the new Tsar ordered the abbot of the monastery of Alexander Nevsky to disinter the coffin of her murdered husband, Peter III. The embalmed remains were then transferred to a richly decorated sarcophagus and laid in state beside Catherine’s body. Finally Paul supervised arrangements for a joint burial of ‘Their Imperial Majesties’ and summoned Count Alexei Orlov, who had played a sinister part in Peter’s murder, to carry the crown through the streets immediately behind his victim’s bier.6 National mourning ‘for the late Emperor and Empress’ was ordered to last for twelve months.


This display of macabre theatricality raised fresh doubts over Paul’s sanity. Undoubtedly his mind was warped and yet he was by no means unintelligent. He spoke French and German better than either of his eldest sons, possessed some skill in applied mathematics, and understood the Old Slavonic language used by the Orthodox Church in its liturgy. Moreover he had some inkling of the weaknesses in Russian society, even if the drastic remedies he favoured were inappropriate and essentially superficial. Though harsh, he was not persistently cruel and there were moments when he showed kindness and generosity, above all towards the Polish patriots who had suffered for defying his mother’s policy. But the Russian nobility, especially the army officers, were terrified by Paul’s sudden fits of rage over trivial affronts. So, for that matter, were his two sons. Week after week they were expected to remain at Court fulfilling the duties of regimental officers. Although to some extent both Alexander and Constantine inherited their father’s delight in parade-ground choreography, much of the drill and the garrison duties was tedious. Moreover, with their father’s uncertain temper, it was frequently humiliating. And, at times, once off the parade-ground Alexander collapsed in tears of frustration and bewilderment.


Life was harder still for the young Grand Dukes’ wives. Alexander’s consort, Elizabeth, had at least come to know Russia before the sudden shock of Paul’s accession. Constantine, on the other hand, had married only a few months previously and his wife, Anna Feodorovna, hardly had time to accustom herself to the great contrast between life in Saxe-Coburg (where she was born) and in Imperial Petersburg before everything was made even stranger by Catherine’s death. Though Constantine was too boorish to feel for Anna the sympathetic affection which linked Alexander and Elizabeth, the uncertainties of their father’s whim temporarily acted as a bond bringing together both brothers and their wives. Adversity fostered an especially deep friendship between Elizabeth and poor Anna.


Elizabeth’s letters to her mother provide a vivid commentary on the new reign, although she had to be certain she could rely upon the courier, for it would have been disastrous had her messages fallen into Paul’s hands. Ten weeks after his accession she risked committing her first impressions to paper:




I am certain, dear Mother, that the death of the good Empress affected you deeply. As for me, I can assure you that I cannot cease thinking of it. You have no idea how every little thing has been turned upside down. All this made such a wretched impression on me, especially in the first days, that I scarcely recognized myself. Oh, how awful those first days were! Anna was my only consolation, as I was hers. She practically lived with me, coming here in the morning, dressing here, having dinner on most occasions and remaining all day until we would go together in attendance on the Emperor. Our husbands were hardly ever at home and we could find little to do with ourselves, the way of life not having been regulated in every respect. It was necessary for us to hold ourselves ready to be summoned to the Empress [Marie Feodorovna] at any moment. You have no idea of the terrible emptiness that there was, of how sad and gloomy everybody seemed, except the new Majesties [les nouvelles Majestés]. Oh, I have been so shocked by the Emperor’s lack of grief. It would seem as if it were his father who had just died and not his mother, for he speaks only of the former, providing every room with his portrait and saying not a word of his mother, except to condemn and roundly abuse everything that was done in her day.7





The Tsar’s conduct was bad enough: his daughters-in-law also resented their treatment by Marie Feodorovna. They were expected to behave as though they were ladies-in-waiting, while Paul’s recognized mistress, Catherine Nelidova, was treated with courtesy and respect at Court, even by the new Empress herself. Yet let either Elizabeth or Anna show independence and they would be sternly rebuked. ‘That kind of thing will never do on a parade occasion’, Marie Feodorovna remarked icily as she tore roses from a buckle with which Elizabeth was seeking to relieve the severity of a formal gown.8 ‘What silly things Mother does’, Alexander confessed to Elizabeth, ‘she really has no idea at all how to conduct herself.’9 With so much tension in the family circle Alexander and Elizabeth drew closer together in spirit than at any time since those first days of their marriage. But Elizabeth wept for the privacy and self-respect they had lost when ‘the good Empress’ passed away.



Doubts of a Tsarevich



In April 1797 Tsar Paul travelled to Moscow for his coronation, accompanied by his sons and all the Court. His mother’s coronation in 1762 was already enshrined in popular legend. She had spent several months in residence at the Kremlin, entertaining so prodigiously that life in retrospect seemed an endless carnival, with gifts distributed to every class in society. By contrast, the coronation of Paul was an austere religious ceremony which was followed by formal acts of homage and the inevitable military review.10 Later in the week, the customary coronation balls and receptions were held – for Paul was not the person to break tradition. But no one enjoyed themselves. Strict etiquette was enforced on all the Imperial Family, who were expected to wear throughout the Moscow visit their ceremonial robes or full-dress uniforms. It was exhausting and dispiriting, especially as so many of the younger generation had never before seen the wonder of the old capital. The nervous strain was too much for the eighteen-year-old Elizabeth: she collapsed on returning to St Petersburg and spent the early summer recuperating.


For Alexander, however, his father’s coronation was important in two respects, dynastic and personal. On the day he was crowned (24 April) Paul published a decree formally superseding Peter the Great’s ruling of 1722 by which the Tsar and Autocrat had been entitled to nominate his heir.11 Henceforth the Imperial crown was to pass by the normal rule of primogeniture to the eldest son and, should he have no male offspring, to his brothers in order of seniority. Alexander was now officially recognized as Tsarevich, principal Grand Duke in the Empire, a status enjoyed by his father in Catherine’s reign only during those months when he was permitted to travel abroad. The immediate effect was to enhance Alexander’s standing among his brother officers. Yet the most interesting consequence of his visit to Moscow was a widening of his circle of friends. It was there for the first time that he met Paul Stroganov and Nikolai Novosiltsov his cousin.12 Both young men (Stroganov was twenty-five and Novosiltsov ten years older) were close acquaintances of the Czartoryski brothers, sharing their liberal sympathies and cultural interests. They were pleasantly clubbable men who enjoyed gambling and amusing themselves as much as anybody else at Court, but they imbued conversation with a mental vigour new to Alexander and refreshingly different from the small talk of fashionable society, or the even smaller talk of Paul’s Gatchina officers. Although far more warm-hearted than the sceptical intellectuals of the West, Alexander’s new friends had interests which were free-ranging, rational and cultivated. They provided him with that sharpening of the mind normally associated with a university education. Inevitably many of the ideas he picked up were superficial, a digest of current thought rather than the real thing; but at least his intellectual sights were raised above the level of a parade ground.


Unfortunately Alexander was soon thrown back into an entirely military environment. Immediately after the Moscow coronation, the Tsar set out upon a grand progress through the western provinces of his Empire and he ordered Alexander to accompany him.13 Paul believed, perfectly correctly, that it was essential for the heir to the throne to discover for himself the character of the Russian lands and get away from the artificial constriction of life in the capital. The region through which the Tsar and his party planned to travel had considerable strategic significance. From Moscow, which they left on 14 May, they went first to Smolensk and then entered territories which had belonged to the Polish Kingdom before the partitions of Catherine’s reign. They visited Orsha, Mogilev, Minsk, Vilna, Grodno, Kovno and Mitau before crossing back into Russian Courland (Latvia) at Riga and proceeding to Paul’s summer residence at Pavlovsk by way of Narva. This was the most extensive journey through the Empire which Alexander had as yet undertaken, and it should theoretically have been of considerable educational value.


It was not. Paul’s obsessive interest in military affairs meant that the expedition became primarily a tour of inspection, and Alexander saw little of the way in which his future subjects lived. All that Paul wished to know was whether or not the army was being drilled and exercised according to his own standards. At Kovno there was a frightful explosion of wrath when it seemed to the Tsar that the Tavrichesky Grenadiers, stationed on the Prussian frontier, had not absorbed the Germanic spirit he was seeking to instil into the older regiments; and Arakcheev was seconded from the Tsarevich’s bodyguard to put the Grenadiers through their paces.14 But for most of the time, both during the journey through the western provinces and back at St Petersburg on garrison duty, Alexander needed Arakcheev’s assistance. ‘Please do me the good service of being here when my guard is mounted so nothing goes wrong’, he wrote in a characteristic note to the General that summer.15 And that autumn, with the Court once more in the capital, ‘good Alexei’ began to assume responsibility for other military duties nominally discharged by the heir to the throne. He even drafted reports for Paul which Alexander signed without bothering to read. Time and time again the General saved Alexander from making a fool of himself on parade. Over military matters he did not question Arakcheev’s advice.


It was, of course, unwise for the Tsarevich to become so dependent on a General who was far from popular with his brother officers. Alexander, conscious of the uneasiness in the army at his father’s imposition of Prussian customs, sensed the widespread contempt felt for Arakcheev and, though he never in these years doubted the General’s competence or good faith, there were moments when it was obvious that the two men failed to understand each other. Occasionally Alexander censured Arakcheev for acts of harsh discipline, but more frequently he told the General of the quarrels he was having with his father and of the difficulty he was finding in enforcing reforms which the officers disliked and of which he could not see the value. In September 1797 Alexander was so depressed that he confided to Arakcheev his longing to shed responsibilities and retire abroad with Elizabeth.16 But this was not the future which Arakcheev envisaged for him; it was a mood with which he felt little sympathy.


Nor indeed did it correspond with the wishes of Alexander’s liberal friends in the Czartoryski circle. That autumn they encouraged the Grand Duke to formulate other plans, which are preserved for us in unexpected detail. Novosiltsov had sought, and received, permission to leave Russia and visit England, where he already possessed influential connections. Before he set out from St Petersburg the Tsarevich entrusted him with a letter which was to be forwarded from Sweden to La Harpe. In it he clearly showed the extent to which he had become disillusioned by less than a year of his father’s rule.


The letter was written at Gatchina on 8 October 1797. Alexander began by admitting that in the last years of the old Empress abuses of government multiplied as she herself became physically weaker. He continued:







When my father came to the throne he wished to reform everything. The beginning of his reign was indeed bright enough, but its continuation has not fulfilled expectations. Everything has been turned upside down … You have always known my thoughts about leaving my country … Now the wretched condition of my fatherland makes me look differently at my ideas. I think that if ever the time comes for me to reign, rather than go into voluntary exile myself, I had far better devote myself to the task of giving freedom to my country and thereby preventing her from becoming in the future a toy in a madman’s hands. I have been in touch with enlightened people who, on their side, have long thought in the same way. In all we are only four in number, that is to say, M. Novosiltsov, Count Stroganov, the young Prince Czartoryski, my aide-de-camp (a young man in a million) and me. Our idea is that during the present reign we should translate into the Russian language as many useful books as is possible, of which we would print as many as would be permitted, and we will reserve others for a future occasion … Once my turn comes, then it will be essential to work, little by little, of course, for a method of representing the nation … let it be by a free constitution, after which my authority will end absolutely and, if Providence seconds our endeavours, I will retire into some place and I will live contentedly and happily observing the good fortune of my country and rejoicing in it.





Alexander ended by hoping that La Harpe would support the scheme and give the four liberal enthusiasts his advice.17


Few documents show so clearly the confusion of purpose and muddled idealism in Alexander’s mind. Had the letter been intercepted, it would have aroused Paul to take strong measures against his son’s friends and almost certainly against Alexander himself, for the Tsar held independent thought to be treasonable and all talk of constitutions indistinguishable from rank Jacobinism. But in content the letter seems harmless enough, more a fairy tale with a happy ending than a revolutionary manifesto. The idea of educating Russians to govern themselves by translating a series of unspecified foreign works was a nostalgic reminiscence, an echo from the earlier ‘Enlightened’ years of Catherine II: it was unrealistic and, in the rigidly anti-intellectual mood of Paul’s reign, impracticable. A leading Russian scholar, Nikolai Karamzin, was severely reprimanded by the Tsar for translating the letters of that dangerous republican, Marcus Tullius Cicero;18 and it is unlikely that the printing of any of ‘the useful books’ which Alexander had in mind would have been permitted. For Alexander, the proposal had another purpose, although he may not have been consciously aware of it. As his letters to Arakcheev show, the Tsarevich was sufficiently Paul’s son to thrill at the sight of well-drilled troops moving in blind obedience across the parade-ground. In gloomier moments of self-analysis this reaction depressed him as much as it worried his liberal aristocratic friends. By showing willingness to encourage the translation of academic works frowned upon by the authorities, Alexander was strengthening his own resistance to that obsessive paradomania which Adam Czartoryski feared he inherited from his father. The fact that nothing came of the project is immaterial: its chief value for the heir to the throne was therapeutic.


There remains, however, one peculiar feature of Alexander’s letter which suggests he was already haunted by a possibility he dared not admit, even to himself. In the autumn of 1797, when Alexander first began to discuss future policy with his friends, Tsar Paul was still only forty-three years old. Apart from the alarming vagaries of his mind, his health was good and there was no physical obstacle to prevent him from fulfilling his natural life span, reigning in Russia for another quarter of a century or more. Why, then, was his son already planning the programme he would follow upon his own accession? It is not difficult to guess the reason. Alexander sensed that his father’s behaviour was courting disaster. On three occasions in the previous sixty years the Guards Regiments had staged a palace revolution in St Petersburg to rid themselves of a ruler in whom they lacked confidence. Yet no previous Tsar had deliberately flouted traditions as Paul was doing day after day. Many distinguished officers either resigned their commissions or were compulsorily retired from active service, among them the great Marshal Suvorov, hero of the wars against the Turks. It seemed, that October, only a matter of months before some exasperated member of the nobility once more led the Guards against their sovereign’s throne. Where would Alexander’s loyalty place him in such a situation? Natural respect for the autocratic principle, and genuine affection for his father and mother, made him dislike the prospect of such a conspiracy, and yet he sympathized with the grievances of many young aristocrats and officers. He, too, was conscious of wasted opportunities. From the letters he exchanged with Arakcheev it is clear be believed there was a risk of army revolt, but he took no counter-measures.19 He did not wish to contemplate hypothetical dilemmas. Waiting upon events better suited his temperament than anticipating them.


Others, besides Alexander, were alive to the danger. In two private letters written at Pavlovsk in August 1797 Marie Feodorovna mentioned her fear of a Guards mutiny, and in a more revealing note sent from St Petersburg four months later she described how worried she had become when a false fire alarm brought all the troops in the capital hastening to one side of the Palace while Paul was left, momentarily isolated, on the other.20 The Tsar himself had few illusions over his unpopularity with the veterans of Catherine’s wars. He continued to rely on the loyalty of the officers who had been closest to him at Gatchina and Pavlovsk in the old days, but he knew that he needed more protection than they could offer. The Winter Palace was huge and rambling, as easy to break into as the Tuileries in Paris. He therefore decided to build a new fortified palace in the capital, with moats, drawbridges and turreted courtyards, a natural citadel as much as the home of the sovereign. Work began on the foundations towards the end of 1797 and the first stone was laid on 8 February 1798, the day on which Marie Feodorovna gave birth to the last of her nine children. Both son and palace were named in honour of the Archangel Michael, long revered in the Church as a protector of soldiers, and a saint after Paul’s own heart.



Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland



It was impossible to build the Mikhailovsky Palace in less than three years. To many it seemed unlikely Paul would reign long enough to reside within its walls. That he did so at all – though only for a few weeks – was largely a consequence of a change in Russia’s relations with the other European Powers. An active foreign policy postponed the final and decisive confrontation between the dissidents in the army and their sovereign.21


Hitherto the Russians had stood aside from the great struggle on the continent between the French Republic and the defenders of the old order. Shortly before her death Catherine had agreed to plans for despatching an expeditionary force to assist the Austrians against the French in the Rhineland. But, partly from uncertainty over the efficiency of his army and partly from his desire to break with his mother’s policy, Paul had held back his troops. In the summer of 1798, however, Paul decided that his fleet and army should enter the war, associating themselves with Great Britain and the traditional enemy, Turkey, in an effort to curb Bonaparte’s growing strength in the Mediterranean. The reason for Paul’s change of policy was almost absurdly trivial, a claim on the part of the Tsar to champion the rights of the Maltese Order of Knights, who had been deprived of their island by the French:* but, for most of the Russian officers, the cause of hostilities mattered less than the prospect of resuming Catherine’s expansionist adventures. An expeditionary force needed veteran commanders rather than Paul’s parade-ground martinets. Hence Generals and Colonels who had passed into retirement during the first year of Paul’s reign were recalled to their regiments. When, in the early months of 1799, the Second Coalition came into being, Marshal Suvorov himself was reinstated by the Tsar and given command of an Austro-Russian army which challenged the supremacy of France in the Italian peninsula.


Alexander would have liked to see active service under Suvorov. Paul refused to permit him to leave the Empire, although he allowed Constantine to go to Italy. To his chagrin, Alexander was forced to remain on garrison duty in the capital while Suvorov’s army enacted one of the most brilliant episodes of Russian military history, clearing the enemy from the Lombard Plain and threatening to cross the Alps and make Paris its ultimate objective. Friction between the Russians and their Austrian allies caused Suvorov’s grand strategic plan to fall short of its expectations, and, after a grimly resolute advance into the Swiss Alps, he was ordered to disengage and return to the homeland. Militarily the campaign brought no lasting gains to Russia. But the prestige of having served in regiments which entered Milan and Turin in triumph and scaled the heights of the St Gothard was considerable. The ‘sons of Suvorov’ were an honoured band of brothers: it grieved Alexander not to be among them.


His father at first identified himself closely with the war, vicariously sharing Suvorov’s days of triumph. He heaped honours upon the old Marshal, creating him ‘Prince of Italy’ and Generalissimo of all the armies of the Russian Empire. The mood soon passed. Envy and suspicion began to eat into Paul’s mind and in the end he turned against Suvorov with a callous insensitivity which alienated all who had fought in Italy and Switzerland. The Marshal returned to St Petersburg at the end of October 1799, a dying man worn out with his exertions. His officers had expected him to receive a triumphant reception. But, at the last moment, Paul cancelled the arrangements. He had heard that Suvorov ignored army regulations when selecting his staff, and the Tsar’s petty spirit insisted on making an example of his greatest commander. A few months later Suvorov died, still officially in disgrace. His burial in the crypt of the Annunciation at the Nevsky Monastery in St Petersburg became a silent demonstration by his officers of their contempt for the Tsar. Paul did not attend the Prince of Italy’s funeral.22



Mounting Tension in the Capital



There had been another cause for official celebrations in the capital during the spring of 1799, quite apart from Suvorov’s victories in Italy. For on 29 May the Grand Duchess Elizabeth gave birth to a girl, baptized Maria Alexandrovna. The baby was unusually dark, with black hair and features which seemed to correspond neither to her mother’s nor to Alexander’s. Aristocratic gossip maintained that the child’s father was not the Grand Duke but his friend, Adam Czartoryski.23 There is no doubt the Polish Prince had become passionately attached to the Grand Duchess and that their warm friendship was encouraged by Alexander. The fact that Czartoryski was hurriedly sent on a diplomatic mission in August 1798 and remained in exile until after Alexander’s accession was accepted in some contemporary memoirs as evidence that Paul had discovered the truth about the Pole’s romance with Elizabeth and was determined to keep the lovers apart. But although Paul may have decided that Czartoryski was an unfortunate influence both upon his son and his daughter-in-law, he cannot have suspected the Prince had fathered a child on Elizabeth. For Czartoryski left St Petersburg on 22 August 1798, nine months and one week before the baby’s birth, almost certainly too early for Elizabeth (let alone anyone else) to have discovered she was pregnant. The Tsar treated Elizabeth with kindness rather than displeasure during her confinement and distributed honours to her personal household when the baby was born. Tragically little Maria died from convulsions when she was only fourteen months old, but during her brief life there is no suggestion of coolness between husband and wife. If Czartoryski was indeed the baby’s father, it did not lessen Alexander’s personal regard for him. On the other hand, Marie Feodorovna hardened her attitude towards Elizabeth and made no effort to disguise her dislike of the Czartoryskis. Throughout her life she tended to distrust Poles on principle.


Meanwhile Alexander’s day-to-day existence changed little. As heir to the throne he was kept in close attendance on his father. More than any other individual he was thus able to perceive the terrors of a darkened mind often tangled in shadows but never enveloped in them. For, though foreign observers might write glibly of the Tsar’s ‘madness’ in their confidential reports, the truth was more complex.24 George III at Windsor in 1788–9 had suffered from bouts of incoherent loquacity and at times used personal violence on those around him: stripped of authority so long as his mind was wandering, he became an object of pity and sympathy and in a matter of months he recovered his mental health. Paul’s case was different. There was never any moment of complete collapse, and his general vitality prevented his delusions from totally dominating his behaviour. It is questionable whether he was as ‘mad’ as his idol, the founder of St Petersburg; certainly he was not so cruel as Peter. The most terrifying aspect of Paul’s character was the capricious ease with which his mood would change. One day he would honour someone at Court: and on another banish him to his estate in disgrace or order him into Siberian exile. Even his close advisers from Gatchina fell sudden victims to his suspicion, and other people’s tales: thus both Arakcheev and Rostopchin were peremptorily dismissed from service in St Petersburg. And on one extraordinary day Alexander, to whom his father had been especially gracious at a ball the previous night, was visited by one of Paul’s aides who arrived with instructions from the Tsar to read aloud to the Grand Duke a passage from a Russian chronicle which described the sufferings and death of the Tsarevich Alexis, whom Peter the Great believed had plotted against him.25 The psychological intricacies of Paul’s mental condition remained beyond Alexander’s comprehension. In his leisure hours he began to read Roman history: it gave him little comfort.


Alexander remained loyal to his father, though at times it took hard nerves to brazen out life in St Petersburg. But from the moment of Suvorov’s disgrace conspiracy was in the air, and by the spring of 1800 it had begun to assume a definite shape.26 Its leaders were Admiral Ribas and Count Nikita Panin, nephew and namesake of one of Paul’s tutors and himself a trusted adviser on foreign affairs. Panin appears to have discussed his plans with the British ambassador, Lord Whitworth, who had never been a friend of Paul or his policy. Arakcheev’s successor as military commandant of the capital, Count Peter von Pahlen, also knew of the plot and sympathized with Panin. It was on Pahlen’s suggestion that Panin met Alexander about the time of Suvorov’s funeral and did his best to persuade him that the hour had come to depose his father. Exactly what was said is not clear; but the Tsarevich gained the impression that Panin intended Paul to be placed under restraint while Alexander himself was proclaimed Regent. If this was indeed Panin’s plan then it was clearly a constitutional device owing more to Whitworth’s recollections of George III’s illness than to Russian experience. Nothing, however, came of the project. Alexander declined to commit himself. Indiscreet behaviour led Whitworth to be sent home to London in June; Panin incurred Paul’s displeasure for giving disagreeable advice on foreign policy and was banished to his estates; and a heart attack removed Admiral Ribas in December. By the end of 1800 there remained of the would-be conspirators in the capital only Pahlen – and the wavering figure of Alexander.


By now the need to curb Paul’s impetuosity was greater than ever. Foreign policy no less than social conventions had become dependent on personal whim. Consul Bonaparte, Paul believed, was a man he could respect, a soldier who would tame the revolutionary beast in France and impose good order on Europe. In December 1800 and January 1801 the Tsar wrote three personal letters to Bonaparte, proposing a meeting at which they could discuss the prospects for a general peace and ways of putting pressure on the British, whom Paul was now convinced were the greatest menace to a lasting settlement in Europe.27 At the same time Paul imposed an embargo on British trade with Russia and ordered a force of twenty thousand Don Cossacks to set out from Orenburg and advance by way of Khiva and Bokhara to the Indus, where they would form the advance-guard for a projected Franco-Russian invasion of India. The Tsar’s commercial policy was unpopular in the Baltic ports, while the expedition to the Indus was regarded by the army commanders as the height of folly, for there was no hope of supplies in the Central Asian wastes and much of the route beyond Khiva remained unmapped.28 Grand Duke Constantine, not by nature inclined to aphorisms, was heard to remark, ‘My father has declared war on common sense, firmly resolved never to conclude a truce.’29


In these final months of his life every facet of Paul’s character became grossly exaggerated, as in some hideous caricature. He had always suspected hidden conspiracies among officers he saw talking together. Now his paranoia extended even to his wife and his former mistress, Catherine Nelidova, two women who remained devoted to ‘our dear Emperor’ and who longed to help him.30 He seemed at times to shake at the shadows he had himself conjured up, peering anxiously at his sentries to make certain the Guards had not been changed without his knowledge. On 13 February 1801 Paul took up residence in the Mikhailovsky Palace. There, so he told his new mistress, he felt safe, and he installed her in an apartment immediately beneath his own rooms.31 He had himself supervised the security arrangements – the double doors, the water defences, the drawbridges. The Mikhailovsky would be the Kremlin of St Petersburg. He expected the imperial family and their households to share it with him. How else could he be certain what Alexander and Constantine and Marie Feodorovna were plotting?


The two Grand Dukes and Grand Duchesses moved into their apartments, unenthusiastically, on 5 March. The building was so new that when the stoves were fired the walls steamed with damp. Paul had always been impervious to home comforts but his sons and daughters-in-law, though hardly Sybarites, were certainly not Spartans and there was about the Mikhailovsky an air of austerity which it shared with the best prisons. Elizabeth, however, was not unduly downcast and two days after moving in she sent a hopeful letter back to her mother at Baden. ‘I await the Spring with more impatience than ever’, she wrote, ‘Since our rooms are bounded on one side by a canal and on the other by the Summer Garden, springtime here will be pleasant.’32 But by the time spring came at last, the Grand Ducal suites at the Mikhailovsky were grey with dust-sheets, silent and deserted.



Murder at the Mikhailovsky (March 1801)


At the end of February Alexander had a meeting with Count von Pahlen.33 There was no reason why they should not have come together as often as they wished, since they shared responsibility for security in the capital. Yet on this occasion they met discreetly, if not exactly in secret, for Pahlen was again anxious to sound Alexander over the possibility of deposing Paul. But Alexander was not helpful. He was genuinely troubled by the oath of fealty he had sworn in the coronation ceremony and he could not therefore approve any conspiracy which had, as its principal purpose, the abdication of the sovereign. Pahlen, however, persevered and eventually secured from Alexander verbal consent to a plan for placing Paul under restraint and establishing a Regency. The Grand Duke insisted that no harm should come to his father. He thought it would be possible to confine him in one of the Imperial palaces near St Petersburg, much as George III had been at Windsor in 1788–9. Since everything would be done in the Tsar’s name, the conspiracy did not appear to involve any breach of the coronation oath.


It is incredible that Alexander and Pahlen should ever have thought that Paul, of all people, could be induced to surrender his rights, even temporarily. Probably at heart neither man believed it. Pahlen was too ruthless to care about such niceties while Alexander possessed a strange quality of self-deception which allowed him to foresee half an event but not its consequences. He always lacked the courage to think logically of what he most dreaded. Although Pahlen kept him informed of the progress of the conspiracy, even of its timing, he remained convinced his father’s life would be spared. This error of judgement racked Alexander’s conscience for the remainder of his days.


Most of Pahlen’s fellow conspirators were recruited from the Guard Regiments, who had always resented Paul’s contemptuous disregard of their traditions. There were others with old scores to settle, favourites from Catherine’s reign like the Zubov brothers, aristocrats like Prince Yashvil and Prince Viazemsky whom Paul had insulted; but the brain behind the conspiracy was the Hanoverian-born General, Levin Bennigsen, a professional soldier who at fifty-five had spent nearly half his life in Russian service. His quarrel with Paul came, not from the heart, but from the intellect: he despaired of a commander-in-chief who could throw himself into such rages of pique; he feared for an empire in which the Autocrat could cut free from foreign alliances on the whim of a moment. The conspirators were men of courage but not of noble ideals. None of their leaders were personal friends of Alexander although they included officers from the Semeonovsky Regiment whom he knew well as he was their Colonel-in-Chief. Several prominent conspirators, notably the Zubovs, Alexander had long detested.


In the second week of March Paul picked up the scent of the conspiracy. Unexpectedly he challenged Pahlen at their next meeting, even though he had continued to show a blind confidence in the city commandant ever since his appointment eighteen months previously. Pahlen admitted that officers were plotting against the Tsar and claimed that he had penetrated their movement so that, in due course, he would be able to denounce them. ‘Don’t waste time, then!’ Paul screamed at him, ‘Remember that my father was murdered in 1762.’34


Paul went through the motions of taking Pahlen at his word, but he was alarmed. He regretted the way in which he had banished those two stalwarts from Gatchina days, Arakcheev and Rostopchin. Secretly, on Saturday 21 March, Paul ordered a messenger to ride out to Arakcheev’s estate at Gruzino (eighty miles away) with a note for the General, ‘I need you: come at once.’ But Pahlen was a good security man. He intercepted the courier, confiscated Paul’s note and confronted the Tsar with it telling him that he assumed it was a forgery intended to embroil Arakcheev in the plot, since it had been despatched without Pahlen’s knowledge. By now the Tsar was too terrified to fly into a rage. He insisted that the messenger be sent on to Gruzino and at the same time made an effort to get a similar note through to Rostopchin.35


But the knowledge that Paul was seeking to rally support from ‘the men of Gatchina’ precipitated the crisis. On Sunday evening (22 March) Pahlen summoned the principal conspirators to a meeting in the house of Countess Zherebzova, sister of the Zubovs. There it was agreed that a battalion of the Semeonovsky Guards should take over palace duties for the following evening, that General Bennigsen would take six conspirators to the Tsar’s bedroom at midnight, that Paul would then be placed under arrest and conveyed across the river to the Fortress of St Peter and St Paul.


Alexander does not seem to have been informed that action was imminent until Pahlen visited him at six o’clock on the Monday evening. Once more the Grand Duke was assured that no harm would come to his father and that he would be permitted to live in an Imperial residence within the Petersburg boundaries. Pahlen left Alexander’s apartments and went at once to the home of General Talytzin, commander of the Semeonovsky, where some sixty officers were plied with more wine than was good for them on a cold night. One of the older conspirators, more sober than the others, pertinently asked the question which Alexander had always ignored: what would happen if the Tsar offered resistance? ‘Gentlemen,’ Pahlen replied calmly, ‘you cannot make an omelette without breaking eggs.’36 It was an ominous remark, difficult to reconcile with his assurance to Alexander.


Meanwhile, in the Mikhailovsky, Paul had seventeen guests to dinner that night.37 Both his elder sons and their wives were present and so was his fourteen-year-old daughter, Marie. The visitors were mainly senior officers from the garrison, the most distinguished of them being General Kutuzov, who was accompanied by his wife. Apart from Alexander, no one at table knew what was planned for later that night. Paul, who had been morbidly suspicious all day, was now in a genial mood and was especially pleased with a new porcelain dinner service which depicted views of the Mikhailovsky on every plate and dish. He noticed that Alexander had little appetite and suggested he should see his doctor, a Scots physician, James Wylie. But when the meal was over the officer of the Guard brought Paul the regulation nightly report and at once the Tsar’s guests saw him turn purple with anger. For the Guard duties were being carried out, not by his regular bodyguard, but by the Semeonovsky Regiment whose officers he held to be crypto-Jacobins. Pahlen, he insisted, should have known better than to replace his men by the Semeonovsky. The dinner party, not surprisingly, broke up early. Alexander, pleading indigestion, retired to his apartment facing the Summer Garden. Paul went upstairs to his own suite of five rooms, diagonally opposite to his eldest son’s across the courtyard. Every door was locked, including the one which communicated with Marie Feodorovna’s apartments. Two personal valets remained on guard in an ante-chamber, looking impressively alert in full Hussar uniform.


There are several accounts of what happened that night, some of them in marked contradiction to others.38 It was bitterly cold, a strong wind sending scurries of sleet through streets lined with snow which had begun to melt by day but was now once more frozen. By eleven o’clock the city was deserted. An officer of the Preobrazhensky Guards admitted the conspirators to the outer courtyard. Pahlen headed at once for Alexander’s rooms, although he moved quietly and made no attempt to wake the Grand Duke. Bennigsen led his group, swollen to eighteen officers directly to the Tsar’s apartment. The two valets were overcome, the door broken down, and the bedroom entered. A single candle was burning but there was, at first, no sign of the Tsar. Bennigsen, however, holding the candle above his head, saw Paul crouching in terror behind a screen. ‘Sire,’ he declared, ‘you have ceased to reign and we are arresting you on the orders of the Emperor Alexander.’39 As if uncertain whether this was reality or nightmare, Paul remained silent. Then he began to argue; but the officers, heavily fortified with drink, were in no mood for talk. There was a confused scuffle and Paul cried out for help. Nicholas Zubov, whom Paul had wrongly thought to be the herald of disaster at Gatchina on the eve of his accession, picked up a heavy snuff box and struck Paul violently on the left temple. When he fell to the ground one of the other conspirators seized a silk scarf and began to strangle him, and yet another officer held a malachite paperweight against his windpipe until he stopped breathing. No one could be certain who actually murdered him. It was some minutes short of one o’clock in the morning of 12 March by the Russian calendar, 24 March 1801 by the Gregorian calendar of western Europe.


Pahlen woke Alexander with the news that his father was dead. He told him that the threat of detention had thrown Paul into an apoplectic fit, from which he never recovered. Alexander was not deceived. The new Autocrat of All the Russias collapsed with grief. ‘I cannot go on with it’, he sobbed, ‘I have no strength to reign. Let someone else take over from me’, he declared, resting his head on Elizabeth’s shoulder.40 But she, though startled by the news, remained magnificently resolute. She begged her husband to steel his nerves, to show himself to the troops so as to prevent further mischief. At last, reluctantly and hardly able to move his legs for shock, he agreed to leave at once for the Winter Palace and assume his responsibilities as sovereign of the Empire.


There were still terrible hours ahead of him that day, and often he seemed to walk in a daze, barely conscious of what was going on. He told the troops that his father had died and that he would reign according to the spirit and principles of the Empress Catherine. James Wylie came to the Mikhailovsky Palace and certified that Paul had indeed died from apoplexy, a fiction officially maintained for more than a century. Few believed it even at the time. Marie Feodorovna collapsed in hysterical sobs as soon as she was told of Paul’s death.41 At first she denounced Alexander for conniving at his father’s death and she refused to receive him in her apartments. Momentarily, in her hysteria, she even claimed the throne for herself, insisting that the night’s crime made a mockery of Paul’s coronation and therefore invalidated every pronouncement made on that occasion, including the decree regulating the succession. By noon, however, she was sufficiently recovered to talk sensibly to her eldest son, whose grief convinced her he had not known his father’s life was in danger. Outside, wrote Princess Lieven in later years, ‘a superb sun broke over this great and terrible day … There were shouts of deliverance and of joy.’42 Inside the Winter Palace a young man of twenty-three was stunned into silence, his broad shoulders still shaking with convulsive sobs.


Alexander’s nerves were shattered. For weeks on end he could bear to dine only with Elizabeth at his table, back in the familiar surrounds of the Winter Palace. She believed it was the manner of his father’s death, the sordid scuffling by candlelight, which troubled his mind: ‘His sensitive soul will remain tortured by it for ever’, she wrote to her mother a fortnight later.43 Yet as the months passed into years, with the murderers themselves going unpunished, it became clear that Alexander was haunted, not by a crime he never witnessed, but by the conspiracy of which he had known too much and too little. Until the end of his life there would come, now and again, black days of despair when he was unsure of himself or his purpose; alone with his doubts and reflections, his conscience would begin to turn round upon itself and the Tsar of Russia became a squirrel in a cage, thrown into torment by the shadows of parricide.




* The Knights of St. John had long possessed a priory in one of the regions of Poland incorporated in Russia by the partitions. On his accession Paul confirmed the rights of the Order within his Empire and even made a personal contribution to the running expenses of the priory. When, in June 1798, Bonaparte occupied Malta itself, the head of the priory offered the Grand Mastership of the whole Order of Knights to Paul, even though he was Orthodox and not Catholic in religion. The Tsar accepted the Grand Mastership and demanded that the French evacuate Malta. When they ignored his intervention he authorized a naval squadron to attack the French outposts in the Ionian Islands as a preliminary to general war in the Mediterranean. In the following year Russia joined the Second Coalition.
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