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         A Short Life of Pushkin

         “Chandler, a superb translator from the Russian, rises to the challenge as he celebrates the writing while dodging the ‘crushing weight of reverence’”

         Independent

         
             

         

         “An engaging and enjoyable ‘brief life’ of Russia’s greatest, most quintessential poet”

         TLS

         
             

         

         “This superb, short… book is a masterwork. Chandler dares to wrestle with the icon that is Pushkin and delivers a digestible, readable biography that is as mindful of the mountains of Pushkinian research as it is of the knowledge and interest level of the general reader”

         Russian Life Magazine
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            Childhood and ancestry

1799–1811

         

         
            When Pushkin was one year old, his nurse once took him out to the park. Suddenly coming across Tsar Paul, she did not have time to remove Pushkin’s little cap. The sovereign went up to her, scolded her for her slowness and removed the child’s cap himself. In later life Pushkin was to say that his dealings with the Court went back all the way to the days of Tsar Paul.

            P.V. Annenkov, 1855

         

         Alexander Pushkin was born in Moscow on 26th May (6th June New Style) 1799,1 and he was to remain in Moscow throughout his childhood. He had an elder sister, Olga, and a younger brother, Lev. Five more siblings were born after Lev, but they all died in infancy.

         Pushkin’s mother, Nadezhda Osipovna, was known as ‘the beautiful Creole’; one of her grandfathers was a black African. She was domineering and restless; between 1801 and 1811 the family moved from one lodging to another eleven times. If a change of lodging was impossible, she would move the furniture or change the wallpaper. She seems to have been distant, even cruel, in her treatment of Alexander – perhaps because he looked like her half-black father, with whom she got on badly; she made it clear that she preferred both Olga and Lev. The lack of contact between Pushkin and his parents was unusual even by the standards that prevailed among the upper classes of the time.

         Pushkin’s father, Sergei Lvovich, seems to have been frivolous, irritable, and dominated by his wife. Little seems to have mattered to him apart from his social life. He was incompetent in his management of the family estate; both he and his wife were only too ready to live beyond their means.

         If Pushkin’s parents were important to his development mainly through their emotional absence, there were other relatives who played a more positive role. His father’s brother, Vasily Lvovich, was a competent poet himself; he was fond of Pushkin and aware of his brilliance. He knew most of the important writers of the time, including the historian Nikolai Karamzin and the poets Batyushkov, Dmitriev and Zhukovsky – and most of these writers visited Pushkin’s home. Pushkin was evidently brought up in an atmosphere that encouraged him to read and write poetry.

         By the age of ten, according to his sister, Pushkin had read Plutarch, the Iliad  and the Odyssey  in French, and much of the eighteenth-century French literature in his father’s library. In other respects, however, he was a poor student, and he seems to have failed, even as an adult, to master basic arithmetic.

         Still more important than Vasily Lvovich was Pushkin’s maternal grandmother, Maria Gannibal. She lived with the family from 1805 and was responsible for the running of the house and the education of the children; it was she who engaged their various French tutors and governesses. Apart from the household serfs, she was the only person with whom Pushkin spoke Russian at home; with the rest of the family he spoke French. She was fond of Pushkin, but she would sometimes tell her friends that she had no idea what would become of him, saying that her elder grandson was a bad student and that he rarely prepared his lessons properly.

         Maria Gannibal also helped to instil in Pushkin a sense of family history that was to remain with him throughout his life. It is possible that the inadequacy of his parents made it all the more vital to him to feel a connection to the generations before them.

         The Pushkins belonged to the old Russian nobility. They had never occupied the very highest positions in the Russian state, but in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries several Pushkins had played roles of historical significance; Pushkin includes two of them in his historical drama Boris  Godunov.  Pushkin took pleasure in the knowledge that several of his ancestors were rebels; he refers several times in his works to Fyodor Pushkin, who was executed for taking part in a rebellion against Peter the Great in 1697 – ‘for refusing to yield over a matter of conscience’, as Pushkin himself puts it. Pushkin also refers at least twice to his paternal grandfather, Lev Alexandrovich, who lost all chance of promotion at court by remaining loyal to Peter III even after the latter was overthrown by his wife – the empress we now know as Catherine the Great.

         
             

         

         Important as earlier Pushkins were to him, not one of them was as important to his imagination as his maternal great-grandfather, Abram Gannibal. Gannibal’s story is unusual, and some elements of it remain controversial. He was born in 1696; it now seems likely that he came not from Ethiopia, as was long believed, but from Chad. As a boy, he was taken by Islamic slave-traders to Constantinople. From there he was taken to Moscow – perhaps at the instigation of Peter the Great, who was always interested in anyone or anything exotic. There were, at this time, Negro servants in many of the main European courts. When Abram arrived in Moscow at the age of eight, Peter became his godfather and took responsibility for his education.

         Gannibal proved equally gifted in languages, maths and science. As a young man, he became Peter’s most trusted aide. Sent by Peter to study in France, he was befriended by Diderot and Voltaire, who referred to him as the ‘dark star of Russia’s enlightenment’. Fifty years later, when Diderot needed money, Gannibal would persuade Catherine the Great to buy his library and pay him a pension.

         On his return from France, Gannibal was appointed ‘principal translator of foreign books at the Imperial Court’. But he not only translated books about scientific and military matters; he was also an uncommonly gifted engineer himself. By 1759 he had been promoted to the rank of general and was in charge of military engineering throughout Russia. One of the forts he constructed – Kronstadt in the Gulf of Finland – was still of military importance 200 years later, during the Siege of Leningrad. Gannibal was awarded several estates, and he was granted the status of a hereditary nobleman.

         The death of the Empress Elizabeth in 1761 put an end to his career, and he spent his last twenty years on his Mikhailovskoye estate, near Pskov. There, in Pushkin’s words, ‘the black African who had become a Russian noble lived out his life like a French philosophe.’

         To the end of his life, Pushkin treasured a gift, from his friend Pavel Nashchokin, of an inkwell with a statuette of a black man leaning against an anchor in front of two bales of cotton. Pushkin refers to Gannibal many times in his work, and in 1827 he began a novel about him: The  Blackamoor  of  Peter  the  Great. Pushkin’s own physical appearance was unusual for a Russian; with his swarthy complexion and his dark, curly hair, he was generally seen as exotic. It seems likely that, in the following passage from The  Blackamoor  of  Peter  the  Great,  Pushkin is also describing himself:

         
            Usually people looked at the young blackamoor as if he were a marvel, clustering around him and showering him with greetings and questions, and this curiosity, though seemingly well-intentioned, wounded his self esteem. The sweet attentions of women, almost the only goal of our efforts, not only failed to gladden his heart but even filled it with bitterness and indignation. He felt that they saw him as some kind of rare beast, a kind of special, alien creation that had been accidentally transported into a world that had nothing to do with him.

         

         Andrey Sinyavsky, in Strolls  with  Pushkin  (a high-spirited book that Sinyavsky composed in the late 1960s, in a Soviet labour camp, and sent out in instalments in letters to his wife), has written that Pushkin ‘seized on his Negroid appearance and his African past, which he loved perhaps more dearly than he did his aristocratic (Russian) ancestry’. This points to an important paradox. Pushkin saw himself as an outsider and defiantly identified with someone he saw as still more of an outsider. Gannibal, however, was not only an outsider; he was also very close to no less a man than Peter the Great – and in The  Blackamoor  Pushkin chose to exaggerate this closeness. Pushkin’s identification with Gannibal was also a way of making himself into an insider, an intimate of Russia’s greatest Tsar; it may have helped him to write more freely about Peter – and about Russian history in general. 

      

   


   
      

         
            The Imperial Lycée

811–17

         

         
            My friends, this brotherhood of ours will live.

            United, like the soul, it cannot perish.

            Secure and free to prosper, it will flourish

            On sustenance the friendly Muses give.

            Pushkin, ‘19 October’, 1825, tr. Henry Jones

         

         On 19th October 1811, aged twelve, Pushkin began his studies at the prestigious Imperial Lyceum; he was part of the first intake of thirty students.

         The Lycée, as it was usually known, was a remarkable institution – the most progressive of its day. It was housed in a wing of the Great Palace at Tsarskoye Selo, the summer residence, sixteen miles from St Petersburg, of the imperial family; its ethos was liberal, and it enjoyed extraordinary privileges. Its purpose, according to an imperial decree, was ‘the education of the young, especially those destined for important parts of government service’. Corporal punishment was forbidden. Teachers were never to allow pupils ‘to use words without clear ideas’, and they were to encourage ‘the exercise of reason’ in all subjects. Teaching was mostly carried out in Russian – not, as was then common, in French. Each student had his own small study-bedroom. The one strangely harsh regulation was that the boys were not allowed to leave the Lycée throughout the six years of their studies. Even the July vacation had to be spent at the school, and parents and relatives were allowed to visit only on Sundays or other holidays.

         In July 1811, on the suggestion of Alexander Turgenev (a friend of the family and an important historian, not to be confused with the well-known novelist Ivan Turgenev), Pushkin had been sent by his parents to take the oral entrance examination. This was conducted by the Minister of Education, the Lycée’s first director Vasily Malinovsky, and one other official. Pushkin was accepted, though Malinovsky’s private note read, ‘Flighty and frivolous. Excellent at French and drawing, lazy and backward at arithmetic.’ Except in his best subjects – Russian and French literature and fencing – Pushkin did not prove a good student, and Malinovsky’s assessment is echoed in later reports. One written in November 1812 reads:

         
            His talents are brilliant rather than fundamental, his mind more ardent and subtle than deep. His application to study is moderate […] Having read a great number of French books, often inappropriate to his age, he has filled his memory with many successful passages of famous authors; he is also reasonably well read in Russian literature, and knows many fables and light verses. His knowledge is generally superficial…

         

         The Lycée was ceremonially opened on 19th October 1811, in the presence of Tsar Alexander I, to whom the pupils were introduced individually. On the whole, the school seems to have run smoothly. There are mentions in memoirs of the mischievous behaviour of the boys, but there was only one case of expulsion during the six years Pushkin spent there. The Russian critic, D.S. Mirsky, describes the curriculum as giving a general groundwork in the humanities and modern culture but ‘being calculated rather to develop an easy-going conversationalist and man of the world than either a serious scholar or an efficient statesman’. One tutor, Alexander Kunitsyn, had a lasting influence on Pushkin; the imprint of his thoughts about freedom, natural law and the relation between the individual and society can be seen in Pushkin’s mature work.

         More important to Pushkin than any of the tutors were his fellow students. The members of the Lycée’s first intake formed a close fellowship. They referred to themselves as ‘a nation’, and they held a reunion every year for the rest of their lives on 19th October, the anniversary of the Lycée’s opening. Pushkin was in exile from 1820 to 1826, but he attended four times during the next ten years; and in 1825, 1827, 1831 and 1836 he wrote poems dedicated to the occasion. For Pushkin, 19th October was a date intimately bound up with reflections on his own fate, the fate of his contemporaries and the fate of Russia. The ‘publisher’s note’ accompanying the original, anonymous publication of The Captain’s  Daughter  was dated 19th October 1836 – almost as if this were the equivalent of his signature. And it was on 19th October 1830 that Pushkin burned the unfinished ‘Decembrist’ chapter of Eugene  Onegin.

         The lasting closeness that developed among the members of the Lycée’s first intake is remarkable. There is no doubt that the Lycée was sensitively and generously run, but there may have been other determinants. The decade following the defeat of Napoleon was a brief golden age for St Petersburg. Russia had, at last, become a major European power. There seemed no reason to doubt that the westernising project begun by Peter the Great would continue, but Russian writers no longer felt that they need remain forever in the shadow of French, German and English writers. The Imperial Lycée, western-orientated in many ways but with Russian as its main language of instruction, seemed destined to play a crucial role in this new Russia, and the boys who formed its first intake may well have felt chosen by fate. As Mirsky remarks:

         
            … in this feeling of Pushkin’s towards his school, compared to his attitude towards his home and family, there is a symbolical significance: all Petrine Russia belonged more to its school than to its home. Its school was Europe and Civilisation, its home the old traditional Russia.

         

         No less remarkable was the amount of poetic talent to be found in this first intake. Pushkin’s two closest friends were Ivan Pushchin, who later became a magistrate, and the poet Anton Delvig. His other friends included Wilhelm Küchelbecker, an intelligent critic and an interesting, unusual poet; Illichevsky, who wrote elegant epigrams; and Mikhail Yakovlev, a composer who set a number of Pushkin’s and Delvig’s poems to music. Both Pushkin and Delvig were soon publishing in the main literary magazines of the day. A poem dedicated to Küchelbecker and signed by an anagram of Pushkin’s name was published in the prestigious The  Messenger of  Europe  when Pushkin was only fifteen years old.

         Pushkin wrote a great deal while at the Lycée: bawdy epigrams, conventional love poems, patriotic reflections, light verse. Nearly all of his verse from these years is elegant; none of it is great poetry. It is all the more impressive that Pushkin’s seniors were so quick, and so generous, in their recognition of his talent.

         In 1815, Gavrila Derzhavin, the greatest Russian poet of the age of Catherine the Great, heard Pushkin recite his poem ‘Recollections at Tsarskoye Selo’ at a public examination at the Lycée. Derzhavin, who had until then been half asleep, was enthralled; he is said to have told a friend that Pushkin had already outshone all other writers. Derzhavin was by then already seventy-one years old – an age by which most writers have long since lost the ability to appreciate the talents of the young. Pushkin later memorialised the occasion:

         
            And with a smile my Muse was greeted;

            Our first success emboldened us,

            We were by old Derzhavin heeded

            And blessed before he joined the dust…

            Eugene Onegin, VIII, 2

         

         Several other leading poets – Prince Pyotr Vyazemsky, Konstantin Batyushkov and Vasily Zhukovsky – expressed similar enthusiasm. In a letter to Vyazemsky, Zhukovsky wrote, ‘He is the hope of our literature. I fear only lest he, imagining himself mature, should prevent himself from becoming so. We must all unite to assist this future giant, who will outgrow us all, to grow up.’ And on one occasion Karamzin recommended Pushkin to a minor poet, Prince Neledinsky-Meletsky, who found himself unable to compose the poem he had promised for the farewell party of the Grand Duchess Anna. Having just married, she was about to leave for Holland with her husband, Prince William of Orange. Pushkin quickly produced some appropriate verses, and these were sung at the supper in the gardens of the Pavlovsk palace; the dowager empress rewarded him with the gift of a gold watch and chain.

         
             

         

         A great poet seldom, if ever, appears out of nowhere. Shakespeare was heir to the earlier Elizabethan poets, playwrights and translators of Ovid. Dante was heir to the Provençal tradition and the dolce  stil  nuovo  developed by Guido Guinizzelli and Guido Cavalcanti. Similarly, Karamzin, Batyushkov and Zhukovsky had prepared the ground for Pushkin; they also had literary battles to fight and were probably glad of a talented young recruit.

         As a literary language, Russian is very young. From the middle ages until the reign of Peter the Great, the written language of the Russian state was Church Slavonic – a language that is closer to Bulgarian than to Russian and the status of which was much like that of Latin in medieval western Europe. It was only gradually, in the course of the eighteenth century, that literary Russian took shape – an initially awkward blend of spoken Russian and Church Slavonic, with poorly digested borrowings from the languages of western Europe.

         While Pushkin was studying at the Lycée, two different camps of writers were fighting to determine the shape of literary Russian. ‘The Colloquy of Lovers of the Russian Word’, headed by Admiral Shishkov, stood for an archaic Russian studded with Church Slavonicisms. The new school, headed by Karamzin, stood for a more modern, flexible language, incorporating borrowings from French but at the same time closer to ordinary spoken Russian. In 1815 the new school founded Arzamas, a literary-cum-dining society named after a small town famous for its geese. They met regularly until spring 1818 and seem to have spent most of their time laughing at the Shishkovians. As well as writing parodies, they staged mock rituals – sometimes mock burials of their older rivals. Pushkin was still at the Lycée and so unable to attend, but he was, nevertheless, accepted as a member – a considerable honour for a sixteen-year-old. He was nicknamed ‘the cricket’ because of his quick wit and general liveliness (at the Lycée he was known as ‘the monkey’ – because of his physical appearance – and ‘the Frenchman’ – because of his knowledge of French literature and also, probably, because of his enjoyment of sexual jokes). Arzamas  was not a long-lived society, but his association with it proved important to Pushkin. Through it, he developed lasting friendships and alliances with older writers. Zhukovsky, Vyazemsky and Alexander Turgenev were to prove loyal protectors throughout Pushkin’s life and even after his death.

      

   


   
      

         
            St Petersburg

1817–20

         

         
            Applause all round. Onegin enters,

            Treading on toes at every stall;

            Askew, his double eyeglass centres

            On ladies whom he can’t recall.

            Eugene Onegin,  1, 21

         

         The decade between the defeat of Napoleon and the Decembrist rebellion in 1825 was a heady time to be a young aristocrat in St Petersburg. Pushkin threw himself with abandon into all the entertainments the city offered. As a graduate of the Lycée, he was bound to enter public service; he was attached to the Foreign Ministry, but his appointment was entirely nominal.

         Pushkin’s family had moved to St Petersburg in 1814, and he joined them in their chaotic apartment in the unfashionable Kolomna district. There he was also reunited with Nikita Kozlov, a serf from his father’s estate who had looked after him as a child and who now became his valet. Nikita had married the daughter of Arina Rodionovna, who had been a nurse to all three Pushkin children, and he was to remain with Pushkin until his death.

         St Petersburg has often seemed to be not so much a working city as a giant theatre. Peter the Great had founded the city in uninhabited marshland, used all his powers of coercion to create a capital of grandiose beauty, and then compelled the Russian aristocracy to play – on this stage-set he had created – at being Europeans. It was not by chance that the most important institution in the life of the aristocracy, other than the court itself, was the theatre. Several of the nobility had their own theatres, there was a theatre in the Winter Palace, and the public Bolshoy Theatre had reopened in 1818 with a stage that could accommodate several hundred performers. Pushkin adored the theatre, went to countless performances and pursued many of the actresses and ballerinas; all of this is reflected in the first chapter of Eugene  Onegin.

         In March 1819, Nikita Vsevolozhsky, a wealthy young man, set up a small private society known as The  Green  Lamp.  Pushkin and his friend Delvig were both members. Meetings were fortnightly; the young men gambled, drank champagne, talked radical politics and read aloud poems and theatre reviews that they had written. The atmosphere of frivolity and generous high spirits is well captured in a story about Pushkin’s manuscripts. In 1820, playing against Vsevolozhsky, Pushkin staked – and lost – a collection of manuscripts of his early poems that the two of them had valued at 1,000 roubles; his government salary (his only regular income at the time) was 700 roubles a year. Four years later, wanting to publish these poems, Pushkin asked his brother Lev to buy back the manuscript. Vsevolozhsky asked for only 500 roubles but Pushkin, even though he was in constant debt, insisted on paying the full amount. The  Green  Lamp was not as important to Pushkin as Arzamas,  but its members were his own age and shared his tastes. Pushkin’s Arzamas friends, in contrast, were older than he was and tended to disapprove of what they saw as his dissipated way of life.

         Pushkin’s need for women seems to have been unusually intense. A fellow student at the Lycée wrote, ‘Pushkin was so fond of women that, at the age of just fifteen or sixteen, his eyes would catch fire, at a Lycée ball, just from touching the hand of his dancing partner. He would snort and blow, like a spirited stallion in a young herd.’ His relationships with women varied from the most casual to the most intense, and from the platonic to the purely sensual. He visited prostitutes, chased after unattainable beauties, and fell in love, often with older women. Sometimes he treated women casually, but more often he was in love. Women found him attractive, even though no one thought him good-looking. He described himself as an ‘ugly descendant of negroes’. He was short, and he had pale blue eyes. His curly black hair was often dishevelled, and he prided himself on his long fingernails. His most striking characteristic seems to have been his extreme restlessness.

         He suffered several severe illnesses during these years – both fevers and bouts of venereal disease. These illnesses may have been necessary to him; it was when he was ill that he did much of his writing. In December 1818 Alexander Turgenev wrote to Vyazemsky, ‘for all the dissoluteness of his life, [Pushkin] is finishing the fourth canto of his poem. Two or three more doses of clap – and it’ll be in the bag.’

         Another important element in the life of Pushkin and his contemporaries was duelling. Like his love affairs, Pushkin’s duels seem to have been of every possible degree of seriousness. On one occasion, Küchelbecker took offence at a jokey poem of Pushkin’s and challenged him. Delvig was Küchelbecker’s second. Pushkin’s recent English biographer T.J. Binyon recounts what happened next:

         
            Küchelbecker was to have the first shot. When he began to aim, Pushkin shouted: ‘Delvig! Stand where I am, it’s safer here.’ Incensed, Küchelbecker made a half-turn, his pistol went off and blew a hole in Delvig’s hat. Pushkin refused to fire, and the quarrel was made up.2

         

         Other duels, in contrast, were in deadly earnest. Pushkin acquired a reputation for irascibility and bravado, and he may have been lucky to survive these duels unscathed.

         The poem that Turgenev described as having been helped along by a bout of clap was Ruslan and  Lyudmila,  a narrative poem of nearly 3,000 lines. Pushkin’s first book, it was published in July 1820 – by which date Pushkin was already in exile. Its grace, humour and fluency brought it great popularity. Mirsky describes it as ‘akin to the poetry of the classical ballet […] it is a romance, but the romantic element is seen through a prism of eighteenth-century frivolity.’ It begins with the wedding of Lyudmila, daughter of Prince Vladimir of Kiev, to Ruslan. The couple are about to make love when Lyudmila is carried away by the wizard Chernomor. After many adventures, Ruslan defeats Chernomor, sees off other rivals, routs an army that was besieging Kiev and returns in triumph with Lyudmila.

         Like his duels and his affairs with women, Pushkin’s poetry assumed many forms: jokey ‘letters’ addressed to friends, erotic poems, poems of romantic love, sharp epigrams aimed at the Tsar and his ministers. His political poems circulated widely in manuscript. ‘Liberty: an Ode’ (1817) ends with the lines:

         
            
               
                  So understand from now, O Tsars,

                  That neither punishment nor rewards,

                  Neither base dungeons nor high altars

                  Can ever truly serve as guards.

                  Be first, O Tsars, to bow your heads

                  Beneath the faithful shade of Law –

                  May Peace and Freedom be your guards

                  Beside your throne for evermore!

               

            

         

         This conclusion is, in fact, moderate and liberal, but the authorities and the radicals alike saw the poem as revolutionary – perhaps because of a reference in it to the murder in 1801 of Tsar Paul I.

         
             

         

         The political climate was quickly becoming more dangerous. The Napoleonic Wars had engendered, particularly among the elite, a desire for greater freedom. Young officers who had fought in Germany or served in the Russian forces occupying part of northeastern France from 1815 to 1818 were dismayed by the contrast between Russia and the West. The year 1816 saw the establishment of the first of the secret societies that would engender the Decembrist revolt of 1825. Several of Pushkin’s friends, including Pushchin and Küchelbecker, were members of these societies, but Pushkin was not. The Decembrists drew inspiration from his poems, but they did not involve him directly – probably because he was impulsive, careless and outspoken.

         Pushkin was indeed anything but a born conspirator – he made his revolutionary sympathies only too obvious. On one evening in early 1820 he walked around the stalls of the Imperial Theatre carrying a portrait of a French saddler by the name of Louvel with the inscription ‘A Lesson to Tsars’; earlier that year, Louvel had killed the Duc de Berry, the heir to the Bourbon throne. Not surprisingly, Pushkin’s behaviour – and his writings – came to the attention of the authorities.

         Alexander I and his most influential minister, the reactionary Count Arakcheyev, wanted to banish Pushkin to Siberia or to the Solovetsky monastery on the White Sea. In April 1820 Count Miloradovich, the military governor of St Petersburg, sent a police spy to Pushkin’s apartment when he was out. This spy tried to bribe Pushkin’s valet, Nikita Kozlov, to loan him his master’s poems. Nikita told Pushkin about this on his return, and Pushkin promptly burned the manuscripts of his more dangerous poems. The following day, Miloradovich summoned Pushkin and asked to see his manuscripts. Saying he had burned them, Pushkin offered to write his poems down from memory and promptly filled an entire notebook. This was a disarmingly bold gesture, but Pushkin was also seizing the opportunity to make it clear that a number of seditious poems circulating under his name were not actually his at all; he wrote these poems down separately. Won over by Pushkin’s spirit and charm, Miloradovich pardoned him then and there. The Tsar, however, refused to ratify this pardon. Only after the intervention of a number of Pushkin’s most influential friends – including, eventually, the dowager Empress herself – did the Tsar relent. Rather than being sent to the remote Solovetsky monastery, Pushkin was exiled to the south of Russia and transferred from the Foreign Ministry to the ‘Board of Protection of Foreign Colonists in South Russia’. There he was to serve under General Inzov.

         
             

         

         This was the first of many occasions when Pushkin was to be saved by his friends. Unlike many children of emotionally distant parents, he had a gift for finding substitute parents who were both affectionate and reliable. This may, perhaps, point to an underlying good sense in him that can easily be overlooked. Pushkin’s life – even in these years – was not only a matter of gambling, drinking, duelling, whoring and theatre going. He was in regular contact with most of the important writers of his day; in their company he evidently became more sober, more mature.

         One particularly gifted friend was Pyotr Chaadaev – a Hussar colonel who was later to emerge as an important thinker about Russia’s historical destiny. According to a contemporary who knew both Pushkin and Chaadaev, ‘Chaadaev forced him to think. Pushkin’s French education was counteracted by Chaadaev, who already knew Locke and substituted analysis for frivolity […] He thought about things Pushkin had never thought about […] Pushkin talked seriously with him.’

         And during one of his many convalescences Pushkin read the first eight volumes of Karamzin’s History  of  the  Russian State,  which had been published in 1818. Pushkin was critical of Karamzin’s conservative views, but this did not prevent him from being fascinated by the historical material itself. ‘Ancient Russia seems to have been discovered by Karamzin, as America was discovered by Columbus,’ he remarked. Pushkin’s interest in history was to grow ever more important over the years.
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