



[image: Images]










Tolstoy











Also by A. N. Wilson


FICTION


The Sweets of Pimlico


Unguarded Hours


Kindly Light


The Healing Art


Who Was Oswald Fish?


Wise Virgin


Scandal: Or Priscilla’s


Kindness


Gentlemen in England


Love Unknown


Stray


The Vicar of Sorrows


Dream Children


My Name Is Legion


A Jealous Ghost


Winnie and Wolf


The Potter’s Hand


THE LAMPITT CHRONICLES


Incline Our Hearts


A Bottle in the Smoke


Daughters of Albion


Hearing Voices


A Watch in the Night


FICTION


A Life of Sir Walter Scott: The Laird of Abbotsford:


A Life of John Milton


Hilaire Belloc: A Biography


How Can We Know?


Landscape in France


Tolstoy


Penfriends from Porlock: Essays And Reviews, 1977–1986


Eminent Victorians


C. S. Lewis: A Biography


Paul: The Mind of the Apostle


God’s Funeral: A Biography of Faith And Doubt in Western Civilization


The Victorians


Iris Murdoch As I Knew Her


London: A Short History


After the Victorians: The World Our Parents Knew


Betjeman: A Life


Our Times: The Age of Elizabeth II


Dante in Love


The Elizabethans


Hitler: A Short Biography


Victoria: A Life









[image: Images]










First published in Great Britain in 1988 by Hamish Hamilton Ltd, an imprint of The Penguin Group.


A reissue was first published in 2012 by Atlantic Books, an imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd. A paperback edition was published in 2013.


This e-book edition was published in 2015.


Copyright © A. N. Wilson, 1988, 2012


The moral right of A. N. Wilson to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.


Every effort has been made to trace or contact all copyright holders. The publishers will be pleased to make good any omissions or rectify any mistakes brought to their attention at the earliest opportunity.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Trade Paperback ISBN: 978 1 78239 091 6
E-book ISBN: 978 1 78239 532 4


Typeset by Ellipsis Digital Limited, Glasgow
Printed in Great Britain


Atlantic Books
An Imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd
Ormond House
26–27 Boswell Street
London
WC1N 3JZ


www.atlantic-books.co.uk











To my wife and daughters













Acknowledgements


This book began in 1967 when I heard R. V. Sampson talking about Tolstoy. His lecture started with a Jewish proverb: ‘If God came to live on earth, people would smash his windows.’ Professor Sampson went on to say that people had been smashing Tolstoy’s windows ever since he had enunciated his great principles of life. I was amazed that anyone could speak of a novelist as if he were divine, but pretty quickly became excited by the Tolstoyan ideals which Professor Sampson expounded. That excitement, and that amazement, continue to this hour. I have never got over Professor Sampson’s lecture. He will certainly regard the present book as an exercise in window-smashing, but I feel that I owe him a great debt.


If it is true that I should never have begun the book without R. V. Sampson, I should never have finished it without several wonderful pieces of good fortune. One of these was going to New College, Oxford, and having as my tutor the man who has written the best critical study of Tolstoy in English, John Bayley. Another of



these was finding myself, rather later, living within a stone’s throw of the Slavonic branch of the Taylorian Library. The staff there have been unfailingly kind and helpful, as have the staffs of the Bodleian Library and the London Library.


Another piece of luck was finding in Jennifer Baines a teacher who was patient enough to devote hours of her time to helping me achieve a reading knowledge of Russian. The benefits of this far outstretch even the broad confines of Tolstoy. But I could certainly not have contemplated writing this study without her.


Thanks, too, for conversational help from Marina Stepanovna Douglas, and for the kindness of those who showed me Yasnaya Polyana and the Tolstoy Museum in Moscow.


I am grateful to Michael Holman of Leeds University for his help with a number of the illustrations; to Susan Rose-Smith for her skilful picture research; to James Woodall, Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson and Star Lawrence for all their editorial help; and to Douglas Matthews for compiling the index.


I am, finally, fortunate in having Virginia Llewellyn Smith as a critic and near-neighbour, who overcame her lively detestation of my old hero to read the typescript and who made many invaluable suggestions. The dedicatees of this book will know whether I am any easier to live with than its subject; they have the supreme virtue of being totally unlike any of the women of Yasnaya Polyana.


Oxford, October 27, 1987











A Note on Dates and Transliterations


The dates in this book are given in the ‘old style’. That is to say, they follow the Julian Calendar, which was used in Russia until 1917. The Julian Calendar was twelve days behind the Gregorian Calendar in the nineteenth century and thirteen days behind in the twentieth century. There are some inevitable inconsistencies, however, caused by the fact that Tolstoy did not always remain within the territories where the Julian Calendar was operative. Thus, when he visits London, or Switzerland, or takes part in battles against Englishmen or Frenchmen, the occasional Gregorian date slips in.


I have attempted to follow the system of transliteration from Cyrillic to Roman script recommended by the Slavonic and East European Review, but I have departed from those guidelines in a number of particulars. This is largely in the area of proper names, where a literal transliteration looks merely odd to an English eye. So, we read here of Alexander, not Aleksandr. I



have rendered the name of Tolstoy’s wife Sofya, rather than Sof’ya. In general, I have not transliterated ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ signs. Initial or inter-vocalic e I have rendered Ye (Dostoyevsky, Yevgeny) but in other positions, e is rendered e (Onegin). I have spelt the ending of proper names with a y, whether in Cyrillic script this corresponds to и or й or ий. Not everyone will agree with my Nikolay for Nikolai, Dmitry for Dmitri or Tolstoy for Tolstoi but there are no fixed rules for transliteration, and though I am guilty of inconsistencies, I hope that all my transliterations are intelligible. My aim has been to make things easy for the eye of a reader who has no Russian.











Preface to the 2012 Edition


This book was written over a quarter of a century ago. Since it was published, in 1988, prodigious changes have come upon the land of Tolstoy’s birth. I researched the book in the Soviet Union. In the Communist state, tourists stayed in specially assigned hotels, ate in their own restaurants, and, if they moved from town to town, they were obliged to notify the authorities of their dates and plans, and to arrive at their destinations with their papers in order. It was in such a world that I first visited Yasnaya Polyana and went to the glade where Tolstoy is buried. Now – what changes! The Russian Federation has supplanted the Soviet Union. ‘Oligarchs’, bubbling with money (where did it come from?) have replaced the sinister trilby-hatted Politburo, and western shops in all the Russian cities tempt shoppers, just as they do in Paris and New York. More astonishing still, the churches and monasteries have been reopened and are seemingly more popular than ever. From the Bright Glade where Tolstoy is buried, I seem to hear a growl from beneath the earth.




As a child, Tolstoy had been told by his elder brother, Nikolenka, that there in the glade was a green stick, on which had been inscribed the secret of happiness. Here was hidden ‘the way for all men to cease suffering from any misfortune, to leave off quarrelling and being angry. . . .’ Here, too, Tolstoy is buried. The atmosphere of the place is both calm and extraordinarily powerful. Here they brought the body of an old man who had had more than his share of quarrels – both domestic and public – and they came in their enormous crowds. Tolstoy was the greatest of all Russian dissidents, and has been the inspiration for peaceful dissent the world over, since he died. Without Tolstoy there would have been no Solzhenitsyn. Without Tolstoy there would have been no Gandhi, no Archbishop Tutu, no Nelson Mandela.


How well I can remember my own introduction to the genius of Tolstoy. I had read War and Peace as a teenager, and been overwhelmed by its greatness, as surely every reader of that masterpiece must be. As is often said, you do not read War and Peace, you LIVE it. I knew that I had encountered a writer like no other, but at the same time, the implications of the book, and of Tolstoy, had not really dawned on me. I was not ready to ask myself what it was that made this writer so supremely great. Perhaps none of us are ever completely ready for the searchlight of truth.


For of course, although the truth is only illuminated for us in shadows and ambiguities, the truth itself is



not shadowy. It is blindingly clear. And this became obvious to me when a Tolstoyan scholar, and an influential Tolstoyan anarchist, Professor Ronald Sampson, came to our school to give a talk. That talk totally changed my vision of Tolstoy and I suppose it changed my life – even though I have never yet been able to follow the austere and demanding Tolstoyan code for living. I mention Sampson’s talk in the acknowledgements to this book. The passage of time has made me think that my biography of Tolstoy is flawed – flawed by its failure to see how true are Tolstoy’s later writings.


What Sampson revealed to me was that Tolstoy’s eye of truth – a God-like eye – saw that the world was completely out of joint. Almost everything we are told about the world – by teachers, by politicians, by journalists – is the opposite of the truth. This truth is hard to bear. Remember Plato’s image of the cave-dweller, who can bear to look at the fire in the back of the cave but then, blinking, turns and sees the sunlight outside.


Tolstoy questioned the legitimacy of human government. Beginning as a critic of the Tsars, he left his questions like time-bombs in history. They are just as relevant today as when he asked them. If we think it is somehow irrational to base our lives on the ethical system of Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, maybe we should look again at the world which we have created by ignoring those precepts.


Since this biography was first published, the world



has seen yet more catastrophic attempts to solve human problems by acts of war – in Israel and Palestine, in Iraq, in the Congo, in Eritrea and Somalia, and in the Balkans. Tolstoy’s views on the futility of war are burningly relevant.


Since this biography was published, we have seen first the collapse of Marxist materialist states across Eastern Europe; and then, a decade or so on, we have seen profound crises in world capitalism. A few crooked bankers have shaken not merely our pension funds but the stability of our entire political system; the fabric of our supposed civilization. Again, Tolstoy’s views on the accumulation of wealth come to mind.


Tolstoy organised two enormous programmes of famine relief in his lifetime. They exposed not only the cruelty but the pathetic inefficiency of the Tsarist regime to deal with such crises. He showed the human race what we still have not learned: that disparities between the hungry and the over-bloated are not accidental. They come about as a result of our own rotten value-systems. Tolstoy would not be surprised that, a hundred years after his death, we find ourselves living on a planet in which the majority remain on the breadline and the rest suffer from obesity. Nor would it surprise this hater of cities that our pursuit of economic growth and industrial progress is literally destroying the planet on which we live, its trees, its birds, its wild animals. A rereading of Tolstoy would convince us, if we did not know the fact already, that we were being governed by lunatics.



Perhaps we might be strong enough to make the Tolstoyan leap and come to the realisation that it was better not to be governed at all. Organised religion, as in Tolstoy’s day, aids and abets the status quo. Organised Christianity in our own day is palpably putrescent, with its foolish quarrels about human sexuality, and its disgusting abuse of children. We might think that the so-called anarchy to be found in the pages of the Gospel, and as repeated by Tolstoy in his writings, was saner than any party manifesto or Church doctrine.


As for those who think that Tolstoy the prophet was so different from Tolstoy the novelist, I’d ask them to consider our world, and then look at his works. One of his earliest works of fiction, The Cossacks, is an account of Russian soldiers fighting a war against so-called Muslim terrorists and realising, not only the utter futility of the war, but wondering whether the so-called infidel did not have something to teach us. At the very end of his life, he wrote what is one of his very finest short stories, Hadji Murat, in which, once again, the superior wisdom of the Muslim over the western secularist is emphasised.


I return in my mind to Yasnaya Polyana, the beautiful place where Tolstoy the novelist would spend most of his life, and where, after a tempestuous life, he was buried. He had been excommunicated by the Orthodox Church. He was regarded as a dangerous anarchist by the Tsarist autocracy which still (in 1910) ruled Russia. So he was never going to be allowed burial in consecrated



ground – ground, that is, which had been blessed by a church which he had come to despise. Far more blessed to him, and in the true sense more consecrated, was that spot in the wood in which his beloved elder brother had buried the green stick. It was there that they carried his coffin, a huge crowd who – in spite of his infidel status – instinctively burst forth with the traditional Russian funeral hymn ‘Eternal Memory’. Although the authorities tried to prevent it, thousands came down on trains from Moscow to witness the coffin, on a cart drawn by village peasants, being led to the spot where the green stick is buried. The crowds fell to their knees as the coffin was lowered into the grave. They shouted at the sixty or so soldiers and the state police who had come down to supervise the occasion, telling them to kneel, too. It was the archetypical demonstration of the power of the Russian writer-dissident challenging the power of autocracy. It anticipates for us, perhaps, the extraordinary phenomenon of a state even more repressive than that of the Tsar’s – Stalin’s with its millions killed and its millions imprisoned in the Gulag Archipelago – being unravelled simply because it was based on lies; being unravelled in large measure by the writings of an obscure provincial physics teacher named Alexander Solzhenitsyn who doggedly, secretly and unstoppably wrote down the truth.


For, of course, the secret written on the green stick did not remain a secret after Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy had grown up. He became, first and foremost, the



greatest novelist in the history of literature. His fame, and his noble birth, made it difficult for the Tsarist government to silence him when he had also become the world’s greatest prophet of pacifist-anarchism.


Tolstoy’s death in 1910 still challenges us to the deepest political and personal questions. It is hard to think of any of the great public questions facing the world today which Tolstoy did not anticipate and to which he does not even now provide the most disturbing of – well, if not answers – further questions.


Tolstoy, in his life, work and death, so redefined the significance of what it meant to be a writer in Russia, that literature no longer had parameters. He is the first of the great modern dissidents. Shortly before his death Turgenev wrote a now famous letter to Tolstoy, imploring his old friend to return to ‘literature’ and to give up his obsession with reinventing the Christian religion for rationalists. We all know what Turgenev meant by writing. Does it not go without saying that the Tolstoy we most admire is the author of War and Peace and of Anna Karenina, more than the furious rebel who penned such works as The Kingdom of God is Within You and Peace Essays?


As I read this biography again after so many years, and thought of its relaunch into the world, I found myself compelled to rethink this simple dichotomy – between the ‘literary’ Tolstoy, and Tolstoy the dissident/rebel/holy-fool. There were not two Tolstoys, the novelist and the sectarian anarchist; there was one. War



and Peace is not just a great national and family saga; it is a novel about personal and national regeneration. It asks profound questions, as does its successor Anna Karenina. They are questions which Tolstoy was going to answer in the second half of his writing life, sometimes in fictional form, but more often in those works of unforgettable and imperishable moral clarion calls. He asked such deceptively simple questions as: ‘How should we live?’ The answers he gave caused Tsars, and secret police, and Church Inquisitors to shake in their souls. By the end, literally millions of people throughout the world hung on his words.


We too, like the crowds, sing ‘Eternal Memory’. Eternal his memory is. Of the thousands who followed his coffin to its unconsecrated woodland grave, few had read War and Peace. They saw him as a great prophet of peace, and as a great exposer of the hypocrisy not only of the Russian government but of all governments; not just of the Russian army, but of the whole militaristic outlook.


Four years after the death of the Apostle of Peace, the war broke out which led to the whole cycle of mass slaughter and power-brokerage with which we are still living. Tolstoy’s simplicities could be denounced as simplifications. After the calamity of the First World War and the subsequent economic crises of the western world, came the inevitable growth of mass tyrannies – of Stalin’s Soviet Union, of Hitler’s Germany. Against



such forces as these, could it not be said that Tolstoy’s pacifism is simply silly – that it has nothing to say?


I would understand why anyone could believe that. But what have we to say in reply to Tolstoy as we sit in the ruins of Berlin in 1945, or the ruins of Baghdad in 2010 – that war is a dirty business? That you can’t make an omelette without torturing and maiming millions of your fellow human beings? That such and such a tyrant was so evil that it was worth killing millions of people in order to replace him with tyrannies just as horrible?


In the autumn of 1880, a young Moscow University graduate named Ivan Ivakin arrived at Tolstoy’s country house, Yasnaya Polyana, to help him with his latest craze – learning Greek. Tolstoy rivalled Toad of Toad Hall in the enthusiasm with which he took up his crazes – whether it was hunting, agriculture, dairy farming, or, in old age, riding a bicycle. He was fluent in Russian, Turkish, French and could speak good German and passable English. Languages were a passion with him, and when he began to learn Greek, he romped through Homer, Herodotus and Xenophon. But the Greek text on which he had really fixed his penetrating eyes was that of the New Testament.


Ivakin’s account of Tolstoy’s enthusiasm for Greek shows the great man to have been boundlessly energetic but not too punctilious when it came to the finer points of vocabulary or grammatical accuracy. ‘Why should we be interested to know that Christ went out



into the courtyard?’ he would say. ‘Why do I need to know that he was resurrected? Good for him if he was! For me what is important is knowing what I should do and how I should live!’


Ivakin was startled when they sat down to attempt a rendition of the celebrated proem to the Fourth Gospel – En te arche . . . – ‘In the Beginning was the Word.’ The subsequent phrase, ‘and the Word was with God’, has baffled many translators and commentators. The word – Logos – Tolstoy rendered as ‘reasoning’. ‘And the Word was with God . . .’ His translation became, ‘And reasoning replaced God’.


Tolstoy was both a child of the Enlightenment and deeply religious in a distinctly Russian way. His message to the planet was that, far from being against reason, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount – that manifesto of pacifist anarchism – was the most reasonable utterance ever made. Do not resist evil with violence. Do not think that happiness, either personal or collective, is enhanced by the pursuit of wealth, and power. Do not hide from yourself the fact that all so-called civilizations and all so-called good governments are underpinned by violence.


It is easy to point to the flaws in the Tolstoyan anarchist creed. The man who came closest to making Tolstoy his guide for life, Mahatma Gandhi, died by an assassin’s hand, having seen Hindus and Muslims massacre one another in their hundreds of thousands. Yet do we see Gandhi as a failure? Did not his imperfectly realised passive resistance to the British Empire eventually



succeed? The Empire ended and the British had to learn that their dream of one small island dominating the planet had been a crazy one.


In South Africa, where Gandhi had first put Tolstoy’s ideas into practice, the memory lingered. Everyone said that you could not bring Apartheid to an end without a bloodbath. Archbishop Tutu and Nelson Mandela showed that this was not true. Their Truth and Reconciliation Committee was an example of Tolstoyanism in effective action.


Tolstoy was buried, but his memory is eternal. The green stick, which was buried in the same place, contains a message which we all know in our innermost consciences to be true. Of course we shrink from the light and prefer to blind ourselves, by consumerism, by alcohol, by carnal indulgence and by the pathetic indulgences of nationalism and party politics. But when we read Tolstoy we are refreshed by the simplicity and sanity of truth itself. As an Enlightenment man, he knew that the power to change – to change ourselves and to change the world – lies within us. Conscience is a reliable guide, not the enemy of reason. Enlightenment came to Tolstoy’s heroes, such as Pierre in War and Peace and Levin at the end of Anna Karenina. Levin acknowledged his imperfections and his inability to focus fully on the truth. ‘But’ – thought he – ‘my life, my whole life, independently of anything that may happen to me, is, every moment of it, no longer meaningless as



it was before, but has an unquestionable meaning of goodness with which I have the power to invest it.’











Foreword


The first thing to strike any foreigner about Russia is its immensity. We all know from our schoolbooks that the modern Soviet Union, like the Empire of Catherine the Great, occupies roughly one sixth of the world’s surface. Comparatively few, however, make this knowledge real by attempting to travel across its surface. Even to retrace, in a train or a car, the journey of Napoleon from Warsaw to Moscow is to cover a huge distance – a seemingly interminable journey across flat, unvarying countryside. To have reached Moscow, as a glance at the map shows us, is to have covered only the tiniest part of this extraordinary land mass which, for various historical reasons, speaks of itself as a single political entity.


Peter the Great is rightly deemed the father of modern Russia. But it was really the German Princess Catherine the Great, Empress of Russia from 1762 to 1796, who was responsible for what Russia became in the following century. Catherine had the foreigner’s view that Russia was too big, paradoxically combined with the monomaniac’s



desire to make it even bigger. She annexed Poland, she extended its territories southward to the Black Sea. She created the map of Russia more or less as we know it today. At the same time, she had a fear of it being unmanageably large, a fear based on ignorance. ‘What interest . . . could the young German princess take in that magnum ignotum, that people, inarticulate, poor, semi-barbarous, which concealed itself in villages, behind the snow, behind bad roads, and only appeared in the streets of St. Petersburg like a foreign outcast, with its persecuted beard, and prohibited dress – tolerated only through contempt?’ The question was Alexander Herzen’s, the first truly great Russian radical, perhaps the greatest, to fall foul of the bureaucracy which Peter had created, which Catherine had sustained, and extended, and which was to grow like a self-perpetuating monster throughout the nineteenth century.


Towards the close of the eighteenth century, liberty and self-government became the political ideals of the West. The United States came into being, having thrown off the monarchical and colonial principles of the British Crown. The French bourgeoisie established, by violent revolution, its right to overthrow the outmoded hierarchy of monarch and aristocrat. Catherine, who had flirted with the ideas and the authors of the Enlightenment, left a legacy in Russia which was violently opposed to it. With systematic thoroughness, she managed to build up a system – precisely because



of the enormous size of her Empire – which was almost incapable of reform.


Apart from her expansion of the borders of Russia, two hugely important measures, both of which had a tremendous bearing on the future, should be mentioned.


The first was her extension of serfdom throughout the Empire. In the Ukraine, for example, where the peasantry had hitherto been free, Catherine enacted a system of laws which forbade peasants to leave an estate without their landlord’s permission. The landlord became their owner. Estimates vary, but it is thought that by the end of her reign well over half the population of the Russian Empire had become a slave class, every bit as subjugated as the Negro slaves of America.


The other reform, which went hand in hand with this extension of slavery, was a strengthening and ossifying of the gentry. In other European countries, aristocratic status, initially reflecting a position of political power, was to evolve into an inchoate position, difficult to define in terms of strength or importance. In England, for example, a duke at the beginning of the nineteenth century would certainly be rich, but he would not necessarily exercise any political power. And, by the middle of the Victorian age, his power would be yet more questionable. As for the members of the lesser gentry in England, their titles were no more than mementoes of favour granted to an ancestor by the Sovereign.


Such an evolution was impossible in Russia, since Catherine established a strict hierarchical system of



government in which only members of the aristocracy could exercise power. Membership of the aristocracy was a discernible political status. Not only was the highly organized system of local government entirely in the hands of the local gentry. They were given certain privileges which made them different in kind from their non-gentry neighbours. Not merely were they exempt from tax, and certain legal penalties, such as corporal punishment, but also, they alone could receive a full University education. They alone could aspire to occupy senior bureaucratic positions in central Government. To be deprived of ‘gentry’ status was, therefore, the equivalent of being disenfranchised.


Between the gentry and the serfs, Catherine also established the town merchants as a separate estate with fixed, recognised privileges and social duties.


When she died in 1796, she left an Empire which was completely top-heavy in terms of its powerbase. The Crown, and the bureaucracy with which it was surrounded, had the means to exercise an absolute control over every citizen and every institution within its dominion. Once the system got going, with bureaucrats multiplying bureaucrats, as in the comedies of Gogol, it was hard to see how it could be reformed without being destroyed altogether. And this explains why the monarchy, again and again, throughout the nineteenth century, resisted reform for fear that even quite minor changes would bring down the whole system.




Curiously enough, considering the fact that Catherine and perhaps most of the leading aristocrats of her day were privately ‘modern’ in their religious views, her reforms had the effect of making Russia into a theocracy, whose levels of tolerance would make the Spanish Inquisition look like a Democratic Party convention. This was because, in her Germanic thoroughness, she had totally secularised the power of the Church, bringing even that within the power of the state. She had not only taken possession of Church lands. She had confirmed that the Church, as a religious body, should actually be run by the state. Not only the appointment of bishops but even the propagation of doctrine were brought into the jurisdiction of the secular civil service. The Procurator of the Holy Synod was a layman, entitled to lay down the law about liturgy, worship and theology to the Patriarch of Moscow himself.


It was a strange paradox that Catherine, with no ounce of Russian blood, should have enacted policies which led to an increase in Russian isolationism from the rest of the world. With such an inheritance, many Russians had no chance of travelling about within the boundaries of the Empire, let alone travelling outside it, or reading foreign books.


Nevertheless, there were changes in the wind. Some of them came about, fortuitously, by virtue of the Napoleonic Wars. With Russian troops moving about in Poland, Germany, France and Austria, there was no possibility of the state exercising the power of their



minds which it was able to do in the stable conditions of peacetime. The Emperor at the time of Napoleon, Alexander I, was in any case a liberal. But, even if he had not been on the side of moderate reform, he would have been unable to stop the Russian soldiers meeting foreigners and seeing the way that things were done abroad. Their French prisoners of war, after Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow, would have been able to tell them of a republic, where each citizen was regarded as the equal of the next. Englishmen could tell them of their own political compromises, and the possibility of a constitutional monarchy, with an elected legislative chamber. In all the farms and fields through which the armies of Alexander I marched, they were able to meet farmers and their wives and children who may not have been rich, but who were not owned by anyone, and who would have regarded serfdom as the most appalling throwback to the Middle Ages.


Self-conscious Russians, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, would have felt, in addition to shame at their political backwardness, an acute awareness of cultural inadequacy. Throughout the Continent of Europe, in the first two decades of the last century, there was an extraordinary abundance of genius. These were the years that produced the finest plays and lyrics of Schiller, some of Goethe’s best poetry, the Méditations poétiques of Lamartine, the best operas of Rossini, the novels of Scott, the poems of Byron and Shelley: but nothing comparable in Russia. It looked as though Russia



was doomed to be a backwater, as far as the history of literature was concerned.


The appearance of the great Russian writers of the nineteenth century is something only paralleled in the history of literature by the emergence of English poets during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. Nothing prepares us for it. Suddenly, there they are – Lermontov, Gogol, Belinsky, Griboyedov. Above all, there, for the tragically brief period of 1799–1837, is Alexander Pushkin, perhaps the most varied and intelligent poet in the world, a genius of world class, after whom Russia – not just Russian literature – would never be the same again. Pushkin showed that it was not necessary, as almost all the educated class in Russia did, to speak in French in order to be clever, moving, witty, inventive. Pushkin also showed that it was possible to be authentically Russian, while being totally opposed to all the cruelties and absurdities of the Russian system of government.


Pushkin, even more than Goethe or Scott, was remarkable for the ease with which he moved from one literary form to the next and effortlessly transformed them all. He is the closest thing that literature has to Mozart. A tender lyricist, a flippant satirist, a great dramatist, a master of the short-story form, he also, in his long poem Yevgeny Onegin, effectively invented the Russian novel. Thereafter, whatever magnificent things the Russians did with that most fluid of literary forms, they trod, willy-nilly, in Pushkin’s footsteps. He was killed in a duel in 1837. Perhaps it is the greatest single tragedy



in the history of literature. There is no knowing what masterpieces we have lost by that death.


After Pushkin, there were to be many magnificent Russian poets, and a long line of great Russian novelists. Among these novelists, there is one who stands out, for most Russians, as the greatest of them all. In terms of sheer volume and monumental size he is, if anything, a larger figure even than Pushkin himself. Ninety volumes of his work fill the shelves of the Russian library. His name was Count Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy.





Tolstoy was peculiarly the product of the Russia which we have been describing. He could not have written or lived as he did had he not been born in a particular time and place and situation. He was born on August 28, 1828, and he died on November 7, 1910. Though most Russian writers of the nineteenth century were technically of the gentry class – how else could they have had the education or the leisure to practise their craft? – Tolstoy was alone, among great writers, in being born into the very highest social rank. On both his parents’ sides he was not merely an aristocrat, he was a member of the old seigneurial class, the sort who did not just rule over local government, but who had a place at Court, and the ear of princes.


By the accident of his parents’ poverty and early death, however, Tolstoy never exercised his rights as a grand courtier or a diplomat or a senior army officer.



The only thing which his high aristocratic status conferred upon him was the sort of freedom which might have been enjoyed by any writer born at the same time in, let us say, France or the United States.


To be a free man in a country where everyone else is in bondage conveys a strange unreality of status. Tolstoy never fully appreciated his luck. Nor, perhaps, did he ever realise how much he was cut off from the experience of other writers, let alone of the merchant class or of the enslaved peasantry. Yet it was in the company of peasants that he spent the greater part of his life. His sorties into the outside world were brief. He served as a soldier in the Crimean War. He made two short visits to Europe, seeing Italy, France, Germany and England. But, even within Russia, his experience of travel was limited. He came to hate the intellectuals of St. Petersburg as much as he despised the rich houses of Moscow. Until his late middle age, he had very few friends outside his own family circle, and most of his time was spent on his country estate, some one hundred and thirty miles from Moscow.


His isolation, and the privilege of his birth, partly explain why, in the second half of his career, Tolstoy managed to get away with being such a trenchant and violent opponent of the Government. At various points in the last two decades of his life, it seriously began to look as though Tolstoy’s was the only voice which the Russian Government did not dare to muzzle. The socialist revolutionaries had very largely been locked up, or killed,



or sent into exile. Many of the religious dissidents were breaking salt in the mines of Siberia, or silently cowering before the censor. Tolstoy, with a simplicity which seems almost childish, mysteriously got away with denouncing the cruelty of the army – indeed, the unlawfulness of war itself – the inequality of the social hierarchy, the squalor and oppression of the urban poor, the destitution of the starving, the criminality of the censor. He got censored. But, as will inevitably happen unless a government actually takes the step of killing a writer, his hand went on steadily moving across the page. Even though the solutions which he preached to the problems of the nineteenth century were ones which only a small proportion espoused – pacifism, vegetarianism, reading the Gospels and knitting your own clothes – he stood for something much bigger and more important than just himself or his ideas. So long as he was there, huge numbers of Russians felt that it was not quite impossible to believe in the prospect of individual liberty, the survival of individual dignity in the face of a cruel, faceless, bureaucratic tyranny. It was for this reason that, when he died, there were demonstrations all over Russia. Students rioted. Anarchists were rounded up by the police. Thousands of people followed his coffin to its place of burial. And, after the death of Tolstoy, Russia looked for more desperate solutions to its difficulties.


But the chief reason why the Government had left him alone is to be found in the reverence which the



Russians feel for literary genius. With the reverence, there goes, on behalf of governments, suspicion and fear. The word has power in Russia, which is why its greatest exponents have nearly always ended up behind bars or dying in exile.


In Tolstoy, successive Tsars and their advisers recognised that they had a literary monument too large to dislodge. He had begun his career gently, with a few semi-autobiographical scenes from childhood, with short stories based on his experience in the army, and with sketches of the suffering at the siege of Sebastopol. His fellow writers, such as Turgenev and Dostoyevsky, Fet and Nekrasov, recognised that a great practitioner had arrived in their midst. But nothing was to prepare the world for his two greatest achievements, War and Peace and Anna Karenina. In the latter novel, he wrote one of the great love stories of the world. But, in War and Peace, there was something much grander. The novel in fact evolved out of Tolstoy’s purely private preoccupations and fantasies with his own family. But its first episodes had no sooner appeared than his readers knew that he had done something much more. He had created a national epic to which all Russians could respond. In telling the story of Napoleon’s invasion and retreat from Moscow, Tolstoy had become a national institution. It was a story to which every patriotic Russian could and does respond. In the accuracy of its portraiture, in all its emotional faithfulness, in its abundant vivacity, it is also one of the great works of literature of the world.




The life of this author is full of contradictions and puzzles. The paradoxes of Tolstoy are numberless. For instance, this most Russian of novelists was almost entirely influenced not by Russians but by English and French writers. His vision of Christianity owes much more to American Quakers and French rationalists than it does to Russian Orthodox spirituality. And yet he believed himself to be speaking, for much of the time, with the authentic voice of the Russian peasant. There have been many who have turned from Tolstoy’s later work – his advocacy of political anarchism, for example, or his condemnation of Shakespeare – with something like hatred. Others, inspired by the Christian simplicity of his later writings, have been disillusioned to discover, upon reading about his life, that the great prophet of peace lived in an atmosphere of domestic hatred perhaps unrivalled in the history of matrimony.


And yet, for all these contradictions and paradoxes, the sheer stature of Tolstoy is never diminished. The Russian painter who has left us the largest number of portraits of Tolstoy was Ilya Repin. He has also left us various unforgettable prose portraits of the novelist, as well as those which he put on canvas. He spoke of Tolstoy’s towering moral presence, and hypnotic spiritual aura. ‘Often a day or two after a conversation with him when your own mind begins to function independently, you find that you cannot agree with his views, that some of his thoughts, which seemed at the time incontrovertible, now appear improbable. . . .’ For all



that, what remained for Repin was the sense of Tolstoy as a giant. Once, when riding with Tolstoy through the woods near his house, Repin saw him with a vision of particular clarity, ‘like Raphael’s God in the vision of Ezekiel, with forking beard and a kind of special grace and agility characteristic of a warrior or a Circassian, manoeuvring among the branches, now pushing aside the twigs with his hand’. What arrested the painter was not just the speed, but a vivacity which was almost divine. Some such awe is only fitting when approaching such a figure. If the portrait which follows is less flattering than a canvas by Repin, it is painted, nevertheless, with no small sense of the subject’s grandeur.













Chapter One


Origins


1828 – 1841


Бывало, нами дорожили,
Бывало . . .


[There was a time when we were highly esteemed; there was a time. . . .]


Pushkin, My Genealogy









 


‘And on they went, singing “Eternal Memory”. . . .’ Tolstoy’s story begins, like Doctor Zhivago’s, with a woman’s funeral. Only, when Tolstoy’s mother died on August 4, 1830, he was too young to remember her. Born on August 28, 1828, he lost his mother when he was barely two. He could never remember her face, and no portrait of her survives. Both facts are of profound significance in the story of Tolstoy’s inner life.1


His mother’s name was Marya Nikolayevna Volkonskaya – that is, Mary, the daughter of Nicholas Volkonsky. She was born in 1790, the only child of an eccentric, choleric prince who, at the time of her birth, was eminent in the service of the Empress Catherine the Great. The Volkonskys were an ancient family, who traced their grand descent back to Prince Ryurik. They considered themselves grander than the Romanovs, and Prince Nikolay Sergeyevich had added the distinction of military achievement to that of a noble inheritance. He first rose to prominence in the Turkish campaign of 1780, and in 1793 a successful career in the army was



rewarded with the gentler life of the diplomat. He was Russian Ambassador to Berlin in 1793. Prince Nikolay was an outspoken man, and nobody could call him sycophantic in relation to his royal patrons. When Catherine suggested to him that he should marry the ‘niece’ (and mistress) of her stern favourite Potemkin, Volkonsky had replied, ‘What made him think I should marry his whore?’ With the death of Catherine the Great in 1796, his career came to an end.


Catherine was succeeded by the mad Emperor, Paul, who dismissed Prince Volkonsky from the army for failing to appear at a review.


Conscious that all his Court were plotting against him, Paul had the classic paranoid tendency to develop particular hatreds for old friends and favourites, whether at Court or in the field of foreign diplomacy. An example of Paul’s military wisdom is his idea, in January 1801, that twenty thousand Cossacks should march from Orenburg to India in order to defeat the British there. A few months after Paul had proposed this scheme, he was strangled by a group of senior army officers and replaced by Alexander I. By then Prince Nikolay Volkonsky had already, for a number of years, been leading a life of retirement, like Yevgeny Onegin’s uncle, quarrelling with the servants, gazing through the windowpanes and squashing flies.


Tolstoy’s mother had lost her mother when she was two. When he left the army and retired to his country estate one hundred and thirty miles south of Moscow,



Prince Volkonsky devoted himself to his young daughter’s education. By then she was seven. A true follower of Catherine the Great, and a son of the Enlightenment, Prince Volkonsky, unlike his grandson, believed both in the education of women and in the superiority of European culture over Russian. They spoke to one another in French, the father and his child. He ensured that she knew German and Italian, and that she had a good grounding in music and history. They read Rousseau together, and works of the French Encyclopaedists. As befitted a former ambassador, who had been given the rank of General by the Emperor Paul before his dismissal, Prince Volkonsky was entitled to keep two armed sentinels. They stood guard, more like toy soldiers, or something in the fantasies of Tristram Shandy’s Uncle Toby, at the towers which flanked the entrance to the estate of Yasnaya Polyana. (The name means ‘Bright Glade’.) Life in the great house became more and more isolated from the world, and from the current of public events. In all observable aspects, Yasnaya Polyana remained in the eighteenth century throughout Prince Nikolay’s days.


Yasnaya Polyana is a place of great beauty, as the modern tourist can discover. Indeed, as one of Tolstoy’s kinsmen has observed in a recent book, ‘not a little of the attraction of Yasnaya Polyana, at least for its Russian visitors, lies in the solitary physical evocation in the Soviet state of the old manorial way of life, preserved



through the chance of Tolstoy’s being not only a great writer, but also the inheritor of an aristocratic demesne’.


The modern visitor sees a low-lying range of white buildings not dissimilar from the colonial style of architecture to be encountered in Carolina or Virginia. It is set in well-planted, gently undulating countryside. The village still survives, where Tolstoy’s peasants struggled to maintain their existence. Even today, dressed up as a show-place for trippers, it feels remote and primitive, though it is not much more than a hundred miles from Moscow and close to the main road.


As a crow would measure, these shabby houses and hutments are less than a mile from their master’s house, across fields which are still cultivated, and across the abundant orchards. Spiritually, the distance seems almost infinite between these humble abodes and the house, filled as it is with Tolstoy’s extensive library, with a grand piano and portraits of ancestors painted in the western manner. Though by the standards of a European aristocratic house, Yasnaya Polyana is austere, it remains most distinctly the house of a European aristocrat. And yet we do not feel, as we might when visiting a castle on the Loire or the Rhine, that this is part of the landscape it inhabits. Even in the days when Russia was full of manorial estates and rich houses, they must have seemed like islands in an alien sea.


All around the Europeanised house (which is only a wing of the mansion inhabited by Tolstoy’s grandfather Volkonsky) stretches the land which was to exercise so



strong a hold on the novelist. Here are the abundant birchwoods which in spring and summer have a feathery, delicate green against which the house looks particularly splendid. In winter, everything seems white – the barks of the trees, the house itself, the snow-covered fields and paths, the frozen ponds and lakes. You feel something more than just the close physical proximity of nature in this place. More, there is this sense of displacement, of incompatibility between house and land, as though the pretensions and claims of civilised man would inevitably, in the face of nature, break down. Who could be said to own these trees, these pieces of ice, these fields? These were questions which were to haunt the young heir of Yasnaya Polyana, Lev Tolstoy.


For any reader of War and Peace, however, the place has an instantly recognisable quality as well. We feel as much at home as in any place which a writer has encapsulated in imaginative form. Just as it might be impossible to travel through certain bits of Civil War country without being reminded of Faulkner’s The Unvanquisbed, so at Yasnaya Polyana we are instantaneously transported to the ‘Bald Hills’ of Tolstoy’s greatest novel.


It was here, at Yasnaya Polyana, that Tolstoy’s grandfather pursued the legendarily bad-tempered existence which Tolstoy was to mythologize in War and Peace. Tolstoy changed just one letter of his grandfather’s name – a V to a B – when ‘inventing’ the figure of Prince Bolkonsky. In his early appearances in that novel there is something very grand about Prince Bolkonsky:



‘Everyone sitting in the ante-chamber experienced the same feeling of respect and even terror when the enormously high study door opened and showed the figure of a rather small old man, with powdered wig, little withered hands, and bushy grey eyebrows which, when he frowned, sometimes hid the gleam of his clever, youthfully glittering eyes.’2


Much of the Bald Hills drama, in the initial stages of War and Peace, revolves around the Mr. Woodhouseish question of whether a selfish old man can spare his daughter’s hand in matrimony. ‘Life without Princess Marya, little as he seemed to value her, was unthinkable to him. “And why should she marry?” he thought. “To be unhappy for sure. . . .”’3 All this has small enough importance in terms of the book’s plot, but the personal significance for Tolstoy is obvious. In depicting her in his novel, he changed one letter in his mother’s surname, and left her Christian name unaltered. What he was contemplating, in the grand military sweep of his epic, were huge questions such as the causes of war and peace, the rise and fall of empires, the past of Europe, the future of Russia. But, as he reconstructed Prince Bolkonsky’s selfish reflection, Tolstoy was contemplating the (to him) no less important historical mystery of his own birth.


Tolstoy never saw his Volkonsky grandfather. The old man died in 1821, leaving his daughter a spinster – by now thirty-one years old and unmarried. Worried about the inheritance, she suggested, in a general sort of way,



to the rest of the family that she might marry a cousin, Prince Mikhail Alexandrovich Volkonsky. Nothing came of this idea. Prince Mikhail got married to someone else in Moscow that April, and Princess Marya attended the ceremony. There she met a less eligible bachelor, Prince Nikolay Ilyich Tolstoy, five years her junior, and the two families immediately entered into discussions with their lawyers. A marriage was arranged and shortly took place. If Princess Marya intended to have heirs, there was some element of hurry. They were married on July 9, 1822. Her dowry was eight hundred male ‘souls’, serfs in the Tula and Oryol districts, and the estate of Yasnaya Polyana.


Count Nikolay Ilyich Tolstoy was an ex-army officer. His father was the governor of Kazan, a town four hundred miles to the east of Moscow, and the old man’s financial affairs were so chaotic that Nikolay had felt obliged to leave the army, lest at any point he might be shamed into admitting that he was too poor to buy himself further promotion. (He was a lieutenant-colonel when he resigned his commission.) Marriage to a rich woman was the obvious answer to his difficulties and, since the Tolstoys were also an ancient and highly esteemed Russian family,4 the Volkonskys agreed to the match.


The Tolstoys had five children: Nikolay, Sergey, Dmitry, Lev and lastly a daughter, Marya, who was born in March 1830. Princess Marya never really recovered from this confinement, and died five months later.




Tolstoy died seven years before the revolution of the proletariat; he was born three years after the revolution of the nobility. It is almost as if he was cocooned between the two revolutions, that of December 1825 and that of October 1917. There had been assassinations and palace revolutions in plenty throughout the history of the Romanov royal house, but the uprising on December 14, 1825 was different in kind. It has been called ‘the first truly political movement ever to be directed against the established system’ in Russia.5 It was a political movement with wide adherence, and a history dating back a decade. The first formal structure taken by the would-be reformers was the foundation in 1816 of the Union of Salvation or Society of True and Faithful Sons of the Fatherland. This was a group of Guards officers, inspired by the ideas and events of the previous thirty years in Europe, who dreamed of converting the absolutist autocracy of the Russian Emperor into an enlightened constitutional monarchy, advised by assemblies. The dreamers, or conspirators, were wildly different in their views and aims, which was one reason for their failure. Some looked to England as an ideal model, to a country really governed by an aristocratic oligarchy, but retaining the ancient forms of monarchy and religion. Others looked to France, its Revolution, its commitment to a republic. Some were Freemasons, or dabblers in the new and cranky creeds which from time to time caught the imagination of the St. Petersburg salons. Some of the conspirators



wanted to emancipate the serfs, though they were not all agreed on what terms. But their movement seems by the standards of later revolutionary movements amateurish and dilettante. Their plots were, as Pushkin said, hatched between claret and champagne to the accompaniment of satirical songs and friendly arguments.


Their opportunity for action was given to them upon the death of Alexander I in Taganrog on November 19, 1825. The questions arose: should he be succeeded by the second Imperial brother, Constantine, at that moment in Warsaw, or by the third, the Grand Duke Nicholas? Alexander I had, in 1822, declared Nicholas (who had a son, and who was loyal to Orthodoxy) to be his heir rather than Constantine. This was because Constantine, after a long exile, was imagined by friends and enemies alike to have a number of ‘liberal’ views that in all probability he never possessed. The Northern and Southern Societies of conspirators, whose activities were of course known to the Imperial police, declared themselves in favour of Constantine’s succession, but they had less than a month in which to popularise their point of view in the ranks of the army. The military was the chief source of their strength; not only were the majority of them officers, but the Grand Duke Nicholas was in any case unpopular with the army. On December 14, the Grand Duke was declared Tsar Nicholas I, and the army reviewed on the Senate Square in St. Petersburg. The day was a war of nerves between the new Emperor



and his army. It seemed as though some three thousand troops had come out in favour of revolution, leaving about nine thousand loyal to the new regime. There were exciting moments, as when old Alexander Yakubovich, a veteran of the Caucasus, paraded in front of the mutinying troops and cried, ‘Constantine and a Constitution!’; but, when the orders were given for the Moscow regiment to load, the old hero developed a violent headache and was nowhere to be found. The Governor-General of St. Petersburg was sent out to reason with the mutineers and was shot dead. Then followed the Metropolitan Serafim, splendid in cope and the crown-like mitre of the Eastern Church. The rebels told him to go back into the cathedral and pray for their souls. Finally, the Grand Duke Michael tried to plead with them, and they told him to return to the Winter Palace since he was endangering his life. But, by the end of the day, Nicholas I’s patience had run out. He ordered his troops to fire on the rebels, and they fled without putting up any resistance. For the next thirty years, the Russian Empire was to be dominated by this huge and ferocious despot, who devoted himself to a confident and calculated policy of reaction against the faintly liberalising trends of Alexander I.


As for the Decembrists,6 as the conspirators of December 1825 came to be called, they were rounded up. About six hundred were questioned, a hundred and twenty-one were put on trial: five were condemned to death, thirty-one were exiled to Siberia for life, and



eighty-five for a shorter term. Of the Siberian exiles, few were more romantically attractive than Tolstoy’s second cousin, Major-General Prince Sergey Grigoryevich Volkonsky,7 who was stripped of lands, titles and estates before being dragged in chains in front of the Tsar, who shouted at him, ‘You are a fool, Major-General Prince Volkonsky! You should be ashamed of yourself!’ But his young wife did not think so. Abandoning their little son, she followed her husband into exile, and stayed with him for the next thirty years before spoiling things and running off with another man. She had been originally wooed by Pushkin, who wrote a poem about her heroic exile:


Bo rлyбинe cибиpcкиx pyд
Xpaнитe ropдoe тepпeньe,
He пpoпaдeт вaш cкopбный тpyд
И дyм выcoкoe cтpeмлeньe . . .



[In the depths of the Siberian mines
Maintain your proud patience,
Your sorrowful labour will not be wasted,
Nor your high aspiration of mind. . . .]8



When Nicholas I died in 1855, there was every reason for Russian dissidents and malcontents to rejoice. But Volkonsky, hearing the news in Siberia, wept. He wept because his Emperor was dead, and he wept for Russia,



because thirty years of exile (a shorter spell was to teach similar lessons to Dostoyevsky) had made him wonder what alternatives there were to the repressive and reactionary form of government which, as a young man, he had so vigorously opposed. He wrote:





And when will our national consciousness be rid of this fatal confusion between power and national welfare, that has brought so much falsehood into every sphere of national life, falsehood which has coloured our politics, our religious and social thought, our education? Falsehood has been the principal ailment of Russian politics, along with its usual companions, hypocrisy and cynicism. They run through our whole history. Yet surely life’s goal must not be just to exist, but to exist with dignity. And if we want to be frank with ourselves, then we must admit that if Russia cannot exist otherwise than she did in the past, then she does not deserve to survive. And as of now, we have had no proof that the country can be run along different lines.9






This Prince Volkonsky was a kinsman of Tolstoy’s mother, Princess Marya Nikolayevna Volkonskaya. After the amnesty granted by Alexander II, Tolstoy was able to meet him – though in Italy, not Russia. Throughout the first half of his life Tolstoy had a preoccupation



with the Decembrist Rising which bordered on obsession. He was acutely aware that he had been born too late for it; acutely aware, also, that had it succeeded the whole of Russian history would have been different. For Tolstoy, always, the destiny of Russia and the destiny of his own family were inseparable, and both are not merely ‘ingredients’ of his art. They are its primary force, motivation, inspiration. Gorky was right to stress that Tolstoy is a ‘whole world’, his bigness stemming partly from the fact that his family had been helping to shape the national destiny since the time of Prince Ryurik, and partly stemming from his own enforced remoteness from his immediate ancestors. For him, the process of discovering who he was, and who they were, and what Russia was, were all intimately linked. The ‘world’ which is Tolstoy is, as Gorky said, intensely national, intensely Russian, and yet – to Lenin’s infuriation – supremely individualistic. Too late for one revolution and too soon for the next, his existence is both one of detachment from the fabric of his national history, and a challenge to the society which, all around him, pursued a course so much at variance with the direction which he wanted to take. ‘I could hardly imagine Russia, or my relationship with her, without my Yasnaya Polyana.’ Viewed in some lights, Tolstoy seems like the archetypal Romantic egotist, the ardent reader of Rousseau, whose mind was sufficiently big to enable him to sit



out the nineteenth century, unaffected by its changes and chances. In another aspect, however, Tolstoy seems more caught up in the movements of history than any other imaginative artist. The involvement and the detachment were, like everything about him, in a perpetual state of contradiction and struggle.





Tolstoy was to grow up and become a great novelist, that is to say a great liar. Novels are works of art which arrive at truth by telling untruths. Novelists are frequently men and women who have been compelled, by some inner disaster, to rewrite the past, to refashion their memories to make their existence more interesting or more explicable to themselves. This self-mythologising process had begun in Tolstoy before conscious memory, which is why we can only guess at the truth of what he tells us about his childhood. The novella which he entitled Childhood, and which some biographers have taken to be an almost photographic record of how the infant Tolstoy passed his days, was, by his own confession, a complete fabrication.


Nevertheless, there is an obvious interest in Tolstoy’s own recollections, spoken or written. One of the things which makes him such a memorable writer is his extra-consciousness, or super-consciousness, of existence itself. Although there was nothing, absolutely nothing, in his first twenty years of life to suggest that he would become



a great genius in any sphere, the clue to what makes him special resides in this preternatural ability to be aware. We all know that there is such a thing as life, that we are alive, that the world is there, full of sights and sounds. But, when we read Tolstoy for the first time, it is as if, until that moment, we had been looking at the world through a dusty window. He flings open the shutters, and we see everything sharp and clear for the first time. This super-awareness came to him, he informs us, when he was still a baby.





I lie bound and wish to stretch out my arms, but cannot. I scream and cry and my screams are disagreeable to myself, but I cannot stop. . . .10






These recollections purport to relate to a time when Tolstoy was a baby in swaddling clothes, still being fed at the breast. The wonder is that he did not remember the exact texture of his wet-nurse’s nipples, and the mixture of sensual greed and spiritual revulsion which, as a six-month-old boy, they awoke in him. St. Augustine, whose egotistic journey offers so many parallels to Tolstoy’s own, comes close to having such a ‘memory’, or at least to wishing that he had had it.


The next impression, remembers Tolstoy, is a pleasant one.





I am sitting in a tub and am surrounded by a new and not unpleasant smell of something with which they are rubbing my tiny body. . . .11






The ‘tiny’ is the giveaway. His novel Childhood is full of such details, as when, in the opening scene, the narrator draws stockings on to his ‘tiny feet’. As children, we are not aware of having tiny bodies. Only a child who had become an artifact, a memory in an older mind, could be aware of having a tiny body as he sat in his tub.





Probably it was the bran put into my bathwater; the novelty of the sensation caused by the bran aroused me, and for the first time I became aware of, and liked, my own little body with the visible ribs on my breast, and the smooth, dark, wooden tub, the bared arms of the nurse, the warm, steaming, swirling water, the noise it made, and especially the smooth feel of the wet rim of the tub as I passed my hands along it.12






Some people have such perfect pitch that almost all music is intolerable to them; others have a heightened colour sense, or a peculiarly sensitive sense of smell. This or that person, notoriously, has a different level of erotic awareness. In Tolstoy, consciousness itself was overdeveloped. In a non-Wordsworthian sense, the world was ‘too much with him’.




The other great quality which all readers notice in Tolstoy is his moral directness and simplicity. This, too, he believed, stretched back to the time of his childhood. When he was five years old, he was called by his elder brother Nikolay to join the other children. Nikolay, who was aged ten at this stage, was always the leader in their games, their entertainer and their mentor. He would tell them ghost stories and fairy tales. But, on this particular occasion, he had something rather more important to divulge to the five-year-old Lev, and to Sergey, Dmitry and Marya. Nikolay had discovered the secret by which all men would become happy. There would be no more disease, no trouble, no anger. Everyone would love one another, and they would be called the Ant Brothers. In Russian the word for ‘ant’ is muravey; almost certainly, Nikolay had heard of the Christian denomination (who, incidentally, had such an effect on John Wesley) known as the Moravian Brotherhood. He had also, no doubt, vaguely heard of Freemasons, and their aspirations to unite mankind with some form of universal wisdom. Hence the Ant Brotherhood.


As Lev Tolstoy grew older, the game of the Ant Brotherhood exercised a powerful hold over his imagination. Not until much later in life, when he had become a figurehead of dissent and a religious guru, were Tolstoy’s friendships ever ideological. The family, not the like-minded kruzhok (little circle), supported him.



Intellectually and emotionally, there was always the mythology of the Ant Brotherhood behind him.





The Ant Brotherhood was revealed to us, but not the chief secret – the way for all men to cease suffering from any misfortune, to leave off quarrelling and being angry, and become continuously happy – this secret he said he had written on a green stick buried by the road at the edge of a certain ravine, at which spot (since my body must be buried somewhere) I have asked to be buried in memory of Nikolenka.13






Yasnaya Polyana, where this stick is buried, was potent with legends in Tolstoy’s own personal mythology, and with unremembered national and family ‘memories’ on which he was brought up. If the great political legend in nineteenth-century Russian history was the Decembrist Rising of 1825, then the great national event was the invasion of Russia by Napoleon in 1812: an event exactly parallel in nineteenth-century Russian imaginations to the invasion by Hitler in 1941 in the imaginations of twentieth-century Russians. In both cases, there are the same ingredient elements of shock, fury, awe, and national pride. But, in the Napoleonic case, there was no memory to compare with it. To the outsider, looking at a map of the Russian Empire in the time of Alexander I, or the Soviet Union in the era of Stalin (diminished as that had been by the humiliating



terms agreed by Trotsky at Brest-Litovsk), the perennial Russian fear of invasion strikes a note which is difficult to comprehend. The country is so vast, the distances covered by any invader would have to be so enormous, that only a madman or a genius would contemplate a military operation of such audacity. Yet twice such madmen have arisen, bringing with them at each date scenes of carnage unparalleled in Russian history. Borodino, the battle which immediately preceded the French occupation of Moscow in September 1812, inaugurated new horrors in the history of warfare. Napoleon called it the most terrible of all his battles. The casualties were greater than at any battle before in the history of the world: thirty thousand French and forty thousand Russians in a single day. Tens of thousands more French were to die in the winter retreat which followed, the whole campaign emphasising with hideous and inescapable force the sheer futility of the pursuit of power, and the hollowness of military glory.





Of the war, Princess Marya thought as women do think about war. She was afraid for her brother, who was there, and without understanding it, she was amazed in the face of human cruelty, impelling people to kill one another. But she did not understand the significance of this war, which seemed to her like all previous wars. . . .14








These are the reflections of Princess Marya Bolkonsky in War and Peace as she hears the rumours of the Napoleonic invasion in her father’s estate.


Prince Andrey, a few chapters later, on the road from Smolensk, turns off to inspect the place, and finds it already in a state of dilapidation. His mother and sisters have fled to Moscow, the peasants are in a state of despondency and financial ruin, three regiments of Russian dragoons have already billeted themselves there. On route marches, the ornamental gardens have been spoilt, some of the windowpanes have been smashed, already there is grass growing on the paths. There are few more vivid moments, before Borodino, of the emotional impact of Napoleon’s war.


Yasnaya Polyana, and the whole of Russia, after Napoleon’s invasion, were to live again, a deliverance on which Tolstoy was to meditate. So much is going on inside a novelist’s subconscious when he creates his characters that no simple identification of people in the books and people in ‘real life’ will ever make complete sense. Nevertheless, it seems to be beyond question that in the figure of old Prince Bolkonsky, Tolstoy was thinking of his Volkonsky grandfather; that the young Prince Andrey Volkonsky contains a good bit of Tolstoy’s father, and Prince Andrey’s virtuous sister Marya Bolkonsky is Tolstoy’s mother Marya Volkonsky. In so far as there is truth in these simple identifications, they are full of psychological importance. By making his parents into a brother and sister, Tolstoy, with classic



Oedipal jealousy, has removed his mother from his father’s bed. But one could not take any of this very far without realising the central fallacy of the approach. It would be impossible, with any hope of historical plausibility, to use War and Peace as an accurate picture of what Tolstoy’s parents or grandfather were like. We have only the ‘fictional’ descriptions of life at Bald Hills to study: almost no authentic documentation for life at Yasnaya Polyana at the time of 1812. We will never know how much is embellishment, and how much the truth. War and Peace is not only a great historical novel. It is also a monument to his obsession with his own personal history. Readers of the novel who turn back to Tolstoy’s early life feel in a thousand ways that they have been there before.





Left a widower at the age of thirty-five, Tolstoy’s father had tried to manage efficiently the estates which he had inherited from his wife. There was little enough Tolstoy money. Since the old governor of Kazan had died in 1820, Nikolay Ilyich had struggled with inherited debts and a host of extravagant female dependants.


His occupations were farming and lawsuits, chiefly the latter. These lawsuits frequently obliged him to leave home, and besides that, he used often to go hunting and shooting. Beyond this, Count Nikolay Ilyich was a literate man, with a well-stocked library, but the times when he was at home with his children were few.




‘I remember him in his study, when we went to say “good night”, or sometimes simply to play, where he sat on the leather divan, smoking a pipe, and caressed us, and sometimes to our great joy let us climb on to the back of the divan while he either continued to read, or talked to the clerks standing at the door, or to my godfather who often stayed with us.’15 Tolstoy’s recollections of his father are full of admiration and affection. He recalls his handsomeness, his frock coat and narrow trousers or, in the country, his exuberance on the hunting field. But like all aristocratic children of the period, they saw very little of their father. It would seem that they felt a certain closeness towards their Tolstoy grandmother, a silly, affectionate spendthrift, very decidedly of the ancien régime. One of Tolstoy’s earliest memories was of her sitting in a yellow cabriolet underneath a clump of hazel bushes. The footmen were lowering branches to her so that she could pluck nuts without getting out of her seat.


In 1837, the children lost their father. He had gone into Tula to see about one of his lawsuits, and dropped dead in the street. He was forty-two years old. Some of the family immediately suspected his servants of having murdered him. Others thought that he had had an epileptic fit. Both of these speculations, however interesting, are groundless. Dostoyevsky’s father actually was murdered and the event was a turning point in his life. But the nine-year-old Tolstoy did not have fits when he heard of his father’s death. The event passed in a dazed



blur of grief, followed the next year by the death of his old Tolstoy grandmother.


The children were now put under the guardianship of an aunt, the late count’s sister, the Countess Alexandra Ilyinichna Osten-Saken, a woman who could easily have stepped out of Dostoyevsky’s pages. Her husband had been a mad Baltic count who had tried to cut out her tongue, and on another occasion had shot her. She found consolation in a pious exercise of the Orthodox religion. She was never happier than when reading the lives of the saints or, when she could not read about them, going to meet them. When in the country on her late sister-in-law’s estates at Yasnaya Polyana, she frequently entertained the strange, half-crazed, wandering pilgrims who traipsed the mud roads that connected town with town in those pre-railway days. ‘From time immemorial, such wanderers have existed in Russia, nomads, homeless and hearthless, possessing no earthly ties, following no trade, driven onwards by some nameless thought. Leading the life of gypsies, and yet not of the gypsy class, they roamed over the vast territories of Russia, from village to village, from country to country. . . . Nobody knew the meaning of their pilgrimages. I am convinced that had any of them been asked whither he was going and why, not one could have answered. . . . Perhaps they were escaping nothing more tangible than toska, that nostalgia only Russians experience, utterly indescribable, utterly incomprehensible, and often without motive.’16




Tolstoy was not unique in being fascinated by these curious figures, but perhaps, because of his aunt’s spiritual predilections, he was exposed to rather more contact with them than were other boys of his class. Grisha, the yurodivy (holy idiot) whom he described in Childhood, was one such: filthy, wild-eyed, misshapen and incoherent. Grisha was in fact a made-up character, a composite of many different tramps who must have arrived at Yasnaya Polyana during Tolstoy’s childhood. In old age, he recalled that he had been less impressed by any of the professional holy fools than by an actual idiot, a gardener’s boy, whom he overheard praying in a hot-house adjoining the drawing room, ‘and who really amazed me by his prayer, in which he spoke to God as if he were a living person. “You are my doctor, you are my apothecary,” he said with impressive conviction.’17


We can be sure that his aunt Alexandra (who was so holy that she did not wash, and gave off ‘a specific acid smell’) imparted her piety to the children. His favourite Bible story was that of Joseph and his brethren, the story of a younger son being cast out by his brothers and sold into a strange land, and then, when he is reunited with them in grown-up life, being able to lord it over them and being able to reward them with grain and gold and treasures. The appeal to the young orphan of this tale is obvious; likewise, the appeal of a story in which a ‘dreamer’ and an idler manages to make a worldly success out of his inner life. Every novelist who



has enjoyed great popularity and success must have tasted the rewards of Pharaoh’s house.


Not that the Bible could have as great a role in the upbringing of an Orthodox child as it did in that of a western Protestant. It was only in 1818, ten years before Tolstoy’s birth, that there existed a New Testament in modern Russian as opposed to Old Church Slavonic. An English child of the period, for its religious instruction, would have very little besides the Bible, the Catechism and perhaps (in the stricter households) Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. But a little Russian boy could feast his imagination on twinkling lamps, dark icons, and muttered prayers at home; in church, on the great sense of everyone praying together, rich and poor alike, standing in the body of the church, lighting tapers, bowing, crossing themselves, and joining in the chanting of the voluntary choir. In an Orthodox liturgy, unlike anything seen in the West, we witness the whole people of God doing their liturgy together, the doll-like priest, a bearded figure stiff in vestments, doing his stuff behind the screen, and only appearing from time to time, to bless, to exhort or to distribute the Sacrament. In all this, there is not much exercise of the intellect. There are no analytical sermons, as there might have been in Scotland or Switzerland or France. Probably the priest is barely literate. It was not a Church which had produced as many great scholars as the Churches of the West, and its attitude to knowledge was, by the



standards of Western Europe, obscurantist and superstitious. But it had produced saints.


Tolstoy’s aunt Alexandra cannot have failed to tell him the stories of the saints and heroes of the Russian Church. She would have told him of how the Russian people had been converted to Christianity by Prince Vladimir of Kiev (who died in 1015) inviting the missionaries from Constantinople. Before his conversion, Vladimir was a lecher, a drunkard, and a soldier. After his baptism, he abandoned his habits of feasting and rich living, and lived among the poor, opening his gates to invalids and beggars. He who had previously shed blood so freely in battle became convinced that it was wicked to take human life. Throughout his great dominions, he abolished the death penalty for criminals, and when the Greek bishops told him that he was wrong to do so, he remained convinced that torture and capital punishment had no place in a Christian kingdom.


Nor can she have failed to tell her nephews about the sons of Prince Vladimir, Boris and Gleb, the first two canonised saints of the Russian Church. When Vladimir died, his eldest son, Svyatopolk, tried to get rid of his other brothers and become the sole ruler of Russia. First he attacked Prince Boris, his younger brother, who was leading a detachment of his father’s troops. But Boris believed the words of Our Lord that it is wrong to resist violence with violence, and he allowed himself to be butchered by Svyatopolk. By his action (for Svyatopolk wanted only his death) Boris



spared the lives of all his troops. A few days later another brother, Gleb, followed Boris’s example. ‘The story of Boris and Gleb shows that the seeds of the Christian religion fell on fertile soil in Russia, and that the nation accepted wholeheartedly the new teaching. It also reveals that Christianity was understood by Russian people neither as a system of doctrines, nor as an institution, but primarily as a way of life.’18


These stories sank into Tolstoy’s consciousness as a child, but they can hardly have been more vivid to him than the fact of death. When he was nine and his father died, Tolstoy tells us, he found it impossible to believe that Count Nikolay Ilyich no longer existed. When walking the streets of Moscow he stared at every stranger that he passed, hoping that it would be his father – a detail which he later used when little Seryozha was missing his mother Anna Karenina. His father’s non-existence was imaginatively unabsorbable; not so God’s. When, at about this time, a schoolfriend of his brother’s told them that he had made a great discovery, they all gathered round to hear. This child, Volodenka Milyutin, was a sage twelve year old studying at the Gymnasium near the Tolstoy house in Moscow. In the course of his studies, the secret had been revealed to him, that God does not exist. Everything, moreover, that grown-ups taught about Him was a mere fiction. The Tolstoy brothers debated the matter, and decided that, on balance, what Milyutin had told them was true. The non-existence of God does not seem to have disconcerted



them particularly. Perhaps if Aunt Alexandra had lived longer, she might have influenced the children to be more conventionally pious. Perhaps not. A figure who was much closer to all the children, and in particular to Tolstoy himself, was a distant kinswoman, Tatyana Alexandrovna Yergolskaya.


In his earliest memory of her, she was already over forty. ‘She must have been very attractive, with her enormous plait of crisp, black, curly hair, her jet-black eyes and vivacious, energetic expression. . . .’ he wrote. Then he drew back. ‘I never thought about whether she was beautiful or not.’ The hero of Resurrection, Nekhlyudov, looks at a portrait of his mother in the room where she died. He is sickened by the particular care with which the painter has depicted the outline of her breasts, and the cleavage between them showing over the low-cut gown. There was something revolting and blasphemous to him about contemplating his mother as a half-nude painter’s beauty. ‘It was the more disgusting that, in this very room three months since, this woman had lain, dried up like a mummy, and at the same time filling, with an excruciatingly oppressive smell which nothing would stifle, not just the room, but the whole house.’19 Even ‘innocent’ images of maternity in Tolstoy are complicated by feelings of sex and death. Cultures more highly-charged than our own need to be tasted for Tolstoy’s youthful psyche to come into focus. (Was it St. Aloysius who was so holy that he would not remain in the same room alone with his mother lest



she inflamed him with lust?) Incestuous feelings for the mother he never had were to torment Tolstoy throughout his life.


Meanwhile, Tatyana Alexandrovna Yergolskaya, the beloved Tante Toinette, provided a mother-substitute. ‘Probably she loved my father and he loved her, but she did not marry him when they were young, because she thought he had better marry my wealthy mother, and she did not marry him subsequently because she did not wish to spoil her pure poetic relations with him and with us.’20


Family legends harden and ossify. We shall never really know, any more than Tolstoy really knew, what was going on in his father’s heart at the time of his mother’s death. We can be fairly certain that whatever prevented Count Nikolay and Tante Toinette from marrying, it was not the peculiarly Tolstoyan notion that her relations with the children would have been more ‘pure’ and ‘poetic’ had she not shared their father’s bed. We do not even know that she did not. For Tolstoy, it was important to establish his ‘little aunt’s’ purity. Her kisses and caresses were reserved for him. It was from her, and perhaps only from her, that he had any displays of physical affection when he was a young child. It was from her that he learnt ‘the spiritual delight of love’. Moreover, as we have already said, she taught him ‘the charm of an unhurried, tranquil life’.


It is a lesson which any child in that peculiar household would have done well to absorb. But their chances



of imbibing it were to be severely cut short. Tatyana was with them all at Yasnaya Polyana in the summer of 1841 while Aunt Alexandra made one of her frequent visits to the celebrated Kaluga hermitage, an offshoot of the Optina Pustyn monastery which Dostoyevsky was to make famous in The Brothers Karamazov. In August, there came the news that Aunt Alexandra had died there. Tatyana set out for the monastery to arrange the funeral, and the younger children stayed behind in the country with servants and tutors, occupying themselves by building a throne for their dog. (It fell from this contraption and injured its paw.)


None of them understood at once what the significance of Aunt Alexandra’s death was to be. It was the fourth major death in Tolstoy’s first thirteen years of life, and in terms of his destiny over the next six years, it was the most crucial. The losses of his parents and his grandmother were incalculable. But the loss of his mildly mad aunt Alexandra actually displaced him, his brothers and his sister. It uprooted them from the familiar scenes of Yasnaya Polyana and Moscow, and it wrenched them away from the one person for whom they all felt the warmest affection. For their ‘aunt’ Tatyana was in fact only a very distant relative, and she had no legal right over the children. Their guardianship passed naturally to their father’s only surviving sister, the Countess Pelageya Ilyinichna Yushkova.


Tolstoy’s eldest brother, Nikolay Nikolayevich, was by now eighteen and acutely aware of the family’s



shortage of cash until they attained their majority. He begged their aunt Pelageya (whom none of them really knew) to do what was possible. What the children did not realise was that there were ‘emotional undercurrents’. Years before, Colonel Yushkov, Aunt Pelageya’s incurably womanising husband, had taken a shine to Tatyana Alexandrovna Yergolskaya. He had even, in his bachelor days, proposed to her. For the boy Tolstoy, Aunt Toinette’s love was pure and delightful. His aunt Pelageya had keener, jealous memories of the ‘enormous plait of crisp black curly hair’, and the jet-black flirtatious eyes, which had beguiled both her brother and her husband. It was not something which, even twenty years later, she felt able to live with. The children could come and live with the Yushkovs in Kazan, but Tatyana Alexandrovna (though now of an age when she was unlikely to excite the Colonel into an indiscretion) was to be left behind.


‘It is a cruel and barbaric thing to separate me from the children for whom I have cared so tenderly for nearly twelve years,’ she confided in a correspondent.


Countess Pelageya Ilyinichna was no Miss Murdstone, but the whole thing has the relentless poignancy of a Victorian novel. She and her bluff, jolly husband believed that they were doing the best for the Tolstoy children, as indeed they were. That was just the trouble. The best – at that particular moment – was not what they needed or wanted. The ramshackle and rather crazy grandeur of life under the tutelage of Aunt Alexandra was to be



replaced by the moneyed ‘comfort’ of life with her worldly sister. Mud tracks in the country or the pavements of Moscow: now the provincial streets of Kazan. They were leaving behind the lice-infested pilgrims and the religious maniacs with whom one aunt surrounded herself, to encounter another aunt’s powdered flunkeys and socialite nobodies who, because they were in Kazan, were somebodies. The Way of the Pilgrim was sealed off, and Vanity Fair was built in its stead.











Chapter Two


Joseph and his Brethren


1841 – 1847


Me voilà en Asie!
Catherine the Great









 


Tolstoy lived in Kazan from 1841 to 1847.1 Though there were visits to various family estates during this period, his teens were a kind of exile. Opinions of the place have varied. Catherine the Great, staying there in 1767, had written to Voltaire, ‘Me voilà en Asie!’2 Sergey Aksakov, whose unforgettable schooldays were spent in Kazan, remembered during the winter months, how the ‘ice on the great lake Kaban was the scene of famous encounters with fists between Tartars and Russians. They lived on opposite sides of the lake.’3 Alexander Herzen recalled ‘the veiled faces of the Tartar women, the high cheekbones of their husbands, the mosques of true believers standing side by side with the churches of the Orthodox faith – it all reminds one of the East. At Vladimir or Nizhny the neighbourhood of Moscow is felt; but one feels far from Moscow at Kazan.’4 The most entertaining of English travellers in Russia, Sir D. Mackenzie-Wallace, however, having told us that Kazan was once the capital of an independent Tartar khanatel, later in the century warns that ‘the



town as a whole has a European rather than an Asiatic character. If anyone visits it in the hope of getting a “glimpse of the East”, he will be grievously disappointed.’5


Tolstoy’s paternal grandfather had been the governor of Kazan. Because of its position on the Volga, and its being on the borderlands between European and Asiatic Russia, the two had a certain importance, but it was far from being large, and as Mackenzie-Wallace would remind us, it only seems interesting by comparison with other provincial towns on the Volga.


At the time of Tolstoy’s residence there, its population was not more than thirty thousand. It was a lively little place, and the aunt and uncle were at the centre of things. If your happiness derived from dinners, card games, masquerades and tableaux-vivants, then the Yushkovs’ was a merry enough household in which to grow up. And, much of the time, Tolstoy did revel in these things. But his adolescence was rendered an agony by shyness, and by the sense that his thick nose and springy hair made him hideously unattractive to girls. There were hours of silent agony in front of the looking-glass, and equally ghastly spells of lust, which tormented him almost from the moment he arrived in Kazan. There was a maid in his aunt’s house called Masha who first aroused him; he was too shy to do anything about it, and shortly after that his brother Sergey introduced him to brothels.


The brothers Tolstoy, and their sister Marya, remained



very much a family, but already the Brotherhood was in evolution and dissolution. Nikolay passed through Kazan University and joined the army. The other two brothers provided Lev Nikolayevich with contrasting influences. Sergey was a worldling. With him you could drink and dance and talk about sex. Dmitry, the one closest in age to Lev, was at this stage a very different sort of youth. Lev, only about a year his junior, envied Dmitry’s ‘large, dark, serious eyes’, and his ability not only to make girls laugh, but also to impress them with the belief that he was deeply serious. In extreme old age, Tolstoy remembered Dmitry as a Dostoyevskian innocent during the Kazan phase. While Sergey and Nikolay were dissolute and worldly, Dmitry ‘never suffered from the usual vices of youth. He was always serious, thoughtful, pure and resolute, though hot-tempered.’ Like the eldest, Nikolay, Dmitry was quite indifferent to how he was regarded by the rest of the world; he cared nothing for dress, rank, or personal appearance: all the things which really obsessed the adolescent Lev.


At this stage, the Tolstoys had an extraordinary poor relation called Lyubov Sergeyevna. ‘When I knew her, she was not only pitiable but hideous. I do not know what her illness was, but her face was swollen as if it had been stung by bees. Her eyes were just narrow slits between swollen shiny cushions without eyebrows. Similarly swollen, shiny and yellow were her cheeks, nose, lips and mouth. She spoke with difficulty (having



probably a similar swelling in her mouth). In summer, flies used to settle on her face and she did not feel them, which was particularly unpleasant to witness. Her hair was still black but scanty and did not hide her scalp. A bad smell always came from her, and in her little room, the windows of which were never opened, the odour was stifling. And this Lyubov Sergeyevna became Dmitry’s friend. He began to go and listen to her, talk to her and read to her. And we were morally so dense that we only laughed at it, while Dmitry was morally so superior, so free from caring about people’s opinion, that he never by word or hint showed that he considered that what he was doing was good. He simply did it. And it was not a momentary impulse but continued all the time we lived in Kazan.’6


As befitted a Dostoyevskian innocent, Dmitry was profoundly pious, though his piety differed from that of their aunt Pelageya. She (who ended her days as a nun when the Colonel was dead) had particular interest in the stuffs and golden cloths with which the priests were vested, and she was a generous benefactor of churches. Dmitry was fired with the romance of Christ’s poor. His peculiarity first showed itself during his first fast in preparation for Holy Communion. He prepared not at the fashionable University church, but at the prison church. At this church, there was a very pious, strict priest who used during Holy Week to read through the whole of the Gospels – something which is prescribed



but seldom done in the Orthodox liturgy. Dmitry used to stand throughout these recitations.


The church was built so that the prisoners were separated from the rest of the congregation by a glass partition with a door in it. Once, when one of the prisoners wanted to pass something to one of the deacons – either some money or a taper to be lit – nobody would do it for him; but Dmitry ‘with his serious face’ stepped forward and handed it over.


The image of this prison church was to haunt Tolstoy for ever. It was to inspire his most powerful and tasteless attack on the Orthodox faith, written forty years after Dmitry had died. But for a short time, when he was about sixteen, Tolstoy was inspired by Dmitry to feelings of piety. He confessed his sins, he went to Holy Communion, he wallowed in the rich liturgical atmosphere of the Kazan churches. In addition to the prison church, there were many splendid fanes where the young believer could worship, above all the Cathedral with its three renowned and wonder-working icons of Saints Yury (i.e. George), Varsonofy and Herman. Yet, in spite of the fact that religion was in his bones and blood, his mind was never really very happy with it for long. He tells us that once, on the day of a University exam, he walked near the Black Lake and prayed to God to let him pass the exam. But, nevertheless, while learning the Catechism, ‘I saw clearly that the whole Catechism was false.’


It was almost exactly at this date that he began to



read Jean-Jacques Rousseau,7 a writer who – if this title belongs to anyone – was the greatest single influence on the development of Tolstoy’s thought. He used to say later that, as a young teenager, he so idolised Rousseau that he wished he could have worn his portrait round his neck in a locket, like a holy icon.8 In other conversations, he would imply that this actually had been his practice. If so, neither the locket, nor anyone else’s memory of it, survives. Also, as an old man, he liked to say that he had read the whole of Rousseau many times, even his Dictionary of Music. But it is hard to establish how much of the Genevan philosophe Tolstoy had managed to get hold of in Kazan.


Family legend had it that his mother’s favourite reading was Emile, which would have made it into a sacred text so far as Tolstoy was concerned, regardless of content. Almost certainly, he did read Emile in his teens, and absorbed the simple piety of the Savoyard priest’s creed (in Book IV). This priest, born a peasant, and ordained before he has given himself the chance to question the doctrines of the Catholic Church, becomes preoccupied with a quest for truth at about the same time as getting into trouble for his inability to keep his vows of celibacy. ‘My perplexity was increased by the fact that I had been brought up in a church which decides everything and permits no doubts, so that having rejected one article of faith, I was forced to reject the rest; as I could not accept absurd decisions, I was deprived of those which were not absurd.’9




The Savoyard priest does not reject God, but finding all manifestations of the supernatural, and all ideas of the future life, quite unknowable, he prefers to concentrate on those elements in religion which do immediately concern him: that is, matters of morality and conscience as they impinge on his own soul: ‘I am aware of my soul; it is known to me in feeling and thought: I know what it is without knowing its essence. . . . Our first duty is towards ourself. . . . Conscience is the voice of the soul, the passions are the voice of the body. . . . Conscience! Conscience! Divine instinct, immortal voice from heaven; sure guide for a creature ignorant and finite indeed, yet intelligent and free.’10


At various crucial moments of his life, Tolstoy found himself rediscovering the faith of the Savoyard priest; the oftener he discovered it, the more certain he became that it was his own inner vision: hence the confusion he sometimes felt about whether he or Rousseau had written the works of Rousseau. Rousseau’s appeal to him need not be laboured: the acceptance of the near ungovernability of sexual passions; the idea that though the dogmas of the old religion be false, the kernel of moral truth contained within them can be rediscovered and made new; the love of simplicity, rural life, and the idea that virtue is best practised in retirement from society: how exciting all this must have seemed when read in an upstairs room in the Yushkov household. Rousseau, early associated in Tolstoy’s mind with his mother, was the exact opposite of everything Aunt



Pelageya stood for. Her household and her way of life emphasised social distinctions in the crudest possible manner: Rousseau taught the equality of all men. Her soirées, where you could hardly hear yourself speak above the silly chatter, were full of loud, noisy, happy people; the gloomy adolescent Lev Nikolayevich read in Rousseau that wisdom was best learnt in solitude. Pelageya believed that religion consisted in obedience to the Church and a love of her rituals; Rousseau, that true religion consisted in a rejection of Church dogmas, and a contemplation of one’s own inner soul and conscience.


Meanwhile, though, with the inconsistency which marks almost any adolescent character, he continued to attach extreme importance to wearing smart clothes and uniforms, getting drunk, riding an expensive horse, and asserting his social superiority whenever he came across children of the lesser nobility or of yet lowlier rank. All memories of him at this date, his own and other people’s, call back a young blade of fairly insufferable arrogance and conceit, who, for all his moral posturings, devoted most of his waking hours to various sorts of upper-class horseplay.11


But this would be a misleading impression. Nineteenth-century Russians, just as much as modern ones, were expected to ‘serve’. The poor anti-hero of Pushkin’s Bronze Horseman ‘serves’ somewhere or another in an office in the gleaming metropolis erected by the great tyrant Peter, his demented attempts to run



away from Peter’s statue being suggestive, as all readers of the poem so terrifyingly feel, of the complete impotence of ordinary, private individuals in the presence of an overwhelmingly strong autocracy. The higher ranks of the aristocracy, no less than the dreary, nameless little Yevgenys of Pushkin’s imagination, were expected to ‘serve’ and it was with this in mind that the Tolstoys’ education was planned and organised. The oldest, Nikolay, was bound for a military career. The Tolstoys were in a position to ‘serve’ in important and high-ranking capacities. This, for Lev, was what gave such delightful poignancy to the innocent Dmitry’s feeble attempts to get into Government service. Presenting himself at the Secretary of State’s office at the Second Department of the Civil Service in St. Petersburg, Dmitry did not try to pull any kind of strings. His brothers imagined that he must be the only man in Russia who took the word ‘serve’ quite literally. Humble and patriotic, he was not wanting to use his name, or the fact that both his mother’s and his father’s family had played an important part in the history of Russia in the last three centuries. He merely told the Secretary his rank, and explained that he had decided to offer his services in the field of legislation.


‘Your name?’


‘Count Tolstoy.’


‘You have not served anywhere?’


‘I have only just finished my course and I simply wish to be useful.’




‘What post do you want?’


‘It is all the same to me – one in which I can be useful.’


Poor Dmitry was too good for this world. No wonder his attempts to ‘serve’ ended so calamitously! (Having wasted his short life, he was to die in a sordid hotel bedroom in the arms of a prostitute.) Lev Nikolayevich was to become a diplomat, like generations of Tolstoys before him, a decision which must have had something to do with the fact that he had a great capacity for languages. With the tutor brought with them to Kazan, the younger Tolstoy boys perfected their French and German. Once arrived in the place, Lev studied Arabic and Turko-Tartar in the local Gymnasium or grammar school, before entering the University at the age of sixteen. Kazan, both geographically and historically, was well-placed for the study of such Oriental languages, and his first year as a student was spent thus engaged. In Tolstoy’s second year he changed to Law, and gave up the idea of becoming a career diplomat.


These sentences convey almost nothing, if by ‘University’ we imagine something like the institution which now flourishes in Kazan, with its large well-stocked libraries, its hideous physics block and badly dressed students – things largely indistinguishable from anything which might be found in Harvard, Paris or Oxford.12 As Tolstoy first went up the hill towards Kazan University in May 1844, he would have seen a beautiful white building with a green roof and a golden cupola. But he soon



lost any illusions about the beauty of the life there. A modern western historian13 has likened the University of Kazan at this date to Dotheboys Hall, and the educational principles of the Director to those of Mr. Squeers. State scholars, for example, were obliged to do tough manual labour. The University grounds were divided into allotments, exactly divided up according to the number of students. In Aksakov’s memory, the buildings seemed ‘like terrible enchanted castles such as I read of, or a prison where I was to be shut up as a convict. The great door between the columns at the top of the high flight of steps, when it was opened by an old pensioner, I felt had swallowed me up – the two broad, high staircases, lit from the cupola and leading from the hall to the first and second floors – the shouting and confused noise of many voices which came from all the classrooms. . . . all this I saw and heard and understood for the first time.’14


At the Gymnasium, and even more at the University, Tolstoy would have first become aware of the actual structure of life in Russia, life outside his own family, life as directly affected by the policies and character of Imperial autocracy.


Kazan had only been a university since 1804 when a decree of Alexander I elevated the grammar school there to University status. The lecturers in early years were nearly all ushers or hacks from the old school and, of the seven professors in the original University, most were German because there simply were no



Russians capable of teaching to the required standard. Where Russians did display intellectual prowess, they could be sure of vigorous persecution from the Government. The outstanding Russian mathematician of the early nineteenth century, for example, was N. I. Lobachevsky, whose pioneering work on non-Euclidian geometry was acclaimed by scientists all over the world. But not in Russia. Almost all Lobachevsky’s energies, as Professor of Mathematics at Kazan from 1827–46, had to be devoted to defending himself and his colleagues from the assaults of the University Curator, M. L. Magnitsky. This figure had hoped for the chair of Mathematics himself, and when he failed to get it, he managed to get the Government post of University Curator. He was based in St. Petersburg, and was persistently unsympathetic to Kazan. Indeed, his first report to the Minister of Education about the University was that it should be abolished. Having failed in that resolve, he kept up a series of attacks on all the teachers there, reporting back on them to the Minister of Education, Count S. S. Uvarov, himself no model of progressive liberalism. This took such underhand forms as examining students’ lecture notes for evidence of sedition on the part of the lecturers. And sedition, as defined by Uvarov’s Ministry, was almost impossible to avoid.


Tolstoy, as we have seen, decided to specialise in his first year at Kazan in Oriental languages. But it was considered highly damaging if students read anything



which exposed their minds to the fact that not everyone shared the doctrines of the Russian Orthodox Church. Lecturers in the Oriental Faculty were forbidden to ‘enter into the details of the religious beliefs and customs of the Mohammedan peoples’. Influence, if there was to be influence, was to be all the other way around. Uvarov defined the Oriental Faculty at Kazan in these terms: ‘the half-savage sons of the steppes of Mongolia eagerly accept the fruitful seeds of enlightenment.’15


Fair’s fair. There was at least one Buryat Mongol student in the faculty in Tolstoy’s time: and though they expected students of Arabic not to read anything with a Moslem reference there were Moslems at Kazan University. At this period in Oxford, you could not even enter the University, let alone take a degree, unless you belonged to the Church of England. Uvarov’s remarks about the half-savage sons of the steppes are no sillier than Samuel Johnson’s about driving cows out of the garden, as a justification for expelling Methodists from Oxford.


Some explanation should perhaps be offered for what the Minister of Education meant by the ‘seeds of enlightenment’, lest by ‘enlightenment’ the modern reader supposes that the University lecturers were encouraging their students to read Kant, Rousseau, Diderot or Voltaire. If you read philosophy at Kazan in Tolstoy’s time, the set books were St. Paul’s epistles to the Colossians and to Timothy. This was at the insistence of Magnitsky, famous in private conversations for his



cynical expressions of atheism, but who, in his public role, was determined to stamp out from the universities ‘the fine poison of unbelief and of hatred for the lawful authorities’.16


Philosophical inquiry, in such an atmosphere, was therefore almost inevitably bound not only to be anti-Church, but also anti-Government. Since the Government of Nicholas I chose to view itself as the very embodiment of Orthodoxy – and Orthodoxy of a stridently oppressive, ignorant and superstitious kind – it was hard to depart from those superstitions without declaring yourself against the Government.


Tolstoy was to become one of the most notable of nineteenth-century Russian dissidents, one whom both the Government and, subsequently, Lenin recognised as more than half-doing the revolutionaries’ work for them while always remaining an anomaly in the political spectrum. Much of this must be explained in terms of Tolstoy’s own personality, and in terms of who he was and who his family were. But much stems, too, from the accident of his having gone to university at Kazan, rather than St. Petersburg or Moscow, both at this period hotbeds of liberalism, anarchism and general discontent with the Government.


Kazan in Tolstoy’s day knew none of the ‘student unrest’ which was beginning to trouble it when Lenin’s father studied there a decade later. By the time Lenin was himself a student at Kazan in the 1880s, there were even public demonstrations against the University



Inspector: it was for his part in such a riotous assembly that Lenin was sent down in 1887. In Tolstoy’s day, the discipline was unchallenged, as is shown by the shock which his own arrogant behaviour caused his fellow students. When he and an undergraduate were late for a history lesson, they were locked up together for the night in the lecture room, and the other young man was amazed at the cool way in which Tolstoy inveighed against the absurdity both of the University system and of its syllabus. In Moscow, no such amazement would have been felt, and it would have been the norm from an enlightened and rebellious young nobleman. Kazan completely lacked, in the 1840s, the atmosphere of political discontent which could have produced, say, an Alexander Herzen. All Herzen’s radicalism was learnt, in embryo, while he was an undergraduate at Moscow in the 1830s. After he had left his beloved University, he fostered his radical ideas with a small group of like-minded college friends. It was only when this kruzhok began to diminish under the persecutions of the autocracy, and after he had himself suffered prison and Siberian ‘internal exile’, that Herzen finally left Russia for ever in January 1847. While Tolstoy was lying in the University clinic at Kazan, the father of Russian socialism was making his way across a Europe which was on the brink of revolutions; and though he never saw many of the kruzhok again, they remained with Herzen, in his memories and his writings, throughout the period of his exile. Although a passionate individualist



in his convictions, Herzen, like all those radicals and revolutionaries in Russia who looked to him as to a king over the water, was sustained by the thought of a little gang. Tolstoy, whose way of being a rebel was to be analogous but, in the end, totally different, had no such reassuring sense of belonging, in his youth, to an intellectual circle.


He is frank in his declaration that he chose his University friends because of their looks. He would rather ride in a sleigh wrapped up in a rug with some handsome young blade than discuss how to set the world to rights. Late nights were devoted to drinking and wenching, not to the niceties of political argument. Political engagements, as opposed to unspecified discontent, a sense that the world was out of joint, could hardly have dawned on Tolstoy in such a place as Kazan unless there had been a considerable politicised student movement. There was none.


When we consider the statistical facts, his isolation seems almost more exaggerated than he could feel it, or make it, himself. While he was a student at Kazan, the population of the Empire was in the region of sixty million. A census taken five years earlier (and there is no reason to suppose that there was a dramatic increase in University numbers in the years 1842–47) showed that there were three thousand four hundred and eighty-eight students in the whole Empire attending universities. Of that number, in 1842, only seven hundred and forty-two took degrees.




Higher education which, in the Soviet Union, as in the modern West, is an ideal held out to all who can attain it, was something which affected only the tiniest proportion of the population of Russia in Tolstoy’s day. And, after a year of reading Oriental languages, Tolstoy switched to Law. This put him in an even smaller elect, for only higher-ranking members of the aristocracy were allowed to study Jurisprudence in Russian universities of the ancien régime.


Tolstoy’s professor at this date was a man called D. I. Meyer who, curiously enough, in 1849, before Tolstoy had become famous, noted down his impression of the boy. ‘I gave him an exam today and noticed that he had no desire to study at all. He has such expressive facial features and such intelligent eyes, that I am convinced that with good will and independence he can develop into a remarkable person.’17


Inspired by Professor Meyer, Tolstoy decided that he wanted to study very much indeed. Just as Dmitry’s piety momentarily persuaded him that he wanted to be a devout Orthodox and Sergey’s debauchery made him want to act the part of a rake, Tolstoy’s admiration for the Professor of Law (the first and only person teaching at Kazan to inspire such devotion) made him want to pass his exams. ‘For me the chief sign of love is the fear of offending or not pleasing the object of one’s love: simply, fear.’


Meyer had asked Tolstoy to prepare a dissertation comparing Catherine the Great’s Instructions to the



Commission for the Composition of a Plan for a New Code of Laws with Montesquieu’s Spirit of Law. His diaries at this time show that Tolstoy considered this an extremely profitable exercise. There is nothing in his notes to suggest the later positions he was to adopt, the advocacy of anarchy and so on. There is no whiff of criticism of the notion of a purely autocratic system of government. As we have already indicated, it would have been inconceivable for an undergraduate of this period to have voiced criticisms of the Government in a formal piece of work without getting himself and his tutor into trouble. But to judge from the private jottings he made, there is nothing to suggest that Tolstoy felt such hostility. The only hint of the man he was to become is seen in his condemnation of capital punishment; but nothing could be less ‘Tolstoyan’ than his belief that good laws should be interchangeable or synonymous with morals.


One might ask how a disciple of Rousseau could have accepted the despotic notions of Catherine the Great, a lady whom in later life Tolstoy castigated as a ‘stupid illiterate and lewd wench’. The answer must be that at nineteen, Tolstoy was unformed. More than the generality of nineteen year olds, he was many things: both a Romantic revolutionary, and a man who wanted a career in Government service; a free-thinking nature-worshipper and, on occasion, a guilt-ridden Orthodox.


The guilt was sexual. It is typical of Tolstoy, who loved to keep things in the family, that the introduction



to whoring came from his brothers. It would seem that he was about fourteen years old when he was first taken to a brothel by his elder brother Sergey. He tells us that after he had ‘accomplished this act’ he stood by the bed and wept.18


There is no way of knowing whether or not this was true. Historians have also been baffled by Tolstoy’s memory that this momentous event in his personal history took place in a room set apart for the purpose in one of the monasteries in Kazan.


Tolstoy was to have plenty of subsequent experiences which could complement the first disillusioning moment with the Kazan tart: parlour maids, gipsies, peasants, eventually a wife were all to share his bed and witness the violent contradictions between his animal appetites and his sense of spiritual revulsion against the sexual act. There is a sort of Manichean appropriateness about it, if he really lost his virginity in a monastery. Whether or not they are true, the images which old age supplied him – of his uncontrollable desires, of a brother egging him on, of the lure of the woman followed by the lachrymose shame of it all – these tell their own ineradicable story. He wept but he took. Few artists have had a more exaggerated sense of sexual guilt; few have been more clumsy of their handling of it in private life, nor more creative in their literary use of it.


Some of the reasons for his tormented feelings about sex are probably buried in the Freudian irrecoverable past – perhaps even before the death of his unremembered



mother. But others are more superficially obvious, none more so than the fact that three years of sleeping with prostitutes left Tolstoy infected with gonorrhoea. A V.D. clinic is a better place than most to form feelings of hatred for one’s own body. Just at the moment when his studies seemed to be going well for him, Tolstoy developed the dreaded symptoms of discharge and stinging, and was taken off to the University clinic for treatment.


The fact that there was a University V.D. clinic in a little place such as Kazan is indicative of the prevalence of the problem. Nineteenth-century Russia, no less than the countries of the West, was plagued by venereal diseases. Indeed, when you consider the medical history of the last century, with its dazzling array of distinguished syphilitics from Abraham Lincoln to Baudelaire, you might think that celibacy was the only prophylactic. Tolstoy’s father may well have had syphilis – his own sudden death and the hyperactivity of his children have been advanced as possibly syphilitic symptoms – but there is no evidence here to go on. Tolstoy himself was lucky, comparatively speaking, to have the highly unpleasant, but much less dangerous, clap.


The mercury treatment which sufferers from gonorrhoea underwent was no joke. One of the dangers attaching to the disease is urethral stricture – an inability to pass urine and a subsequent poisoning of the body. It was this that killed James Boswell, Samuel Johnson’s biographer, and a lifelong sufferer from gonorrhoea.



Mercury was supposed to cleanse and open up the passages. But liquid metal does not easily get into those bodily regions on its own. It has to be injected through the male member. It is surely a reassuring tribute to the power of nature that the famous lechers of history like Boswell and Tolstoy lost none of their appetite for the chase in spite of the fact that one bit of bad luck could land them once more in the clinic with its primitive syringes and scarcely competent medics.


We have remarked on Tolstoy’s isolation in the world. History had made him a minority member of a minority class while withholding from him many of the privileges of that class. Thus, he was a member of one of the senior aristocratic families, but an impoverished branch of that family. Parentless, he was growing up neither in the old-fashioned, solid world of Moscow society nor in the exciting metropolitan atmosphere of St. Petersburg.


Now, at the age of nineteen, he was physically isolated in the clinic. It was the first time in his life when he had been completely alone. Even at lectures, or going for walks, Tolstoy, like most well-born youths, was accompanied by a servant. (Herzen was the same – he had a lackey to carry his books all the time he was at Moscow University.) Tolstoy had made a friend of his lackey, who was called Vanyusha. Now even he was removed. There were no brothers, no cousins or aunts, no noisy friends. Just the pain, and the shame, and the blank walls of the clinic looking down on him. It was



in this enforced solitude that Tolstoy first began to keep a diary. Its first words are, ‘It is six days since I entered the clinic. . . . I have had gonorrhoea, from the source where you usually get it.’


It is on the day that he wrote those words that the true history of Tolstoy may be said to have begun. After all, the reason we value him and find his story of interest is as an imagination. Tolstoy was to have some adventures – he saw a man’s head being chopped off in Paris, he took part in the Crimean War. But, for the most part, the outward circumstances of his life were no more interesting than any other Russian nobleman of the nineteenth century. What singles him out is what happened when he began to keep a diary, a record which was to develop, eventually, into the practice of fiction.


With many gaps, he was to remain a compulsive diarist until his last days of life. The diary was a confessional, a notebook, a catalogue of moral laws. It was never to be the chatty, observant sort of diary kept by a Boswell or a Pepys. It was not a diary which focused much attention on other people. Centre stage, always, and for the rest of his life, was Tolstoy himself.


Because of this, the diary is a vehicle less of self-record than of self-projection. He is not giving an account of what he is actually like, so much as projecting a version of what he would like to be like: it is in this process of projection and transformation that the origins of Tolstoy’s fiction are found.


On April 17, he was asking his diary ‘what is the



purpose of a man’s life?’ and deciding that it was ‘development’ – whatever that was supposed to mean – ‘the development of everything that exists’. It appears to mean that Tolstoy felt that he must realise all his potential and talents, for he adds, ‘I would be the unhappiest of men if I could not find a purpose for my life – a purpose both general and useful – useful because my immortal soul when fully mature will pass naturally into a higher existence and one that is appropriate to it. So my whole life will be a constant and active striving to achieve this one purpose. . . .’19


Nothing about his examinations, which were forthcoming; nothing about leaving the University either. Yet two days later, on April 19, 1847, he petitioned the University authorities to be allowed to go home ‘on the grounds of ill health and domestic circumstances’. On the date of this petition to go down from Kazan, he merely notes in his diary. ‘Got up extremely late and only made up my mind at two o’clock what to do during the day.’20 Read out of context, this would sound like a day of idle lounging. Because it coincides with the date of his petition to the governing body of Kazan University to be allowed to go down, we must assume that the ‘resolution’ formed at two o’clock was in fact the decision to go home, that is, to go to Yasnaya Polyana. No explanation.21


By this date, Tolstoy had left the clinic, and was living once more with his brothers Sergey and Dmitry. Some time before, they had moved out of the Yushkov house,



and were living with their servants in a separate apartment. Whether Colonel Yushkov had had enough of their rowdy ways, or whether they had got bored with his, is not recorded. Perhaps there was not enough room for them. The Yushkov house is not particularly large.


So, between April 17, when Tolstoy was expressing his urgent desire to ‘study the whole course of law necessary for my final examination at the University’ and his petition of leave on April 19, what had happened?


Two facts have to be borne in mind. In the previous year’s examinations, Tolstoy had done disastrously badly. Having mastered Arabic and the rudiments of some other Oriental languages, he had then ‘flunked’ on some simple geographical questions which were put to him in the viva voce parts of the examination. What were the chief ports of France? He had not the faintest idea, and showed an equal ignorance of the simplest facts of Russian history. It may well have been that when it came to the point, he did not wish to go through that humiliation again. After all, in those days it was perfectly usual to attend a university without taking a degree.


The second fact is much more crucial; and that is, that on April 11, 1847, Tolstoy had come into his inheritance. The first experience of solitude in the clinic had been both desolating and exciting, a time when, perhaps as never before, he realised that his life was his own. The revealing thing about his childhood fondness for the story of Joseph and his brethren is the extreme



ambivalence of that story, in which the second youngest member of a great family, after a period of separation from them all, achieves such eminence that he becomes their lord and master, holding in his hands their life and destiny. But this achievement only comes after a period of separation, when Joseph is away from his brethren, proving himself in Egypt.


Nikolay had already gone into the army. Sergey was coming to the end of his course at Kazan, which would have left Tolstoy with his brother Dmitry, the ‘holy idiot’. And although he idolised Dmitry in his memory, it is significant that he hardly ever saw him between the time when he left Kazan in 1847 and Dmitry’s death.


The complicated business of sharing out their parents’ inheritance had been under discussion since the previous summer with the trustee of their father’s will. In particular, they were anxious that Marya should not be impoverished. The executor wrote to Nikolay, posted in the Caucasus, ‘I know your brotherly love towards Marya Nikolayevna, who loves you like a father.’


The final agreement left Marya with Pirogev, an estate of some one hundred and fifty serfs, and nine hundred and fifty-eight desyatinas of land. (A desyatina is about 2.7 acres.) The other estates and serfs were divided up among the brothers. It is remarkable how equitably they divided it. For example, Nikolay got a larger estate, Plotits’na, with rather more than a thousand desyatinas, and three hundred and seventeen serfs; Sergey, who loved riding, got the stud farm, and the prize estate of



the inheritance, Pirogovo, with about two thousand and seventy-five desyatinas. But these brothers paid their younger brothers compensation in ‘roubles silver’. Nikolay paid Lev two thousand five hundred silver roubles; Sergey paid him one thousand five hundred silver roubles. Dmitry got seven thousand silver roubles from Sergey, while inheriting three hundred and thirty-one serfs of his own and an estate of a thousand desyatinas.


In addition to his roubles, Lev inherited various estates in the Tula province: Yasenky, Yagodnoya and Mostovoya Pushotsh, as well as one called Malaya Vorotinsk. It was a convention that the youngest son inherited the estate where the family had grown up, and so Lev also inherited the Volkonsky estate of Yasnaya Polyana. Altogether he came into about one thousand four hundred and eighty-five desyatinas of land and the ownership of three hundred and thirty peasants – ‘souls’, as they were always called.


It is quite hard to translate these statistics into tangible or imaginable realities. That is, how rich was Tolstoy? A lot poorer than his extravagant old Tolstoy grandfather had been, the governor of Kazan. The richer families in Russia, such as the Sheremetyevs, had incomes in the region of seven hundred thousand roubles a year, and owned two hundred thousand ‘souls’.22 In general the upper ranks of the nobility, to which both Tolstoy’s parents belonged, the grand seigneurial class, might have been expected to own over a thousand souls, whereas



the ‘gentry’ would own in the region of five hundred. If you owned less than a hundred ‘souls’ you were considered to belong to the ‘impoverished’ dvoryane.23 Tolstoy’s family had most distinctly come down in the world in the last twenty years. On the other hand, to inherit at the age of nineteen four thousand roubles, three thousand acres and three hundred and thirty slaves was not exactly poverty.





The inheritance was made formal on April 11, 1847, shortly after Tolstoy left the clinic. The exams still loomed up, and he had resolved to work hard for them. But his resolution lasted precisely a week. On the 19th, he asked for permission to withdraw from the University and, leaving Dmitry and Sergey still studying there, he left Kazan for Yasnaya Polyana.


To speak of Tolstoy ‘deciding’ to abandon his University studies or ‘making up his mind’ to leave Kazan implies both a finality and a rationality which were not present. The only rational explanation for his departure is that there was no explanation. On impulse, he decided to go back to ‘Auntie’. Not for the last time in his tempestuous existence, inner crisis was resolved by flight.
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