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Life …  lives, people, revolutions, beloved faces have appeared, changed and vanished between the Sparrow Hills and Primrose Hill; already their traces have been almost swept away … 


 


ALEXANDER HERZEN, Past and Thoughts


 


… all our ideas have their origin in our idea of place … 


 


OSCAR MILOSZ, Les Arcanes


 


la forme d’une ville 


Change plus vite, hélas! que le cœur d’un mortel 


 


CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, ‘Le Cygne’


 


I can’t feel you anymore, I can’t even touch the books you’ve read


 


BOB DYLAN, ‘Idiot Wind’
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Map of Russia showing some of the places referred to in the book
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Map of Moscow showing some of the places referred to in the book































Prologue





In one corner of Molotov’s drawing room stands a magic lantern.


With my back to the window that looks out over Romanov Lane, I wind the brass handle of the lantern, squinting down into the waist-high mahogany obelisk through a glass aperture as faint pictures click past on the revolving slide-carrier. A family group, ladies in old-fashioned bathing suits, smiles across from a rock on the Crimean seashore, hands shading eyes from the sun, then slips into the dark to make way for a staring shaman in torn trousers and a crooked hat; a circle of peasant women creaks past in a ritual dance, turning into three touched-up views of wooden houses and elegant public squares in the Siberian city of Irkutsk.


‘Have at it,’ the banker had said in his charming smoky drawl, dangling from one finger the keys to his apartment. He had rung our doorbell early as he passed on his way down the stairs. ‘You’re the scholar, you’ll know what to make of it all.’


We had met the evening before at his welcome-to-Moscow party in one of the other Romanov apartments. Over my champagne and his Jack Daniel’s, I told him, in my fumbling way, that I was some kind of fugitive academic, not really a journalist, working on a novel … He insisted, as certain investment bankers like to do, that he was not an evil capitalist and that he loved books. His true calling was politics, he said; for over a decade he had worked quixotically for the Democratic Party in his home state of Texas.


Our conversation picked up animation when he told me about Molotov’s library. I already knew that the apartment he had moved into (immediately above our own) had been the Moscow home, in the last years of his long life, of Stalin’s most loyal surviving henchman. I did not know that some of Molotov’s possessions had remained in place – left there by the granddaughter who now let the apartment to international financiers – including hundreds of books, some inscribed to him or annotated in his hand, now apparently forgotten, in the lower shelves of closed bookcases in a back corridor.


My new friend the banker cannot have known what a gift he was making when he handed me those keys. In the first moments of my solitude in the grandeur of the Molotov apartment, with its spread of panelled rooms and its high stuccoed ceilings, I sensed that I had reached a destination. It was one of the destinations, even now obscure to me, for which I had made a sudden rush in that restless Cambridge spring, when the yearning to move had formed itself into a plan to come to Moscow. But a destination is rarely what we expect it to be, and destiny has a way of mocking our desires. That is one of the odd pleasures of thinking about history, including one’s own, whether one believes it to be moved by chance, or providence, or the secret cunning of the dialectic.


How was I to regard Vyacheslav Molotov’s abandoned library? I had not come to Moscow to pore over books like this. I was raised to value books, but these decaying volumes were residues of a malign force, not yet expired. For decades, their owner had been the second most powerful man in Stalin’s empire, head of his government machine and his closest and most trusted comrade, a man who collaborated diligently in the tyrant’s crimes, condemning millions to cruel deaths. As I lifted the books out of the shelves in soft crumbling piles, I found myself remembering a book that I had read in my teens, a gift from my father, called Nightingale Fever. It was a study by the Oxford scholar Ronald Hingley of the lives and works of four Russian poets – Anna Akhmatova, Osip Mandelstam, Marina Tsvetaeva and Boris Pasternak – ‘nightingales’ who would not stop singing, each persecuted, in ways that were brutal and exquisite, by the Soviet state that Molotov had been so active in building and sustaining in power. I was stirred then by the way in which, in Russia, the power of poetry is confirmed by politics, by the reactions to these four poets of the men in the Kremlin who thought they could command history. But those men were no more than shadow monsters in the story of the poets my father gave me.


I read their verse, seeing little through the veil of my meagre Russian, but compelled by sounds and rhythms, and the intimation of what Mandelstam called the ‘monstrously condensed reality’ which the modest exterior of lyric art contains. Some lines stayed in my head, like the first couplet of one of the poems in Mandelstam’s first collection, Stone:  




A body has been given to me, what am I to do with it?


So single and so my own? 





I could only read that poem of 1909 – at once so simple and so sophisticated – through the knowledge of Mandelstam’s death in a Gulag transit camp three decades later. ‘For the quiet joy of breathing and living, whom, tell me, should I thank?’ the poet asked: 




I am both the gardener and the flower,


in the dungeon of the world I am not solitary. 





History is sly, and shapes strange reciprocities. ‘If Molotov did not exist’, Stalin remarked, ‘it would be necessary to invent him.’ The nightingale poets, whose songs the Party could not silence, owed their tragic greatness to killers like Molotov. Mandelstam’s widow Nadezhda says in her memoir Hope against Hope that the image of ‘thin-necked bosses’ in the short poem that Mandelstam wrote about Stalin’s tyranny (the poem that led to his first arrest in 1934) was inspired by the sight of ‘Molotov’s thin neck sticking out of his collar and the small head that crowned it. “Just like a tomcat”, Mandelstam said, pointing at a portrait of Molotov.’ In the course of things, Molotov even did Mandelstam a kindness. It was he who personally arranged a trip to the southern republic of Armenia for Mandelstam in the late 1920s (when his poetic gift had been dry for years), giving instructions to local Party organisations that the poet and his wife should be looked after properly. ‘Armenia restored the gift of poetry to Mandelstam’, his widow Nadezhda remembered, ‘and a new period of his life began’.




*





A look back at the past is a magic-lantern show. ‘Memory is structured so that, like a projector, it illuminates discrete moments,’ Akhmatova said, ‘leaving unconquerable darkness all around.’ I have a small set of images ready to be summoned at will to my mind’s eye that illuminate moments on my way to the Molotov apartment.


I remember the gold letters on the spine of a black book on the shelves in my father’s study – Nicolas Berdyaev, The Meaning of History – beneath which I slept on a camp bed for a few weeks in my childhood. I did not open the book (in which, as I later dis covered, my grandfather had pencilled his name in Adelaide, South Australia, in the year 1937) but the assertion on its spine – history has a meaning – took root in my mind, conjoined with a Russian name.


I picture Moscow the first time, on a dry day in the spring of 1980, when I walked alone with a fifteen-year-old schoolfriend from the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts back to the Hotel Bucharest on the far side of the river. We were unsure of the way. We bought ice creams from a stand. They were called lakomki, white columns of frozen cream wrapped in grainy chocolate paste that we told each other were the most delicious we had ever tasted. We walked through the Alexander Gardens beneath the Kremlin Wall, across Red Square and over the river, and we had a self-consciously intellectual conversation (the first of my life) about cubism and Soviet Communism, which we thought would never end, and found some crucial link between the two. The city was empty and hard and absolutely closed. I felt that Moscow was full of tightly locked mysteries and that we were invisible explorers, untouchable and free.


This was the first of several occasions when I came close to this place as I wandered in neighbouring streets. On our walk, my friend and I would have passed not far from the Romanov building, when its hundreds of apartments were still home to the highest ranks of the Soviet nomenklatura, the privileged elite of the state apparatus and the Red Army. It is as though memory had its own intuition, independent of my thinking mind, of this particular future out of the infinitude of possible futures. As though it carefully stored that image so that I could juxtapose it with my present view of the city, from a front window in the shadowed quiet of the Molotov apartment, looking across the Kremlin Hospital in the old Sheremetev Palace toward Mokhovaya Street (then called Marx Avenue) which we must have crossed that day. From the back windows, I can see the Voentorg, the Military Department Store on Vozdvizhenka Street, on whose bare shelves in the late 1980s I found a recording of Akhmatova reciting Requiem, her poetic cycle about Stalin’s Terror. That was not long after the day in 1986 when Molotov’s funeral party gathered for a wake in this apartment, from which the KGB had already removed all the private papers and photographs deemed important to the state. The vinyl trace of the old woman’s cracked voice in the cavernous department store was a tiny improbable sign that the communist state was near withering, in a dialectic quite unlike the one that Molotov’s tireless study of Marxism– Leninism had led him to expect.


I remember too a moment of bleak conflict with the man who is now my husband. We were standing with friends outside the Lenin Library metro station, below the high pillars of the Pashkov House. It was cold, everyone was hungry (there were no bright cafes in the city then), and we could not even agree on where to cross the street. I love the surprise that the future was holding secret: the home, with children in it, that we would share, just a few hundred yards from our destitution on that windy corner.


There are closer memories. The college rooms of the Russian don who had died a few weeks before I took up my Cambridge fellowship are certainly part of the story. He had learned the language in the armed forces, where he served on the Allied aid convoys to the Soviet Arctic ports, and after the war, when Russian became a degree subject at the university, he had devoted his life to teaching Russian literature, and to his own reading. The old scholar had been known for his great height, his sarcasm, his erudition, and his particular interest in the mid-nineteenth-century conservative thinker Apollon Grigoriev. He had died intestate, having published nothing except an edition of Ivan Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons, with the word stresses marked in. Why should he write, he would ask, when he could read fifty times as much in the time it would have taken him to produce some academic article of little worth?


The college did not know what to do with the chaos of books and papers – ruins of a private civilisation – piled in his rooms among old shoes and half-empty medicine bottles. The bursar asked me to take a look, and I spent several days inefficiently sorting through them, deciding which volumes should be kept for the library. I could take what I wanted from the rest, which were to be given or thrown away. What did it mean to be alone, making free with this dead man’s books? Ask me for my biography and I will tell you the books I have read, Mandelstam said. The library of the Russian don revealed a man of the deepest cultivation, a true lover of books, who had lived half-secluded from the world, as scholars once could. He had acquired these books in many cities, their names – Archangel, Moscow, Helsinki, Paris, London – and the dates of acquisition inscribed in them in a light hand next to his own name: E. Sands. The Jewish Problem, a Penguin paperback, was dated ‘Feb. 1939’. A Russian New Testament in black cloth, published by the Bible Society, was inscribed ‘Cambridge Nov. 1942’. Did he take it with him on the convoys to Stalin’s USSR? In it was a scrap on which he had transcribed, half in French, half in Latin, a line about marriage from St Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians: ‘Mais s’ils manquent de continence … melius est enim nubere … “But if they lack continence [let them marry]; for it is better to marry [than to burn]’. Left in their pages as bookmarks were scraps of ephemera, the outward events of a life slipped into the pages where the real dramas took place: the cards announcing the memorial services of deceased academics that come unbidden into college pigeon-holes each week; booksellers’ invoices; notes from abject undergraduates about late essays and cancelled supervisions; holiday postcards from friends; racy tinted prints from a nineteenth-century satirical series by Gavarni called The Gay Women of Paris. There were the marks of his pencil in many of the books, mostly correcting typos, or noting factual errors; occasionally he would cross-reference, drawing readily from across the breadth of Russian literature and beyond. I imagined him in the dusty afternoon light on the chair by the window, buses grinding in the street below, his book resting on his crossed leg, his pencil vigilant. He had a large collection of French literature and French novels published in Soviet editions. In the late 1980s he had read a Russian translation of Marcel Proust’s Sodom and Gomorrah, critically cross-checking passages, leaving a twisted scrap of an envelope as a bookmark in the page on which the narrator Marcel realises, after eighty pages of obsessional torment, that his jealousy of the various women whom Albertine may have loved has suddenly died. On it Sands had jotted a single phrase from Alexander Pushkin’s verse novel Eugene Onegin (just three words in Russian): ‘NB: “the science of the tender passion”.’


Is there a set of secret maps to be found among a person’s books, a way through the fortifications of the self? There is a scene in Chapter Seven of Eugene Onegin, after Onegin has departed on his wanderings, when Tatyana, who loves him, finds herself alone in his study. Reading avidly beneath the portrait of Byron and the statuette of Napoleon, Tatyana finds herself exploring a different world, trying to decipher the mysterious essence of the man from the traces of his fingernails in the pages of his books, the marks his pencil has made. 




Everywhere the soul of Onegin


Involuntarily reveals itself,


Whether by a brief word, by a cross,


Or by a question mark …  








Old books are objects of a mysterious and compulsive kind of desire, fed by a stubborn intuition that the past might yield its secrets to the touch, as though some further meaning or spirit dwells in their very matter. Books are the scene, the stage, of their own fate, Walter Benjamin says. As we look at them, we look through them at the distant past they contain. The books I looked at that afternoon in Sands’s rooms formed the architecture of a biography, and though he left no will he had left me a legacy. I laid two books side by side on the carpet, two books with half a century between them: an orange-and-white Penguin paperback of Russian short stories selected by the political exile S. S. Koteliansky (Virginia Woolf’s ‘Kot’), with Sands’s pen ‘Do svidaniya’ – ‘Goodbye’ – on the cover, and a doodled profile, just like one of Pushkin’s marginal scribbles, on the inside leaf, with the word ‘ROSSIYA’ beneath it, and the date 1941. This was the year of the Anglo-Soviet Alliance, when the first aid convoy, code-named ‘Dervish’, reached Archangel. Beside it I placed the most recent book in Sands’s collection, a paperback of about the same size called The Northern Convoys, published in Archangel in 1991, the year the Soviet Union came apart.


For myself I kept a slim book by the dissident writer Lydia Chukovskaya on Alexander Herzen’s philosophical memoir Past and Thoughts; a late Stalin-era anthology of the writings of the anti-tsarist rebel Ivan Yakushkin; a typed lecture on Anton Chekhov; a pamphlet explaining the rules of cricket in Russian; a battered set of Pushkin with one missing volume, inscribed ‘Archangel, 1944’, and a book of Soviet maritime songs about fighting for Stalin on the cliffs over the Barents Sea, into which Sands had slipped a copy of the Soviet anthem: ‘unbreakable union of free republics, pulled together for ever by Great Rus’. Rather than leave them out for the prurient eyes of the college bursar, I buried inside random pages of his books the few love letters that I found in a box of papers, one written in several drafts to a woman in France whom he had seen again for the first time in decades – ‘After all this time, you were just the same …’ Did he ever send it? I also hid a sweetly witty monochrome postcard of Marilyn Monroe in nothing but a pair of Perspex platform heels, diamond earrings and a polka-dot scarf, dated 14 February (no year), from someone who hoped he ‘would not be cross’, and signed herself ‘Dido D.’


I remember how I flushed when I found a passport-size picture, taken in Murmansk in 1942, of Sands in an astrakhan hat. (It was the winter after Molotov’s secret May flight, as Soviet foreign minister, in a four-engine bomber over German-occupied territory, to formalise the Anglo-Soviet Alliance in Downing Street, where, at the garden gate, Winston Churchill gripped his arm and looked at his face, sure that for a moment he had seen the man appear ‘inside the image’.) The photograph of the young Sands, in the brief time of action that came before the long years of contemplation in these rooms, stirred in me a desire to clean the dust of these unwanted lecture notes on Chekhov and Dostoevsky from my hands, and take a ship, without delay, to the Arctic ports.


Three years later, my husband, ever the rootless cosmopolitan, called me on a bad line from a Moscow street on his first visit to the city on legal business. He had not visited Russia since we had lived through the last dark winter of the Soviet system as graduate students in Leningrad.


‘Moscow’s a world city now.’ Through the interference I could hear the excitement in his voice. ‘It’s become a real city.’


Then came the moment of consent to this adventure, in a vaulted windowless restaurant called the Boyars’ Hall, made to look like ancient Rus, deep inside the art nouveau walls of the Metropol Hotel. We had spent an exhausting day making our way through the slush in a borrowed car, looking at strange apartments with bathrooms of black marble and entryways with the familiar Soviet redolence of tomcat pheromones. To an accordion, a chorus in fur-trimmed old-Muscovy gowns sang a folk song about passionate black eyes. How is it that banality can sometimes bring on a decisive kind of rapture? Is it because I watched too much bad Soviet TV on winter nights in Leningrad in 1990 that those minor chords and the yearning timbre of the Slavonic voice immediately summoned pictures of wide Russian rivers in the moonlight, snow-filled forests, grassy steppes in the sunshine of spring? I was on my second glass of wine, back in the fairy tale, and, without hesitation, as I knew I would, I said yes.


After I had packed up my treasured room in college, I left several cardboard boxes of my books and papers in the cellars there, telling myself and the fellowship that I would be back in eighteen months. I planned to spend my time in Moscow working in the great libraries of the city, studying orientalism in Russian poetry. Those eighteen months became ten years.




*





These years have not been spent in ordered study. I quickly strayed. Instead of the scholarly masterpiece on orientalism I had in mind, I have written this book, which recounts my wanderings among the muddle of past time that books and places make. On maps, the Kremlin looks like the round centre of a compass, with roads leading out from it to north, east, south and west into the spreading, never-quite-defined lands it tries to rule. I have travelled out from our home close to the Kremlin Wall whenever I have had the chance, following whims, hunches and bookish romances. I have made other journeys, just as full of random adventure, sitting among old men in grimy ill-fitting suits and thick plastic-rimmed spectacles at the desks in Reading Room No. 1 in the Lenin Library, as the Russian State Library is still familiarly known.


This great library, from which Lenin’s name was removed by presidential decree in 1992, was once called the Rumyantsev Museum. Its most famous keeper, Nikolai Fyodorov, known as the ‘Russian Socrates’, was reputed to be familiar with the contents of all the books in its collections. In one story about the reach of the librarian’s encyclopedic knowledge, a group of engineers working on the Trans-Siberian Railway came to show him maps of the projected route across the steppe, and Fyodorov, who had never been to Siberia, corrected their calculation of the altitude of some of the hills. Fyodorov believed, quite literally, that books were animate beings, because they expressed the thought, the souls, of their authors. At the heart of his library work and his philosophical writings (which were published posthumously in 1903 as The Philosophy of the Common Task) was a refusal to be reconciled with the fact of death. Man’s task on earth was the material resurrection of the dead (‘not as crazy as it sounds’, Lev Tolstoy remarked), who were present, unconstituted in the library dust, souls waiting in books for the systematic returning of past generations to life. (‘There was no man on earth who felt such sorrow at the death of people,’ Berdyaev said.) He spent the last quarter of the nineteenth century living inside the catalogue of the Rumyantsev Museum, hardly eating or sleeping, reluctant even to sit down. Russia’s greatest thinkers came to find him in the library to discuss ideas. Tolstoy, Fyodor Dostoevsky and the philosopher Vladimir Solovyov (who called Fyodorov his ‘teacher and spiritual father’) all regarded him as a philosopher of genius. Boris Pasternak’s father, the artist Leonid Pasternak, who was another devotee, once hid behind the bookstacks in the reading room to make secret sketches of Fyodorov, who was philosophically averse to the idea of his image being taken, believing that the icon, in which the human countenance is sanctified and presented in its transcendent aspect, is the only genre worthy of the human face.


Fyodorov was a pioneer in the practice of librarianship. He believed that the keeping of books was sacred work. A library catalogue, he thought, should be arranged by the authors’ dates of death, like a calendar of saints’ days. The book, he believed, is the most exalted among remains of the past, for it represents that past at its most human, the past as thought. For him, only the struggle against the common enemy death, the task of resurrecting the ‘fathers’, would unify mankind. ‘To study’, for Fyodorov, meant ‘not to reproach and not to praise, but to restore life’.


Now the librarians in the Lenin Library are working to restore the names of the dozens of their predecessors who were ‘repressed’ – arrested, shot, lost without trace – in the 1920s and 1930s. In October 1928, the Red Evening Newspaper reported that the library had become ‘a refuge for groups of counter-revolutionary intelligentsia’, and descendants of the nobility. The great librarian, bibliographer and editor Vladimir Nevsky, who was director of the library after the Revolution and laid the first stone of the new library building in 1927, was arrested in 1935, denounced the Old Bolshevik Nikolai Bukharin under interrogation, and was shot in 1937, the bloodiest year of Stalin’s Great Terror. In his later years, Molotov, who was answerable for innumerable similar deaths, often passed his days in Reading Room No. 1. Disgraced by the Party he had served, he pored over the past, building up fortifications around the ideas that had controlled his life, still believing that they could direct the future.


The reading room’s vast side windows look out over Mokhovaya, across the old Comintern headquarters, where in the 1920s communists from abroad like Antonio Gramsci, Béla Kun, Georgy Dimitrov and Ho Chi Minh worked for world revolution, towards the Trinity Gates and the towers and golden domes of the Kremlin on the hill. On the forecourt beneath the library on the Vozdvizhenka side is a giant statue of Dostoevsky, unveiled in the year we arrived in Moscow to replace a statue of Lenin (who hated the novelist). Recently young supporters of Vladimir Putin have sometimes gathered at his feet in made-for-TV manifestations of loyalty. Dostoevsky, now a co-opted prophet of Putin’s ‘new Byzantium’, is sculpted with hunched shoulders and a scoliotic spine, a man who sacrificed the last of his health bent over a desk, barely enduring the torture of his calling to write.




*





As Dostoevsky knew, it is the thoughts and desires of real people that give towns their contour and shape. ‘The form of a town changes, alas, more quickly than the human heart,’ wrote Baudelaire; and the form of a town is no less bewildering, or full of secrets and traces of loss. Each place I have explored has beckoned me towards the next, towards some further arrangement of landscape, politics and myth, which I have reassembled in this book of travels. All my expeditions have been half-blind shadowings of the pursuits of others, sometimes tracing lines leading to places of exile, quest or crime, out of the rotting pages of Molotov’s books, sometimes following stories that began or ended in this grand apartment building on Romanov Lane.


I went north by train when the nights were white, in homage to the unsung military and intellectual service of Sands, whom I knew only through his books, a few scraps of leftover paper and a photograph. To the west of Moscow, around Zvenigorod, and further north on the shores of Lake Ilmen, where Christianity first challenged and accommodated the pagan deities of the rivers, the thunder and the trees, I visited ruined places – monasteries, research stations, dachas, sanatoria – where science has tangled with religious belief, where biochemists and nuclear physicists, suffering under ideological tyranny or working deep inside its twisted structures, turned for light and healing to the writings of Chekhov and Dostoevsky, to the powers of sacred water, or the teachings of dissident priests.


On the Siberian steppe, south of Lake Baikal, in the vast expanse of dry grass and earth, of light and cold, space itself has been made into an instrument of political repression. Yet this space has never lost its power to conjure the hope of liberty. State and the individual personality seem at once to dissolve in the vistas of deep time, and simultaneously, outlined against the blank horizon, to become more defined, more real and present, more evidently fated to collide. Men and women sent to the furthest limit of Russian territory in punishment for their defiance of authoritarian rule have created in words a vivid, though often hidden, landscape of ‘inner freedom’.


The magic lantern in Molotov’s apartment has furnished my imagination. Like the magic lantern that the anxious child Marcel is given at the beginning of Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, it replaces the ‘opaqueness of the walls’ with an impalpable iridescence, momentary vacillating scenes from legend, reflections of history. In my reading and my travelling, images of distant times and places have flashed into view, illusions leading beyond the limits of understanding into receding interiors of the human mind, into the essences, which we sometimes think we catch, of material things. Russian history and the Russian present have revealed themselves to me in glimpses, through a narrow lens, like the faded images waiting for light in this antique slide projector: moments of my own past, and moments considered worthy of record by people I shall never know, summoned as if by magic out of the surrounding dark.
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Romanov







‘I need some corner … In my memory, I go through the apartments abandoned by the bourgeoisie.’


ISAAC BABEL, ‘An Evening at the Tsarina’s’, 1922





The luxury of this house makes a false promise.


Its windows are set deep among ornate columns, projecting cornices, scrolled and floriate mouldings. From the upper storeys, between wrought-iron balconies and overhanging chambers raised on tendril-wound columns, tiers of sculpted faces wearing Phrygian helmets and animal skins look out over the street, hinting at higher mysteries of domestic comfort contained within. The façade is designed to emphasise the extreme thickness of the outer walls, and the shadowed warmth of their recesses, as though, in the inmost part of this city, in this street of many names, a house could offer a refuge from history.


Ulochki-shkatulochki, ulochki moskovskie: the streets are little caskets, go the words of a love song to old Moscow. Before I lived here, I knew that Romanov Lane was not a little casket but a great chest of secret treasure. The men who lived in No. 3 had metro stations, institutes, cities, battle cruisers, tractors, auto-plants, warhorses, lunar craters and stars named after them. On my walks down to the Lenin Library from our first Moscow apartment on Tverskaya Street, I would choose to come this way, to get closer, I liked to think, to the hidden lives of those men. I was one of those passers-by who walk haltingly along the front of No. 3, pausing to look at the memorial plaques in granite or dark marble fixed at eye level on the earth-pink wall, then gaze up past the wilted carnations laid on top of the plaques to the plaster hammers and sickles that crest the pediments over the doorways, wondering quite what it meant for all those Stalin-era field marshals and Party apparatchiks to ‘live here’, as the inscriptions say they did.


Who is in the nomenklatura of No. 3, the building that old Muscovites still refer to as ‘the House of the Generals’ or, less reverently, as ‘the Party Archive’ or ‘the Mausoleum’? What intricate conspiracies of fate and human intention in the bloody political drama of the twentieth century worked to keep these particular names in view? The hidden logic and direction of the ‘struggle’, as the Party piously called it, are impossible to follow in the series of names and faces on the wall of this house. Among them are heroes of the Civil War who moved into its apartments in the first years of Soviet power, fighting men who defeated the White armies in Siberia and the Russian south, and pressed the Revolution deep into Central Asia: Mikhail Frunze, briefly Trotsky’s successor as Commissar of War, who moved here in 1924 and died the following year after a simple operation for a stomach ulcer, leaving the suspicion that he had been assassinated by his physicians on Stalin’s orders; Semyon Budyonny, Kliment Voroshilov and Semyon Timoshenko, cavalry generals who survived and flourished as their comrades-in-arms were purged in the years before the Second World War; General Alexander Vasilevsky, who moved into the building in the first winter of the war, and reassured a concerned Stalin that he had been ‘provided with an excellent apartment’. Further along the wall is a sparse remnant of Old Bolsheviks: Pyotr Smidovich, who staffed the legendary ‘special train’ from which Trotsky and his leather-wearing entourage administered the Red Army throughout the Civil War; Dmitri Manuilsky, a good storyteller and joker, as Molotov later remembered, but ‘confused’ and ‘mixed up with Trotskyists’; and Emilian Yaroslavsky in his porthole spectacles, Siberian-born son of a Jewish political exile, long-standing head of the League of the Militant Godless, graphomaniac Party historian, and one of the very few of his kind to die a natural death.


Not far from Yaroslavsky on the wall is Andrei Andreev, a former waiter and (that rarity in the higher reaches of the Party) genuine proletarian, who served Stalin with implacable loyalty through the forced collectivisation of agriculture and the Great Terror. As you walk down Romanov from Bolshaya Nikitskaya Street, just beyond the wide gateway to the courtyard with its tall trees and its gaudy painted fountain, you come face to face with Alexei Kosygin, the small-eyed puffiness of his countenance caught for ever in the granite. Kosygin rose in the Party under Stalin. He replaced Nikita Khrushchev as Soviet Premier in 1964, and Khrushchev, fallen from grace, immediately moved back to his apartment in No. 3. Later Kosygin assisted in the quiet abandonment of the utopian dream that the state would one day wither away under communism. With future General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev he worked to contrive that outwardly static but secretly moribund phenomenon known as ‘actually existing socialism’, for which so many still pine. Last of all, at the Vozdvizhenka end of the building, under our bedroom window, is a plaque to Marshal Ivan Konev, the son of a poor peasant from the Vologda region. His chiselled gaze, straining out over some imagined battlefield, meets the blank side wall of the Kremlin Hospital. ‘So who is going to take Berlin, we or the Allies?’ Stalin asked Konev and Marshal Zhukov at the beginning of April 1945. ‘We will take Berlin,’ Konev replied. Eight years later, in the months after Stalin’s death, though he had never been anything but a soldier, Konev acted as head of the Special Judicial Panel at the brief and vicious trial of Lavrenty Beria, at the end of which the reviled former chief of secret police and sadistic sexual predator was sentenced for ‘treason against the Motherland’ and ‘secret links with foreign intelligence’ and shot the same night in a cell fitted for that single purpose.


There are many more names in the invisible nomenklatura of No. 3, names without plaques, erased by state murder or sullen disgrace from the charmed list during every decade of Soviet power: Trotsky, Beloborodov, Sokolnikov, Frumkin, Furtseva, Malenkov, Rokossovsky, Togliatti, Zhukov, Vyshinsky, Kosior, Tevosyan, Khrushchev, Molotov … And before them, playing a cameo part in the history of this house, which has always been so uniquely intimate with the destiny of the nation, a group of young actresses from the Moscow Art Theatre who shared an apartment high above the courtyard. In the hot summer of 1918, they gave aid, shelter and love to the British agent Sidney Reilly, ‘ace of spies’, as he plotted to overthrow Lenin and Trotsky. Elizaveta Otten, ‘Reilly’s chief girl’, may have been the first of the many inhabitants of this house to be arrested at night by the secret police.


In that year, in which the Bolsheviks moved the capital to Moscow and took over the major buildings of the city under the Marxist slogan ‘expropriate the expropriators’, the actresses were still living la vie de bohème among the families of advocates, physicians and university professors for whom No. 3 had been built twenty years earlier. Some of those members of the small and high-minded professional class of the late tsarist era remained in their now ‘communalised’ apartments after the Bolsheviks took over No. 3 as the most prestigious residence for the Party elite outside the Kremlin. The street was renamed Granovsky after a politically liberal Moscow University historian, ‘the ideal professor’ of the nineteenth century (and prototype for the ridiculous Stepan Verkhovensky in Dostoevsky’s novel Demons), and the building became known as the ‘Fifth House of the Soviets’. (The first four ‘Houses of the Soviets’ – grand Moscow buildings appropriated by the Bolsheviks – were the National Hotel, the Metropol, an Orthodox seminary and the Peterhof Hotel on the corner of Vozdvizhenka and Mokhovaya Streets opposite the Lenin Library.) Many of the lawyers, doctors and academics in No. 3 were dubbed ‘people of the past’, and sent to labour camps or shot in the 1930s, leaving no trace of their lives except in private memory, old issues of the All Moscow telephone directory and the scattered annals of their professions. To my knowledge, none of their descendants is among the well-to-do heirs of Red Army generals and Communist Party magnates who now own the apartments, though I have come across several people from the old Moscow intelligentsia who recall with pride that long ago, before Stalin’s purges, this great house was their family home. 
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In the Soviet period, this one-way street was closed to ordinary traffic. Militiamen would check documents. The most privileged members of the nomenklatura came to Granovsky to visit the Kremlin Hospital polyclinic and its pharmacy, and to use their state-issued coupons in the Kremlin stolovaya: worth a purely symbolic two roubles ten for lunch, and two fifty for an evening meal, or the equivalent in take-out or groceries from the well-stocked food store. The stolovaya was reserved for the highest ranks of the state apparatus; the coupons were a mark of the highest social prestige. Before big public holidays cars would draw up and sleek men would load them with parcels of meat, caviar, fruit and vegetables, delicacies unavailable to the mass of the population. Under Stalin, the nomenklatura was driven around the city in American cars – Packards and Cadillacs, Buicks and Lincoln town cars. Later the elite turned to Soviet-produced ZILs and Volgas.


Now, Hummers, stately Maybachs and Bentleys with curtains that concertina electronically shut when you look into their windows, and even a few last Russian-made Zhigulis, are parked up on the pavements all day, and the flow of traffic is rarely broken. The economy, financiers say, is afloat on a sea of liquidity. The ‘automobile-and-harem’ culture of the elite that Trotsky so despised now displays itself with libertine flagrance on Romanov. To walk down the street is to weave back and forth between bumpers and the walls of buildings, except on those stretches, outside office buildings, where the pavement and the kerb have been unofficially privatised and security guards patrol, the ubiquitous shaven-headed sentinels of central Moscow, in pointed shoes and bulky black jackets half-concealing guns. Yet Romanov retains an air of cloistral seclusion. This is a feature of the relationship between its narrowness, the height of the buildings and its cradling bend. From the courtyard of No. 3, halfway along, a tall oak, an aspen and a poplar rise to the height of the buildings and shadow the middle of the street. Elsewhere in Moscow the skies seem to extend endlessly: ‘in no other metropolis do you have so much sky overhead’, Walter Benjamin observed when he came to Moscow in 1926; ‘in this city you always sense the vast horizon of the Russian steppes’. Here, the façades of two museums at either end enclose Romanov within the city’s vast spaces like doors in a palatial enfilade.


At one end, on the turquoise-and-white face of the 1902 Zoological Museum on Bolshaya Nikitskaya, the plasterwork seems to have evolved into a rampage of shape and line. Stone monkeys, rams’ heads, owls and hares writhe free of a cornucopia of looping and twisting lower life forms: reptiles, insects and plants. The interior of the building is a labyrinth of laboratories, offices, a library, auditoria, and long back corridors lined with rooms of study for many professors. When he was living in the Herzen House of Writers on nearby Tverskoi Boulevard, Mandelstam liked to visit the museum. He was grateful to the great biologists Linnaeus, Buffon and Pallas for awakening his ‘childish astonishment at science’. He loved the museum’s dark-painted galleried halls crowded with stuffed animals staring from behind vitrines – night predators with glass eyes, Bubulcus ibis, Delphinus delphis – and cabinets stacked with bottled creatures from the sea. ‘Lying around unsupervised in the dark vestibule of the zoological museum on Nikitsky Street is the jawbone of a whale, like a huge plough’, Mandelstam wrote in Journey to Armenia, an exuberant piece of travel prose that thrills to the drama of evolution. The museum’s curator Boris Kuzin (‘anything but a bookworm, he studied science on the run’) was a friend and inspiration to Mandelstam, and the poet would sit drinking Georgian wine in his vast office in the depths of the museum. Sometimes Mandelstam would rise and pace round the room, composing poems that came suddenly, like ‘Cherry Brandy’, datelined ‘March 1931, Moscow, Zoolog. Museum’, which Nadezhda wrote down right there in the museum as he spoke it: ‘I will tell it to you straight … everything is just brandy, cherry brandy, my angel’.


In a symmetry unusual for a contemporary Moscow street, low curving buildings stand on opposite corners at either end of Romanov: the University History Faculty building on Bolshaya Nikitskaya, and the Sheremetev Corner House on Vozdvizhenka, once the home of the serf opera singer Praskovia Kovalyova, ‘the Pearl’, secret wife of Count Nikolai Sheremetev, scion of one of Russia’s greatest aristocratic dynasties. At the northern end, where Romanov meets Vozdvizhenka, the Schusev Museum of Architecture, once the ‘State Chamber’, seals the street with restrained classical grace.  




Where to the Hellene shone


Beauty,


To me, from the black holes gaped


Shame 





Mandelstam writes in ‘Cherry Brandy’. The city’s finances were once administered from the State Chamber. When Vozdvizhenka became a street of government buildings in the first years after the Revolution, this three-storeyed palace was turned over for use as headquarters of the Central Committee. Every day, Stalin and Molotov would walk the few hundred yards to their offices in No. 5 Vozdvizhenka from their apartments in the Kremlin – without bodyguards, as Molotov remembered with nostalgia. In 1923 the Central Committee offices moved to Staraya Ploshchad’, Old Square, on the other side of the Kremlin, closer to the Lubyanka. It was only at the end of 1930 that the Politburo, acting on a report from the secret police, resolved that ‘Comrade Stalin be immediately required to cease travelling around the city by foot’.


This spread of land on the crest of the hill above the now-buried Neglinnaya River lay within the ‘White City’, an extensive region on the north side of the Kremlin, enclosed for two centuries by fortified walls of white stone and brick, built in the late sixteenth century, whose curving line is still traced by Moscow’s ring of boulevards. The land on which Romanov Lane stands was once known as Romanov Court, and belonged to the seventeenth-century Moscow boyar Nikita Romanov, who had been given it by his cousin the Tsar. Over the centuries, the loosely arranged estates, stone palaces, courts and monasteries were rectified into streets. Before the revolutionary remaking of Russian culture, street names were anecdotal and popular. In former centuries this land was known variously as the ‘Romanov Palaces’, ‘Nikitsky’ (after the well-liked boyar), and also by the names of other landowners, Razumovsky and Khitrovo, whose demesnes were on this ground before Count Nikolai Sheremetev bought it, as an act of generosity, from his cash-strapped brother-in-law Count Alexei Razumovsky. After that, the street became Sheremetev Lane.


Perpendicular to it are Bolshaya Nikitskaya Street (known in ancient Moscow as Novgorod Street) and Vozdvizhenka, one of Moscow’s oldest roads, which radiate out from the gates of the Kremlin in the direction of the ancient city of Novgorod three hundred miles to the north-west. In 1471, Tsar Ivan III was greeted ceremonially on Vozdvizhenka, on the Trinity Bridge, just beyond the Kremlin’s Trinity Gates, which once crossed the wide Neglinnaya, on his return from a military campaign to subdue the republic of Novgorod. The names Vozdvizhenka and Bolshaya Nikitskaya were taken from local monasteries – the Krestodvizhensky Monastery (Monastery of the Elevation of the Cross) and the Nikitsky Convent – founded in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries when Moscow had risen to power as the centre of the unified Russian state. The Elevation of the Cross is a Byzantine feast traditionally associated with the glory of Orthodox Christian empire, which commemorates the recovery from the Persians by Heraclius of the ‘true cross’, unearthed in Jerusalem by Emperor Constantine’s mother Helena while her son was building the Cathedral of Hagia Sophia. On the mid-September feast day of the Elevation, which is once again celebrated in the surviving churches of the neighbourhood, ‘Lord have mercy’ is sung again and again, as the Cross is raised high. In 1934, the Church of the Elevation (all that remained of the monastery after the great fire that greeted Napoleon’s army in 1812) was demolished during Stalin’s massive reconstruction of Moscow; its parish priest, Father Alexander Sidorov, had been murdered in a labour camp three years earlier. The Nikitsky Monastery had been demolished the previous year. Before its demolition, the Bolsheviks who lived on this street could see the nuns from the back rooms of their apartments, heads bowed over their quilting. In 1935, an electricity station for the new metro system was erected in the place of the convent, a windowless temple of power in heavily massed dark grey stone, with friezes of hero workers, their giant muscled bodies hewing, welding, drilling.


On Romanov, images of Moscow’s past and present and dreams of its future arrange themselves for contemplation. On one side of the street at the Bolshaya Nikitskaya end is the two-storey rear wing of a small classical palace, once the possession of a succession of Russia’s noblest families – Golitsyns, Orlovs and Meshcherskys – and now the premises of Moscow University Press. The rebel poet Vilgelm Kyukhelbeker worked in the palace as a private tutor in the years immediately preceding the Decembrist uprising against tsarist autocracy in 1825, in which he played a crucial part. An opulent, rarely patronised ‘Antiques Salon’ now occupies the corner of the palace on the Romanov side, its windows displaying gilded porcelain urns, a stuffed Siberian tiger, model ships, eighteenth-century landscapes. Bright Perspex signs are pinned like wings on the walls of the palace, advertising new restaurants called Tesoro and Papillon, and the Avant-garde Floristry Boutique. As the windows run along what was once a low side-wing of the palace, the building slips free of the commercial logic that drives the changes on Romanov and sinks back into the cosy shabbiness of a more stagnant era. The windows of the communal apartments are dusty, some of their panes cracked, the attic spaces derelict. Large areas of pale yellow paint and plaster have come away from the outer walls. In one room, icons are clustered on a shelf, a man works under a bare lightbulb, sickly-looking spider plants and jars of marinated cucumbers stand in the space between the double window panes, rags and dirty cloths are tumbled halfway up the glass.


On the opposite side of Romanov, in No. 4, a brokerage house sells mutual funds and shares in the extractive industries in Siberia and the far north from an office fronted in gleaming floor-to-ceiling glass. As in a high room, sounds and scents are intensified in the street. Late each afternoon, outside No. 4, a man in a dark suit stands at the kerb in a cloud of vanilla-scented pipe smoke, reading the pink business papers. Lawyers and stockbrokers cluster under the arches above the polished granite steps of the building, drawing on their cigarettes, gossiping, clutching their coats about them. The slender heels of Moscow’s loveliest demimondaines tap the pavement as they make their way, shining for the evening in diamonds and air-soft sable skins, on a narrow pathway of granite flagstones set with green cat’s eyes, from the luxury health club in the basement of No. 4 to the opened doors of their chauffeur-driven cars.


Until the dilapidated building next to No. 4, known as the Professors’ House, was scaffolded and shrouded for evisceration and remont (renovation), the sound of invisible wind chimes would float teasingly down on the air from somewhere on the upper floors. This street is sheltered from the coarser winds that move capriciously about the city. In deepest winter, the gales blow across the Neglinnaya valley below the Kremlin’s western wall and husk the snow, fine as smoke, off the roof of the Kremlin Hospital. Sometimes, in the weeks when everything is melting and pedestrians walk in the middle of the streets, or nervously along the pavements, looking up frequently, choosing between the perils of cars that might run them down or large icicles that might fall from the eaves of high buildings, the ice in the drainpipes explodes into fragments and cascades in a noisy rush to the pavement.


On one of the balconies of No. 5 Romanov Lane, where communal apartments are still being converted for foreign bankers, oil executives and Moscow’s new tycoons, Tajik labourers in poor clothes take the air, laughing, speaking their own language, looking down on the street. They live in the apartments while the work is done. Below them, in a black jeep, four men in bullet-proof vests and blue-grey urban camouflage that makes them look like shadows in the twilight wait for the tycoon who occasionally visits his apartment in the building, ready for sudden violence. The large apartments in No. 5 (which was built fifteen years after No. 3, in a more restrained style but on a comparable scale) were communalised in the 1920s. Bolsheviks of lower rank than those in the ‘Fifth House of the Soviets’ next door moved in with the ‘people of the past’: manufacturers, doctors and professors with Jewish names. In 1928 the future dissident V. S. Zhukovsky, son of a young Communist from the Ukraine who had once raised his hand for Trotsky at a Party meeting, moved with his parents into two rooms of a five-room apartment, shared by four families, on the second floor of No. 5. People still called the street ‘Sheremetev’ then. In his memoir, Muscovite from Granovsky Street, he recalls his mother’s parties in their small living room, the Blüthner piano, the expression on his father’s face as he read Hitler’s Mein Kampf (which he left face-down on the table), and the timetable for weekly use of the single bathroom. One of the residents of the kommunalka, the irritable, uxorious Professor Himmelfarb, was arrested one night in 1931 and died in prison before standing trial. Even after Stalin’s death, his widow was too afraid to appeal for his rehabilitation. Another resident, a working-class Party member, a former miner, shot himself at the height of the Terror. Zhukovsky’s own father was arrested (how could he have survived that vote for Trotsky?) and shot in the Lubyanka in 1940, as his son learned only after the death of Stalin.
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When I have left No. 3 and its inner doors are closed to me again, I know that the memories of my years here will collapse, as memories do, into a collection of moments, with their own curious logic, cut free from the sense of duration, the aspect of time which can never be reclaimed. I cannot, for all my efforts, remember through which of the many doors I entered the house for the first time, or even whether the entrance was through the ‘black entrance’ from the courtyard or from the street. In my recollections, the interior, which was remarkable, has entirely detached itself from the exterior. It is as though I was led in and out in a blindfold. (Perhaps it was the same spatial vagueness that allowed the families of Politburo members and top generals to live as neighbours here through the years of night-time arrests and show trials.) It was the last autumn of the Yeltsin presidency, rents were still down after the national default and the currency crash of the previous year, and we were exhausted by the louche and noisy environs of Tverskaya, where drug addicts came to the stairwell of our building at night, and left their used needles in the elevator. At that time, I still thought of No. 3 as an unattainable dream house. I came to see the smaller of the two apartments that were advertised to let. I remember the smell of alcohol on the breath of the blowsy middle-aged woman who greeted us, the pale outstretched hand of the long-haired exquisite in velvet slippers and a silk Chinese jacket who stood behind her. I remember the drops of coloured crystal on the delicate eighteenth-century chandelier in the front hall, the Karelian birch curves of the Biedermeyer chairs in the main room, and in the gilt mirrors, the reflected colours and lines of oils by Picasso, Braque, Matisse and the Russian avant-garde painters Natalia Goncharova and Mikhail Larionov. ‘Not suitable for a family … the antiques … we were looking for a bachelor, an aesthete,’ the woman told me as she showed me through the rooms. She pointed to a chaise in the corner: ‘It belonged to Napoleon’s aide-de-camp. He didn’t take it back to France,’ she laughed. ‘Your collection is extraordinary,’ I murmured. ‘It was my late husband who was the collector.’ Her rheumy eyes fixed me with a brief light. ‘He was a diplomat.’


When we first moved into apartment 59, the view from my study window was clear all the way to the Voentorg. This ‘Military Department Store’, built five years before the Revolution as premises for the Military-Economic Society of Moscow Officers, became one of the grandest department stores in Soviet Moscow, the equal of GUM on Red Square and TsUM by the Bolshoi Theatre. Families of the generals in No. 3 had special access to the Voentorg, and in the first years after the war they could sometimes find on its shelves delicious Lend-Lease conserves sent from America. My view was a tranquil, scarcely inhabited and private one, truly a luxury in the centre of a city. The ex-KGB colonel who ran a security firm from the mews building behind the house rarely came into his office. Wind-sown birch saplings grew on the brick wall outside, their silky fraying bark catching the tonalities of the old buildings in the neighbourhood: dull white, ochre, pink and rust; shades of plaster, light earth, northern skies and snow. Crows came to promenade the length of the yellow-painted gas pipe that ran along the wall.


One of the first books I read in my efforts to excavate Romanov was Year of Victory, the memoir of Marshal Konev, which I borrowed from Molotov’s collection for a day and brought downstairs to our apartment, in which he had once lived. Twice hero of the Soviet Union, once commander of the First Ukrainian Front, famed as a master of military surprise, camouflage and the art of encircling cities, the Marshal lived in No. 3 from 1947 until his death in 1973. (The year Konev moved into apartment 59 was the year Marshal Zhukov fell out of favour with a jealous Stalin. Zhukov’s apartment in No. 3 was searched by the secret police, and every item of furniture was noted.) As I read Konev’s memoir, I tried to conjure an image of the comfortable old survivor of Stalin, sitting in his study, sharing my view, as he recollected the race to take Berlin. But ghosts have no flesh and no dimension, so all I could imagine was the broad-jawed granite hero on the street façade beneath the bedroom window. I tried to superimpose on my urban view Konev’s surreal description of a snowy Polish battlefield swarming with Red Army tanks camouflaged in white tulle requisitioned from a nearby factory. ‘I see in my mind’s eye’, he writes, ‘the standing chimneys of Silesia, the gun flashes, the grinding caterpillar tracks, the tulle-covered tanks …’ Long after these images had dissolved, I was told by an acquaintance who knew the Marshal’s daughter that my study had been her bedroom, and that the long corridor leading to it had been lined with trophy art in heavy gilt frames brought back after the Soviet victory from the ransacked castles of east Prussia.


Before long the view from my study window began to change. I lost the birch tree, my view of the Voentorg and most of the sky. Construction workers began to raise a new building for the Moscow City Government’s dubiously titled Department of Extra-Budgetary Construction Policy on the land next door. The building site was theatrical as well as cacophonic, a rising stage on which workmen moved about all winter long in padded jackets, felt boots and canvas helmets laced at the back like old-fashioned corsets. Night and day for months they worked, shouting, grinding, crashing, raining showers of sparks over the brick wall. As the new building went up, the Corner House, which had been allowed to decay in the Soviet period, underwent kapitalny remont, complete renovation. In the gutted stucco shell of the house, shadow workmen moved about at night on a wooden scaffold, lit by naked bulbs hung from the rafters. For a few weeks I could see in through the back windows and out the other side. The house was quite hollow, no wall or floor or ceiling left intact. ‘What are you muttering, midnight?/ … Parasha is dead, The young mistress of the place …/ Incense streams from every window, the beloved lock has been cut,/ And the oval of her face darkens’, Akhmatova wrote in a draft of Poem without a Hero, her great attempt to arrange past time through poetry, when she was living in another Sheremetev Palace in what was then Leningrad. Her ‘Parasha’ was Praskovia, the serf girl who married Russia’s richest bachelor, lived briefly in the Corner House and died in childbirth, and who by the late nineteenth century had become a sentimental heroine of folklore, a paragon of charity and innate gentility.





When the renovation of the Corner House was almost complete, the interior was closed from view. Then the palace was painted deep yellow. A relief of classical heads set in medallions was coloured bright blue to match the PVC window frames, the pipework and the stripes on the City bureaucrats’ smart new building. Ruched nylon curtains were hung in the windows, which radiated nothing now but fluorescent light. The courtyard was paved and fitted with a shlagbaum, an electronic barrier, and with it came a detail of thickset guards with their own booth. Beneath the iron railings, up against the wall of No. 3, an ornamental garden was laid, a stiff arrangement of evergreen shrubs, white gravel and a rococo plaster water feature.


To appreciate the beauty of Moscow, one must settle down and live here, the art critic Pavel Muratov wrote in 1909. Moscow’s ‘genius of place’ lies not in the extrovert, premeditated beauty of grand public spaces or harmonious architectural ensembles, but in its haphazard, intimate, muddled beauty, a beauty made by people and their money, not by the state. There is nothing one can do to unify Moscow, Muratov said, it is always ‘incoherent, disconnected, inconsistent’. To learn to love the city is to become familiar with its little lanes and side streets. Its charms can be discovered either through careful study, or quite by chance, at the very moment when one’s attention strays. Yet to learn to love Moscow is also to become familiar with a certain kind of grief, for it is not a city whose authorities are much given to its conservation. Moscow advances architecturally in sudden rushes of new prosperity or state ideology after bursts of frenzied destruction, from without or within, or long periods of stagnation and neglect, leaving all those who love ‘old Moscow’ to their quiet laments. I wanted to melt away the accretions on the Corner House, to replace them with an image of some absolute Moscow, beautiful and undefiled, so I crossed under Vozdvizhenka, through the dank pedestrian tunnel lined with kiosks that in those days still ran from one side of the street to the other from the foot of the Voentorg, and went to the library.





I leafed through the 1917 city directory, All Moscow, the last telephone book to be published in imperial Russia. How would this thick book, with its lists of names and numbers that will never ring, fit into librarian Fyodorov’s scheme for resurrection of the dead through books? Beside No. 8 Vozdvizhenka, the address of the Corner House, is the name Count Sergei Dmitrievich Sheremetev. Among the many civic affiliations listed after his name, the Count includes his membership of a committee dedicated to the establishment of a museum of 1812, the year in which Moscow was saved, by its own destruction, from Napoleon’s dream of conquest.


I ordered the writings of the Count. The slender books that the librarians cranked up from the stacks two hours later appeared to have been little touched in the century since their writing. In their pages, I found the city that I had searched for in the hollows of the Corner House. ‘All these buildings of the “New Moscow” are without a future,’ the Count wrote defiantly in the summer of 1902 in Moscow Recollections, as though on one appointed day the new buildings would disappear and give him back the vistas he had once loved and owned. ‘Old Moscow’ will survive them, he promised, for without it there could be no Russia. In an orgy of ‘intoxicated capitalism’ in which the city no longer knew itself nor called itself by its own name, the heart of Moscow was being transformed, filled up with ‘shameful’ and ‘degenerate’ new buildings hiding from view its ancient churches, which were left to fall into ruin.


Count Sergei was in late middle age when his native city began to change from the feudal city of noble estates, ancient monasteries, churches and Eastern-style bazaars into a European-style capitalist metropolis. It was in his time, the age of the ‘investment property’, the dokhodny dom, that Sheremetev Lane was transformed from a loosely arranged set of palaces and attendant buildings facing in different directions into a modern street of apartment houses for rent. The Count’s family had been the wealthiest in serf-owning Russia, giving rise to the expression ‘rich as a Sheremetev’. Yet by the late nineteenth century Russia was no longer the possession of the aristocracy. Money reshaped the city.


Count Sergei served in the Cavalry Guards during the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–8, a conflict with the Islamic Ottomans over ‘sacred’ lands and the rights of Christian Slavs in the Balkans which aroused a crescendo of heartfelt public patriotism and pan-Slavic Orthodox nationalism. After the war the Count retired from military service to devote himself to history. He was an antiquarian and a conservationist, a curator of his family’s and his nation’s past. He was made an honorary member of the Imperial Academy of Sciences, published historical journals and pamphlets, headed cultural commissions, established learned societies and museums in Moscow and St Petersburg, and supported traditional Russian arts and crafts, such as the decorative painting of small lacquer boxes.


In his writings and civic activities the Count found a new role for the Russian aristocrat, no longer surveying his limitless material demesnes in the present, but turning over salvaged fragments of memory as a curator, a melancholy nostalgic researching lost time, a collector assembling and reassembling objects from the past for display. He made public the private, domestic history of the aristocracy, as though preparing for the catastrophic loss of property that, even in his quiet defiance, he seemed to perceive on the near horizon.


In The Romanov Court on Vozdvizhenka, the Count records that in the early seventeenth century the quiet and remote lane ‘on the white earth between Nikitsky and the Arbat in the parish of Dionysus the Areopagite’ in the walled White City to the west of the Kremlin was the demesne of Boyar Romanov. He reconstructs the eighteenth-century street from old architectural plans, filling in the family homes of a collegiate assessor and a lieutenant governor of the City of Moscow among the grander buildings of Romanov Court, as well as all the arrangement of store rooms, barns, awnings, outhouses, wells, cellars, vegetable plots, summer houses and fruit orchards.





By the end of the eighteenth century, as the Count writes, the street contained two palaces: an older, larger palace (now part of the Kremlin Hospital) on one side, and the Corner House on the other, which had been built in 1790 for Count Razumovsky. Count Nikolai Sheremetev bought all these properties in the last year of the eighteenth century, and the exquisite ‘Moscow baroque’ brick-and-whitewash Church of the Sign behind the first palace, which became the domestic church of the Sheremetev family. Count Nikolai and Praskovia ‘the Pearl’ began their married life in the Corner House after their secret nuptials in St Simeon the Stylite, a tiny onion-domed church a little further up the street.


In Old Vozdvizhenka, Count Sergei pores over the inventories of the sale of the Corner House, in which, he observes, Praskovia’s name is never mentioned. He gives precise descriptions of the layout of the rooms, their shapes and dimensions, refurnishing them one by one. He describes the ceremonial staircase with its ornamented balustrade, which led up to a front reception room with four long windows. Next to this was a dining room with yellow walls and a sky-blue ceiling, two fireplaces and a portrait of the great Russian saint Sergius of Radonezh. Columned Venetian windows gave an unbroken view of the Kremlin. On the orange walls of the drawing room hung an icon of the Vladimir Mother of Tenderness, the Eleousa, one of Russia’s most sacred images. Room by room, the Count lists musical instruments, folding screens, icons, wall-coverings, oak tables, red and green morocco armchairs, brass and mahogany commodes. From its furnishings – a clavichord, a prie-dieu, an icon of the Mother of God of Smolensk and a portrait of Praskovia in a gold frame – he deduces that one particular room was the bedchamber of the hidden ‘Pearl’.


Reading these pages in this library, in whose collections his contemporary Fyodorov conceived the systematic work of bodily resurrection, I sensed that there was more at work in the Count’s researches than aristocratic family nostalgia and an antiquarian sensibility. This was a religious activity, like icon painting. The Count was finding access to the dead city of his ancestors as an icon painter creates a portal into the transcendent world, controlling the viewpoint, adding golden light. ‘A recollection is a lightning flash of the past, which shines and lights up the path we have travelled,’ wrote Pushkin’s friend, the poet Prince Pyotr Vyazemsky, lines which Count Sergei uses as an epigraph to his memoirs. He was using that light to look for his ancestors and their world in heaven, which, according to his Orthodox beliefs, is made of the material of this world, redeemed. All past time is present. Everyone returns, called by name, transfigured.


In the redeemed world of the Russian aristocracy as Count Sergei paints it, social divisions are a sweetly ordered hierarchy. Ascetic piety and humility of spirit are possible, indeed made all the more sincere and beautiful, within the conditions of limitless wealth in which the family lived before the abolition of serfdom and the rise of the money economy. The Count’s mother died too early for him to have any recollection of her. Family affection came in abundance from his father, various pious aunts and his two adored grandmothers, Varvara Petrovna and Ekaterina Vasilievna. ‘Each room contains such precious memories’, he wrote, invoking beloved names, tenderly remembered personalities: the servant girls, Aksyusha, Cristina, Polya and Persida the Serb, who sang and could write; Matvei Yermolaev, the ancient footman whose sole duty was to sit at the top of the great staircase that led up from the street, ready to announce the arrival of guests.


The Count’s own childhood rooms were in the larger palace, in the fourteen-windowed piano nobile of the side wing that looked over the street, which always lay clean when it snowed because so little traffic passed. He could see all the way to the Church of Christ the Saviour, away down the Moscow River. The quiet was only broken when new recruits lined up outside the State Chamber on Vozdvizhenka. There were snowball fights in the courtyard and Christmas trees full of lights and toys, and an organ that his mother had ordered from abroad before her death, around which the family would gather to sing.


The Count remembers the jubilee of Tsar Nicholas I in 1850, when both palaces shone with magnificent illuminations organised by his father. Loyalty to the Tsar was not unmixed with liberal sensibilities in the lives of the Sheremetevs. The democratic ideas of the Decembrists had once been discussed in a serious literary circle in the Corner House in the years before the aristocratic uprising against the Tsar in December 1825. The group stayed together after that fateful date, and its members remained sympathetic to republican ideals. After the jubilee one of the conspirators, Ivan Yakushkin, who had married into the Sheremetev family, came to stay in the Corner House, still under careful watch by police spies, after the amnesty by Alexander II in 1856 and his return from over thirty years in Siberian exile, to repair his broken health and spirit.


The Count’s grandmothers embody the virtuous spirit of the aristocracy. Their submission to providence and quietism in the face of history become the spirit of the memoir itself, which, for all its devotion to the past and lamentation at the spectacle of urban change, is a self-schooling in detachment, in the acceptance of loss, with the hope of redemption. Varvara Petrovna, a famous beauty in her youth, held the family together. He pictures her at her desk in a white peignoir, writing letters to her grandchildren, her long braid reaching almost to the floor. Ekaterina Vasilievna, who lived out her days in the Corner House, always referred to it as ‘le réfuge des Chéreméteff’. Her humbly furnished room was known as her ‘cell’; she ate plain food, always with a bunch of dill beside her plate. (Food at the Corner House was always poor, the Count notes, except for the famous ‘Sheremetev liqueur’, made by the servant girl Marisha, as the family was too kind to reproach or dismiss their incompetent cook.) Every day, the family doctor, Karl Karlovich Pfel, would call on the old lady for a glass of coffee. ‘You would sit for a while in her room’, Count Sergei remembers, ‘and your soul would become quiet’. He remembers her odd pronunciation, her fear of half-open doors which reminded her of yawning mouths, and her dislike of the dusk hour before the lamps were lit. She loved spiritual reading and poetry, and would quote the poet Mikhail Lermontov’s lines on the fleetingness of life. Among her guests were the melancholic Kachalov, returned from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem; the tiresome rattle-trap Varvara Raevskaya, who published her own book of pieties, and Dr Popandopulo, author of a treatise on the subject dearest to his heart, the maladies of Napoleon.


When Ekaterina Vasilievna died, ‘half of Moscow’ came out in the streets to mourn. She had worried that she would look a fright in her coffin, but she looked calm and holy, with a palm branch in her hand. After four days, her body was carried across Vozdvizhenka to the Church of the Elevation. The words ‘Blessed are the Peacemakers’ were engraved on her tomb. In her world of peace, serfs all love their masters and mistresses, the Decembrists have come home to heal, there are no bomb-throwing ‘nihilist’ terrorists in the streets, ready to assassinate members of the nobility, and Napoleon, who destroyed Moscow, is of concern solely on account of his ailments.


In the final paragraphs of The Vozdvizhenka Corner House, written in 1903 (the year of Fyodorov’s death), the Count writes that the past becomes ‘clear and bright’ before his mind’s eye as he records it. The house ‘was always a refuge for our family, each of its rooms is filled with memories of far-off times of happiness’. He senses that he is not just sitting in the same house, but in the very same setting, with the same view on to the street and the Kremlin. ‘I thank God that the house is still intact’, he writes, ‘and that its view has not been built up, that the rooms are all just as they were and all the old things in them still preserved.’ The State Chamber ‘is still there, the same noise comes from the road, the same sounds of blessing and prayer rise on the morning air from the same Church of the Elevation, whose ancient tombs still grace the wide street’. The Count basks in the deep silence of the winter, seeing how the sled tracks in the snowy street shine in the sun, revelling in the bright air and the view of the Kremlin domes, ‘from where the sounds of bells spread out across stone Moscow and Holy Russia, a ringing which will only cease when Russia herself ceases’.





Count Sergei’s last great project was to have been the transformation of the Corner House into a repository for private archives. In 1918, according to his son, who was also a historian and museum curator, Count Sergei ‘willingly and almost joyfully’ handed over to the ‘new Russia’ all his palaces and estates, and thanked Lenin, without irony, for freeing him of the burden of property. He died the same year. 
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While our front windows frame a perfect view of the palace in which Count Sergei spent his childhood, the kitchen windows look directly across into the mews where the dvorniki who maintain the building live with their families. Since long before the Revolution, to be a dvornik has been a traditional calling of Tatars. The Tatar dvorniki in our building drink alcohol, often to excess, but on the Muslim feast of Miram-Biram one year I watched as they pulled the carcass of a cow from the back of the car and divided it into three in the dusty courtyard. Electricians, plumbers, guards and concierges work in shifts night and day, many of them living in the building, all under the command of a komendantka, who is feared by everyone in No. 3, regardless of rank. One of the plumbers is a highly educated man, who speaks beautiful English, goes three times a week to concerts at the Conservatoire on Bolshaya Nikitskaya and likes to talk about poetry; he chooses to work as a plumber, he says, for the peace it gives him for his thoughts. Every day of the year, without exception, he spends an hour sitting outside with his shirt off, ‘air bathing’ for health. Through their net curtains we can see the TV playing each evening in the mews, Putin’s tight face glowing into the room, mouthing silently. Early each morning a thin grey cat steps out through the open window and a man leans on the window ledge in his vest, smoking. One morning, an ambulance and a militia car were parked below our kitchen window. A shrouded body was carried out of the mews on a stretcher. Later the concierge said that the stepson of one of the dvorniki had come and murdered him in a drunken rage, then slit his own throat. ‘Gadost’,’ she murmured, ‘Filth’, and not a further word about the horror was ever spoken.


All the apartments in No. 3 have two entrances: one grand entrance from the street or the courtyard (there are eight main entrances); another, called the ‘black entrance’, from a caged back staircase, which in our case leads out into the space between the main house and the mews. In the past, the back staircase was used for bringing up fuel for the dutch stoves from the basement, where each apartment had its own numbered store of firewood, and for the spacious attics, which were once used for airing laundry. From her basement room between the two staircases, the concierge can hear when either the back or the front door is opened. For a long time it was understood that all the maintenance workers at No. 3 were agents of the secret police. Later, after Stalin, it was assumed that only some of them, in particular the female concierges who sit in each entryway, were obliged to report on the private affairs of the residents. The widows of Red Army commanders who still live in No. 3 tend to scoff at the notion that their homes were under constant surveillance. They prefer to reminisce about their knitting circle. The children of the house always played together in the courtyard, whether their parents were marshals, disgraced members of the Politburo or dvorniki.


From the back corridor (which is above the travel agency in the basement, Intertour Luxe) we look across at the windows of the ‘court artist’ who once painted the Politburo. To walk on Romanov he wears a green velvet frock coat, waistcoat and silk cravat, and has his own lavish state-bestowed gallery in a small palace on Znamenka Street, down the hill from the Ministry of Defence buildings, just across the road from the Pashkov House. The artist has been married more times than anyone can count. Before she and her mother were moved out to make way for a younger paramour, his little daughter, who sometimes visits, coming out to play in the courtyard in a silky ballgown, invited my children to tea. She gave them, as a gift for me, a little compact mirror with the artist’s painting of her mother dressed as a nineteenth-century devitsa, a country maiden. When the artist arrived home unannounced the little girl took fright and hurried my daughters out into the courtyard through the black entrance. His windows are the only ones in the house that the komendantka has allowed to be replaced, front and back, with PVC trimmed with fancy anachronistic arches in brass. The komendantka is an aged coquette who loathes women and children, has a preternatural sensitivity to the subtleties of nomenklatura status, and takes bribes from residents for all concessions in brown envelopes of cash and bottles of cognac.




*





While Count Sergei Sheremetev was at his desk in the Corner House, creating his idyll-city of aristocracy and faith, his contemporary, the journalist Vladimir Gilyarovsky, was exploring a Moscow of slum-dwellers and criminals, prostitutes, entertainers, petty traders and newspapermen. Born of Cossack stock in the northern town of Vologda, Gilyarovsky had served in the Russo-Turkish War, and hired himself out as a factory hand, a barge-hauler, a private tutor and a provincial actor before coming to Moscow to make his name as a crime reporter. A well-loved eccentric, he was known as ‘Uncle Gilyai’. He was a friend of Anton Chekhov, and the performers and directors of the Moscow Art Theatre, whom he memorialised in his book Theatre People. In Moscow and Muscovites, a fond portrait of the city and its inhabitants first published in 1926, Gilyarovsky describes the populous, gossiping, raffish city at whose existence Count Sergei’s memoirs never hint. He wanders the streets, the boulevards and public squares, narrating tales of life in Moscow’s taverns and gambling dens, its bathhouses, newspaper offices, nightclubs, theatres and student digs.


One of the chapters in Moscow and Muscovites is set in the interior of the Sheremetev palace across the street, Count Sergei’s childhood home. When the Count was a young adult, the elegant mid-eighteenth-century palace became the City Duma, a parliament whose seats were increasingly occupied, as the nineteenth century progressed, not by noblemen, but by members of the merchant class. When the Duma moved out to purpose-built premises next to Red Square, the Sheremetev palace was let to the Hunting Club, whose previous accommodation had famously burned down one night around a group of wild and oblivious card-players.


Gilyarovsky describes how the ‘lordly chambers’ of the Sheremetev palace that the city administrators had left in tatty disarray were luxuriously renovated and transformed into the most prestigious private club in Moscow. ‘Bourgeois fast-livers of both sexes gathered for dinners, exhibitions, and masquerades,’ at which the prizes were of fabled extravagance, Gilyarovsky recounts. Wealthy Muscovites hosted intimate Sunday suppers in the great hall of the palace, at which choirs of young girls sang serenades. Gilyarovsky describes scenes from evenings at the Club, where exquisites in smoking jackets play baccarat and a hunting gentleman, a great lover of ‘cards, women, and horses’, has his hair slicked down in an ‘English parting’. A boisterous nouveau riche from the Volga region comes up to Moscow to play cards all night. A cool young gambler with the ‘manners of an Englishman’, whose face displays no expression, cannot endure the tragedy of losing.


In one vignette, Gilyarovsky describes a dark man, a gambler and celebrated raconteur, who spent all his money on cards and women. He had the ‘most beautiful beard in all Moscow’, and all the ladies at the Hunting Club desired him. The dark man places on the baccarat table an intriguing piece of treasure – a large gold snuffbox with a huge gleaming letter N chased across its lid – and tells the other gamblers that he paid an insane price in Paris for his little conversation piece. He shows them all a certificate of authenticity, proving that it had once been the snuffbox of Napoleon. Indeed, the dark-bearded gambler says, it is a snuffbox with an epic history. Napoleon had just snorted a huge pinch of tobacco from the beautiful gold box at the very moment his adjutant was making a battlefield report, and had missed what the adjutant was saying. On account of this, the great general moved his cavalry into an area where they were cut off from the foot-soldiers fighting on the plain. And so, Gilyarovsky muses, the world can be turned upside down by a pinch of snuff. Perhaps, he adds in one of his melancholy asides, the dark man had some foreboding of hungry days to come in Monaco or on the Riviera.


The Hunting Club was not just the setting for decadent card games and light-hearted masquerades. Every week the Society of Art and Literature would put on a show, and a group of amateur players, who would later become the Moscow Art Theatre, would perform. According to Gilyarovsky, the director Konstantin Stanislavsky’s company was somewhat too artistically sophisticated for the demi-monde that frequented the Hunting Club. The play they most enjoyed was The Drowned Bell, in which a hairy wood demon jumped over stones and ruts while a water sprite in the form of a huge frog croaked and paddled about in a brook.


On one ‘significant and never-to-be-forgotten day’ in September 1898, another of the actresses whose intimate lives are bound up with this street fell in love. It was at the Hunting Club that Olga Knipper first met Chekhov. ‘I will never forget the anxious palpitating agitation which overcame me when I was told that the great playwright would be attending our rehearsal of The Seagull’, the actress records, ‘nor the unusual state of mind in which I made my way, on that day, to the Hunting Club.’ It was there, she said, that the ‘fine and tangled knot’ of her life ‘began to lace itself’.


When Gilyarovsky wrote Moscow and Muscovites, the city he was describing had vanished into memory just like the pious feudal city of the Count. After 1917 the Sheremetev palace was occupied by a military academy and a museum of the Red Army and Navy. Next to the Kremlin Hospital pharmacy’s low doorway, a granite plaque cut into the side wing of the palace commemorates a speech that Lenin gave to the Red Army recruits in 1919 before they were sent to the southern front to fight the Whites. On May Day of the same year, Lenin stood on Red Square, his arm upraised in a pose that would be replicated in thousands of monuments all over the Soviet empire, and promised the crowd that their grandchildren would be unable to imagine that public buildings had once been someone’s property. 
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Lenin’s Revolution shone a new historical light on the treasures of the past. For two hot months in the middle of 1918, this investment property that the Sheremetevs had built between their palaces twenty years before became the centre of conspiratorial drama on which the fortunes of Russia turned. A secret war played out within the walls of No. 3 between the Bolsheviks and the would-be saviour of the Russian bourgeoisie, British agent Sidney Reilly, who found this a perfect setting in which to plot the counter-revolution.


That summer, when the large barometer next to the grand courtyard entrance was showing temperatures above thirty-five degrees Celsius, Lenin warned that the Bolshevik Revolution was in its ‘direst period’. Russia was in a paroxysm of class war. The Soviet republic had contracted to the size of the fifteenth-century Grand Duchy of Muscovy. The British had occupied the northern coast from Murmansk down to Archangel and Kem and proclaimed a ‘Government of Northern Russia’; the Germans held Pskov and Minsk, and occupied the Ukraine to the west; Czechoslovak forces controlled important cities along the Volga River and the length of the Trans-Siberian Railway, while Vladivostok in the farthest east was under the rule of the Japanese. To the south, in the Cossack domains around Rostov-on-Don, White forces were in command, the French had landed a naval garrison in Odessa, and the Turks were moving on the frontier of the Russian Caucasus. Closer to Moscow, counter-revolution was ascendant in Yaroslavl, Kostroma, Rybinsk and Nizhny-Novgorod.





In Moscow itself, only recently reinstated as the capital, the revolutionary struggle played out with particular symbolic intensity. The Revolution had ‘raised its flag in Moscow’, the Bolsheviks proclaimed, in order ‘graphically to manifest the link between Russia’s being and the fate of the whole world’. Moscow, the Party newspaper Izvestiya declared, was the ‘last sanctuary of the loose, lazy bourgeois spirit’ of the Russian past, a city of priests, merchants and idle nobility. ‘Knock the bourgeoisie out of their nests!’ ran the slogan. 1918 saw an extreme chiliastic rejection of all the institutions of private property, the spoils of exploitation. Owners were enemies of the future order. It was not just the exigencies of civil conflict but also revolutionary utopianism that led to ‘war communism’, the Bolshevik policy of extreme communisation of property, nationalisation of land, economic centralisation and compulsory requisitioning. In November 1918, Molotov, who was charged with nationalising the economy of the north, published an article admitting that the ‘expropriation of the expropriators’ was ‘in reality occurring less smoothly … than those who call themselves followers of Marx thought it would occur …’ After more than nine months of socialist rule, he said, the hour had ‘not yet struck for all the property of capitalists’. Inflation was encouraged as a way of ruinously destabilising any market economy. Trotsky’s principal economist ally, Evgeny Preobrazhensky, talked of the ‘machine gun of the commissariat of finance, attacking the bourgeois system in the rear and using the currency laws of that system to destroy it’. Banks were abolished and a plan to replace money with ‘labour units’ was devised. In an attempt to exert total control over the allocation of goods, all private trade was banned. To some, ‘war communism’ was a heroic period, a time of moral elation, when the ‘bourgeois had become a contemptible and rejected creature … a pariah, deprived not only of his property but also of his honour’.


All the while, lightly roosted in what he called his ‘theatrical safe house’ just a street away from the gates of the Kremlin, Sidney Reilly mapped out a counter-revolutionary conspiracy so intricate that, as Izvestiya later remarked, it ‘transports us back to the atmosphere of the Venetian republic, the medieval Italian states, or the barbarous lands of the East’. Reilly’s plan was to overthrow the Bolshevik government and draw Russia back into the First World War. He planned to place the entire revolutionary government under arrest at a meeting of the Council of People’s Commissars in the Bolshoi Theatre at the beginning of September. Reporting on the plot later, the Soviet press claimed that Reilly’s intention was to kill them, but his solution to the problem of their power was more theatrical. He planned to parade Lenin and Trotsky trouserless through the streets of Moscow with their coat-tails flapping so that ‘everybody should be aware that the tyrants of Russia were prisoners’. He assured his superiors in London that ‘beneath their national apathy the great mass of the Russian people longed to be delivered from their oppressors’. For the denouement, Reilly cast himself as ‘master of Moscow’.


I have read numerous accounts of the Reilly affair, in Russian and English sources, and (as is usually the case with spy stories) the facts seem impossible to establish. Reilly’s true role in the conspiracy has never been fully understood. One book suggests that he may have been a double agent, the ‘First Man’, working for the Cheka, Lenin’s secret police. It is hard to find any continuity of conviction or allegiance in his strange life, except to his desire for adventure and the logic of his own audacity and cunning. He remains half out of sight, keeping secrets to the end. He collected and discarded identities, wives, mistresses, homes, passports, false beards, tall tales, putative origins, cash fortunes and fine possessions. In reality ‘Sidney Reilly’ was an illegitimate Odessa-born Jew named Sigmund Rosenblum, sharing social origins with many of the Old Bolsheviks. Another of the anti-Bolshevik conspirators, the head of the British diplomatic mission in Moscow, Robert Bruce Lockhart, described him as ‘cast in the Napoleonic mould’.


What intrigues me about this resonant tale of espionage and high political intrigue, known in the Soviet press as the ‘Lockhart plot’, is the role played in it by No. 3 and Elizaveta Otten, one of the pretty occupants of apartment 85. Otten must have valued her good name and her place in the order of the city. She is the only one of the young artistes who shared the apartment to have her name and address listed in the Moscow directory of 1917: ‘Otten, Eliz. Emil., Sheremetevsky 3’. She was twenty. A photograph in her personal archive, which is kept in Moscow’s main puppet theatre, shows her in stage paint, with a cupid’s bow pencilled beyond the edges of her lips, lowered false eyelashes, a gentle gaze and a scarf tied around her fair hair. Her father, the manager of a tea company, had disapproved of her dreams of the stage. Yet Otten had recently made her debut at the Moscow Art Theatre Studio in a play called The Green Ring by the Symbolist poet Zinaida Gippius.


Sharing the apartment with Otten was a dancer from the Art Theatre, known as Dagmara K., who also took an active part in the anti-Bolshevik conspiracy. She was the mistress of Count Alexander Sheremetev, composer, conductor of the Imperial Court Choir until 1917, and half-brother of Count Sergei. Perhaps it was through Count Alexander that Reilly, who had connections in elite Moscow society as well as in its lower depths, first made the acquaintance of the actresses in No. 3.


Known to the actresses as Sidney Georgievich, the practised seducer Reilly had been a ‘frequent visitor’ in the apartment before Elizaveta Otten became his ‘chief girl’ in Moscow and he moved in to stay. Throughout the summer, Otten and her friends served as resourceful go-betweens as he spun his plot. Every morning another young dancer, the charming Maria Fride, would come up the staircase to deliver written intelligence from inside the Kremlin, copies she had made overnight of all the documents that had passed through the hands of her brother, Colonel Alexander Fride, on the previous day. The colonel, a Latvian Rifles officer, worked for the Bolsheviks as chief of military communications. Otten couriered secret letters between Reilly and the acting British consul, and received deliveries of documents from the Kremlin mole. Reilly meanwhile accumulated hundreds of thousands of roubles, mainly from the personal donations of Muscovites, which he secreted in a bureau drawer in the apartment: cash to bribe the Latvian mercenaries who guarded the Kremlin. In a city which had sunk, as he writes in his self-heroising memoir Britain’s Master Spy, ‘into a state of putrescence and stagnation beyond recall’, the young performers were no doubt grateful for his material largesse. Whatever their motives or real convictions, Reilly considered them to be ‘entirely’ on his side, and among his ‘most loyal and devoted collaborators’.


Perhaps it was not just the charms of the obligingly conspiratorial young women from the Art Theatre but also the perfect aptness for his counter-revolutionary phantasmagoria of the despoiled building in which they lived that drew Reilly to make this his principal ‘safe house’ in Red Moscow. The home of ‘Mlle S.’, as he calls Elizaveta Otten, was a most fitting address at which to conspire to save the bourgeoisie as a class. ‘The house in Cheremeteff was a large place containing no fewer than two hundred flats, and some of these were of the largest size’, Reilly says, adding that the apartment of the ‘interesting young ladies’ was so spacious that they had spare rooms to let to an ex-government official and a professor of music. Many of the other apartments, he notes, already accommodated several families. It was as though his mission could be distilled into the importance of saving this particular house and its inhabitants from the ravening Bolsheviks who were poised to claim it as their own.


Even the name of the street seems to have possessed evocative power for Reilly, who calls it ‘Cheremeteff’ again and again. The lineaments of his proclaimed cause and of the emblematic importance to him of No. 3 emerge in his apocalyptic portrait of the city under Red Terror. The city is ‘paved with desolation, filth, squalor, fiendish cruelty, abject terror, lust, starvation’; Moscow has become a vision of hell, ‘baptised in the blood of the bourgeoisie’. In this ‘city of the damned’, ‘Cheremeteff’ represents a tableau of almost allegorical pathos. Reilly describes a gang of men and women under guard, weakly attempting to clear refuse from the streets which reek of the carcasses of abandoned horses. The forced labourers have ‘well-bred scholarly faces’, the women are dignified and refined: ‘they were members of the bourgeoisie; they had been stockbrokers, lawyers, schoolmistresses, when there had been stocks, laws, and schools in Russia’. Meanwhile, Reilly adds, former servants refuse to work, and spend their days carrying off ‘from the flats of their erstwhile masters and mistresses such furniture as they coveted for the better decoration of their own apartments’. In his fantasies Reilly becomes the agent of conservation, as the city is ripped violently by the proletariat from the gentle bourgeoisie. The house in ‘Cheremeteff’ is a last citadel. The mission of Moscow’s new Napoleon is to deliver the fallen class from its dispossession, to restore the plunder.


It is true that none of the maisons à loyer that were inserted into the empty spaces on the old patrimonial streets of Moscow as the moneyed bourgeoisie rose suddenly to prominence at the end of the nineteenth century quite equals No. 3 in extravagance and allure. Its buildings display a reckless confidence in prosperity, as though the heavy opulence of a bourgeois interior had been projected onto the façades, flagrant and over-ripe, inviting violation. The architect, Alexander Meisner, a native of Novgorod and member of the conservationist Archaeological Society, was one of the most prestigious in Moscow. Meisner worked for the Sheremetevs on another Moscow property, and in 1903 remodelled the façade and interiors of the late eighteenth-century Noblemen’s Club, an assembly for the aristocracy close to Red Square, adding a third storey. In his design for No. 3, Meisner gave grand emphasis to the front entrances and staircases, which have an aristocratic air of ceremony. In the density of its textures and the fluidity of its ornamentation, both inside and out, the style of the house is more Viennese moderne than Parisian belle époque. Yet in the way that it sinks back from the street behind ornate iron railings into a deep and shaded courtyard, the house manifests an indulgence in the superfluity of space that is peculiarly Russian.


Reilly moved about Moscow on false papers as ‘Relinsky of the Cheka’, or Mr Constantine, a Greek businessman. In the first of many conspiratorial set-pieces in his memoir, narrated with an eye to the stock gestures of his calling, the ‘legendary master spy’ turns round on ‘Cheremeteff’ to check that nobody is in the street. Unobserved he slips into No. 3, and ascends the ‘abominably stinking’ staircase. The building is ‘deathly silent’. He stops at a door, listens, looks up and down the stairs. He knocks. The door opens half an inch. ‘Is that you, Dagmara?’ There comes the sound of a chain being removed, the door opens, and the agent slips in: ‘M. Constantine, Chief of the British Secret Intelligence Service in Soviet Russia’.


Days before the planned coup d’état, the plot was exposed. A failed assassination attempt on Lenin at the end of August was followed by mass arrests, summary executions and an intensification of class war in Moscow’s grandest apartment buildings. In a routine raid on the apartment of ‘Reilly’s girls’ the secret police stumbled on the conspiracy, so it is said. When the Cheka arrived at the door, Dagmara K. later told an admiring Reilly, she grabbed a bundle of thousand-rouble notes from the bureau drawer and thrust them between her legs, keeping them in her underwear until the agents left. Otten was arrested. Maria Fride was picked up on her way upstairs with a portfolio of secret documents. For unknown reasons, Dagmara K. was spared.


Reilly was in Petrograd (as St Petersburg had been renamed in the First World War) when he saw the news of the ‘mighty English conspiracy’ in the press. ‘The name of Cheremeteff … caught my eye. For a moment the paper swam before my eyes, the walls rocked and surged towards me. The window seemed to advance and recede …’ Reilly regained his bearings and hurried to Moscow in disguise, waiting to make his escape from Russia. With his Colt in his inside pocket, ‘ready to put the last bullet into my own head, rather than fall into the hands of that scum’, he disappeared into obscure depths of the city, far from ‘Cheremeteff’, the guest of indigent enemies of the regime and understanding prostitutes in fashionable bordellos which the Cheka did not touch.





Under interrogation in the Butyrka prison, Elizaveta Otten method-acted for her life. Though she had been schooled to play in less hackneyed dramas, what Konstantin Stanislavsky would have called the ‘inner reality’ of her plight drew from her a convincing portrayal of the broken-hearted ingénue, seduced and betrayed by a double-dealing stranger. ‘From the very beginning of our acquaintance he could bind me to himself,’ she wrote in an appeal to the Red Cross. Reilly had lived with her, ‘paying court’, and she had been ‘very fond of him’. It was only at her interrogation, she claimed, that she discovered that he had been ‘foully deceiving’ her for political purposes, taking advantage of her ‘exclusively good attitude’. Like all recorded details of the plot, accounts of her incarceration vary. Reilly says that her health was gravely weakened by eight-hour cross-examinations in which she was allowed neither to eat nor to sit down. Lockhart reported that the torments devised for her were more psychologically refined. She was kept in a cell with dozens of other women, including seven who claimed to be married to Reilly. All young and beautiful, the spy’s putative wives ranged from ‘an actress’ to ‘the daughter of a concierge’, and the ‘jealousy and fighting between them had to be seen to be believed’.


At the end of November Otten appeared before a revolutionary tribunal in a mass trial of the alleged conspirators. Izvestiya dubbed them ‘dirty servants of a dirty affair’. In 1918, jurisprudence had been distilled to the single question of whether or not a given act was ‘committed with a view to restoring the oppressor class to power’. When asked to explain why she had destroyed a letter addressed to Reilly when the Cheka came to search her apartment, Otten defended her move as ‘instinctive’, quite oblivious of the interests of the oppressor class. Her performance (or if Reilly is to be believed, a fifty-thousand-rouble bribe for her ‘investigator’) gained Otten an acquittal, but her write-up in Izvestiya was ignominious. The newspaper described her as ‘a former actress of the art theatre’ and misspelled her name.





Reilly’s fascination with Napoleon was one of the only continuities in his biography. Over twenty-five years, he assembled a precious collection of books, paintings and artefacts relating to Bonaparte’s life, which financial difficulties finally obliged him to sell for near $100,000 at auction in New York in 1921. Did the sale include the snuffbox that once lay on the baccarat table at the Hunting Club on ‘Cheremeteff’? 
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‘The two of us could not have been called friends,’ the writer and labour-camp survivor Varlam Shalamov writes in the Gulag story ‘Dry Ration’, ‘we simply loved to remember Moscow together – her streets and her monuments, the Moscow River covered with its thin layer of oil glistening like mother-of-pearl … we were ready to talk endlessly of Moscow’. In the Gulag, talking of Moscow was one of the ways of forming bonds for prisoners, like talking about food or remembering sex and fantasising about women. Women, food, Moscow. ‘A Muscovite?’ asks the Gulag doctor Lunin in ‘Descendant of a Decembrist’. The young medical student in the story is the great-grandson of the famous rebel Mikhail Lunin, a noble hussar with an exquisite columned palace decorated with lyres on Nikitsky Boulevard, whom Pushkin called ‘a friend of Mars, Bacchus, and Venus’. ‘You know, Muscovites are a people who, more than any other, like to talk about their city – the streets, the ice rinks, the houses, the Moscow River …’ Lunin muses. He craves another educated person to talk to in the camps, so, as his eyes wander the surgeon’s shelves in search of bread, Shalamov forces himself ‘to remember Moscow’s Kitai-gorod district, and the Nikitsky Gates where the writer Andrei Sobol shot himself, where Stern shot at the German ambassador’s car … that history of Moscow’s streets which no one will ever write down’. ‘Yes, Moscow, Moscow. Tell me, how many women have you had?’ Lunin replies. Shalamov had come to the city from Vologda, to ‘seething Moscow’, to study Soviet law, in the days when Andrei Vyshinsky was expounding the new revolutionary jurisprudence that would send him to the Gulag twice for the same thought crime.


The nomadism of seething Moscow, the refusal of settled bourgeois life, was part of the lure of the Russian Revolution for foreign sympathisers. Walter Benjamin perceived something unsettled, provisional and wild about Moscow itself. It seemed an ‘improvised metropolis that had fallen into place overnight’. All this appealed to the American reporter Louise Bryant, lover of the communist John Reed. At Reed’s beckoning, she hurried to Petrograd by train from Finland to take her part in the events of October 1917, to absorb the philosophy of revolution into her sensory world. In Mirrors of Moscow, published six years later, she promised to show the real people behind the ‘screen of smoke and flame’, the revolutionaries – Vladimir Lenin, Lev Kamenev, Felix Dzerzhinsky, Anatoli Lunacharsky, Mikhail Kalinin, Alexandra Kollontai and Lev Trotsky – ‘as they really are, as I know them in their homes, where the red glare does not penetrate and they live as other men’. She did not see what Trotsky already saw. Even as the romance of revolution stirred Bryant’s Greenwich Village bohemian sensibility, its leaders were acquiring bourgeois tastes. ‘Here, then, they are,’ she reported to her American readers from Bolshevik Moscow, ‘the Russians of today. Close to the Tartar and the Cossack of the plain, children of serfs and Norsemen and Mongols – close to the earth and striving for the stars.’ She was photographed in a Russian peasant sarafan (a pinafore dress) with the sidelong gaze of a demure village girl, and again, in a contrasting pose, in Cossack boots and a fetching fur hat, smoking and smiling mischievously into the camera lens.


Ivy Litvinov, the English wife of the Soviet commissar (and future Commissar of Foreign Affairs) Maxim Litvinov, who came to Moscow in the early 1920s, wrote home that she had assumed that in revolutionary Russia ‘ideas’ would be everything and ‘things’ would matter little, ‘because everyone would have what they want without superfluities’, but when she walked about the city streets, ‘peering into ground-floor windows’, she saw ‘the things of Moscow huggermuggering in all the corners and realised that they had never been so important’.


‘War communism’ led to shortage, famine, the breakdown of civic life. In 1921 Lenin announced the New Economic Policy. Economic life was dramatically liberalised while factions and freedom of discussion within the Party were suppressed. The broken city quickly returned to life. Rubble and sewage were cleaned from the streets, public services reinstated and housing rationalised. A state bank was founded. Currency was reformed and a new partly gold-backed currency unit known as the chervonets was introduced. On his way out of Russia during the NEP, Walter Benjamin bribed an official with a chervonets to ensure safe passage for the trunkful of toys and children’s books he had haggled over in the street markets of Moscow. Smaller-scale private property was handed back to former owners and for a few years foreign concessions were allowed. A new Moscow directory was published in 1922, advertising innumerable ‘Trust’ companies, and giving the telephone numbers of the offices in the Kremlin and along Vozdvizhenka of Bolshevik commissars, including Lenin and Trotsky. ‘The Viy is reading the telephone directory in Red Square,’ Mandelstam wrote in his angry NEP prose-piece The Fourth Prose. ‘Lift up my eyelids … Connect me with the Central Committee’. (The Viy is an arch-goblin from Russian folklore with iron eyelids and a glance that kills.)


If settled dwelling was the ideal of the nineteenth-century bourgeois order, unsettled living was the condition of the 1920s. ‘The wretched city of Moscow, why does it not want to give me a place in its bosom?,’ the young Petersburg-born composer Dmitri Shostakovich complained when he came to Moscow in 1925, at the beginning of his career. He could find nowhere to stay in the destabilised city, though he strained towards it, he said, with all his soul. Shostakovich found refuge in No. 3, conveniently located just around the corner from the Moscow Conservatoire, as the guest of the writer Galina Serebryakova, ex-wife of the revolutionary Leonid Serebryakov; she had just married her second Old Bolshevik, Grigory Sokolnikov, Commissar of Finance, deviser of the chervonets that made the economic recovery of the NEP possible. Sokolnikov, whose true name was Hirsh Brilliant (‘diamond’), was a graduate in economics from the Sorbonne, an old-guard revolutionary who had returned to Russia with Lenin in the sealed train in April 1917, and signed the peace treaty with Germany at Brest-Litovsk. In Moscow, Shostakovich was befriended by Marshal Tukhachevsky, a connoisseur of music who made violins in his spare time, and who would act as his protector for the next decade. Arrested in 1936, Sokolnikov and Serebryakov were tried together as members of the ‘Anti-Soviet Trotskyite Centre’; Andrei Vyshinsky was prosecutor. Among the many crimes of which the ‘Centre’ was accused was a fictional attempt on the life of Molotov. Serebryakov, who had ‘confessed’ to everything he was accused of after his investigators told him they were bringing his daughter into the Lubyanka for a ‘meeting’, was shot. Sokolnikov, who had likewise ‘confessed’ to save Galina, was sentenced to ten years and murdered in a labour camp. Galina was arrested in 1937. She came back to Moscow from Siberia after almost twenty years, her Party loyalty unbroken. Mikhail Tukhachevsky was shot in 1937, without the honour of a ‘show trial’. Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony, which was performed at the end of that year, is heard by many as a bitter requiem for lost friends, including the friends he stayed with in this house in 1925.


Like Shostakovich, Benjamin found himself searching for a refuge in Moscow at the height of the NEP. He came in the deep winter of 1926, a time of profound personal and intellectual strain. He was in love with a Latvian revolutionary, the theatre director Asja Lacis, who was recovering from a nervous breakdown in a sanatorium near Tverskaya. At the same time he was trying to decide whether to join the German Communist Party. He wanted to see the city of Marxist revolution, where the ‘continuum of history’ had been exploded, where, as he put it, ‘all factuality is already theory’. The revolution’s potential for success or failure was ‘brutally visible’ on the streets, among the people. (Benjamin could not see the brutal struggle that was taking place in the Kremlin that winter as Stalin moved against his rivals.) He told his editor Martin Buber that he would write a ‘physiognomy’ of Moscow for the journal The Creature, an essay which would allow ‘the creatural to speak for itself’, seizing and rendering the ‘very new and disorienting language that echoes loudly through the resounding mask of an environment’.


In my years here I have often returned to Benjamin’s Moscow Diary. Of all the European magi of what was known as ‘theory’ among the gatekeepers to the world of ideas who taught me in Cambridge twenty-five years ago, Benjamin is the only one I have read since with pleasure. His prose is febrile with curiosity about real places and real people; with his obsessive love for the beautiful and strange, his fascination with physical things and the complexities of human relationships with physical things, from rare books to handmade toys, fur coats and cream cakes.


Benjamin began work on his Arcades Project immediately after his return from Moscow. The vast never-finished collage of suggestive quotations and fragments of insight was an attempt to characterise Second Empire Paris, the ‘capital of the nineteenth century’. Rather than using the inventory style of traditional histories of civilisation, he tried to capture the city in all its changing manifestations, revealing how the riches of civilisation are passed on and ‘strangely altered by the constant efforts of society’, both conscious and unconscious. He grasped at history by stealth, exploring the crepuscular city, radiating artificial light, refracted in glass, from ever-changing angles, looking for correspondences, gathering random scraps and traces that could be assembled and juxtaposed to make a picture of its inner life, which he called a ‘dialectical fairyland’.


I have been drawn back to the Diary for precise historical reasons too. Benjamin found Moscow ‘an exact touchstone for the foreigner’. Its reality drove off the abstractions that ‘so effortlessly come to the European’s mind’. No theory would hold. Everything was material fact. Life leapt out at him, ‘combative, determined, mute’, from the arches of gates, the frames of doors, the lettering on street signs, the images of boots or freshly ironed laundry, a worn stoop or a stairway’s solid landing. He registered acutely the disorientation of the city as it was transformed by the communist dream of a leap out of the history of things, as the bonds of ownership were broken and private life ‘withered’.


‘It has to do with fashioning a shell for ourselves’, Benjamin noted of the verb ‘to dwell’. He saw ‘indwelling’ as the condition of the nineteenth century, the century of the bourgeoisie, when the residence ‘was conceived as a receptacle for the person, encasing him with all its appurtenances so deeply … that one might be reminded of the inside of a compass case, where the instrument lies embedded in deep, usually violet folds of velvet’. Like so many foreign onlookers, Benjamin thought the Russian Revolution was the beginning of the end of that world. He believed that Marxian dialectical thinking was the ‘organ of historical awakening’. With this new organ of perception, he believed one could see history at its secret work: ‘with the destabilising of the market economy, we begin to recognise the monuments of the bourgeoisie as ruins even before they have crumbled,’ he wrote. When he came to Moscow, he was convinced that everything in the new collectivist society contrived against the bourgeois ‘melancholia of cosiness’. The bourgeois city centred on the distinction between work and home had been shaken up. Living arrangements were ‘a difficult question’. People had abandoned domesticity; they lived in the office, the club, the street. As part of the communist credo, love and marriage had become a ‘bagatelle’; sex should be like taking a glass of water, declared People’s Commissar Alexandra Kollontai. The idea of the completed bourgeois interior – wall-coverings, pictures, sofa cushions, antimacassars, coverlets, knick-knacks on the consoles – had been discarded. Of all Moscow institutions, only the street children on Tverskaya, sitting in rags against the wall of the Museum of the Revolution, refused to be budged. Everything else in the city was ‘under the banner of the remont’.





Now, in the twenty-first century, since the sudden official abandonment of the communist dream, the city was back under the banner of the remont. As the price of oil and gas, Russia’s great sources of wealth, rose on global markets, the transformation of Moscow took on a quality of frenzy. It was dialectical, I suppose. Things revolved and became their opposite. It was certainly loud. Through the mask of the environment, the embourgeoisement of Moscow resonated day and night, echoing from building sites on every side. It was hard to sleep. I lay in bed and thought of a phrase in Mandelstam’s Fourth Prose, ‘the hound-dog nights of Moscow’. Yes, the nights were hound-dogs. Everyone was restless, busy fashioning a shell, searching out a new interior in which to work or dwell.


Moscow Diary is a record of homelessness and erotic failure. Benjamin’s longing to find a place of rest with Lacis, to possess her, threads its way from the first pages when he sights her standing in the slush on Tverskaya Street in a fur hat, to the end, where he is carried away from her through the twilit streets, clutching on his knees a suitcase full of possessions, weeping tears of loss. There is no interior space in the city in which the lovers can find comfort together. The only time they are alone in the dark is in a horse-drawn sleigh on the Arbat where they embrace. Instead he spends money, buying things for his collection, gifts for Asja: three little houses made of coloured paper from a stall on the far side of the Moscow River, ‘for the enormous price of thirty kopecks’, which he carries awkwardly in his arms in the bitter cold; hand-painted lacquer boxes (he is captivated, of course, by small closed caskets); sweets, blouses, stockings. The only fully furnished interior he finds in the city is in an odd little museum dedicated to daily life in the 1840s, where he sees a room full of Louis-Philippe furniture: chests, candelabras, pier glasses, folding screens, even writing paper and shawls draped over chairs. In a tender moment alone in a room, Benjamin reads Lacis his translation of the lesbian scene in Proust’s Du Côté de chez Swann. ‘Asja grasped its savage nihilism’, he writes,







how Proust in a certain fashion ventures into the tidy private chamber within the petit bourgeois that bears the inscription sadism and then mercilessly smashes everything to pieces, so that nothing remains of the untarnished clear-cut conception of wickedness, but instead within every fracture evil explicitly shows its true substance – ‘humanity’, or even ‘kindness’. 





He can only experience Moscow through Asja, he says. Animosity and love shift in him ‘like winds’. He imagines her conquest of his heart as a feat of urban engineering; she has laid a street through him. Sometimes, when he catches sight of her, she does not look beautiful: wild beneath her fur hat, her face puffy from time spent bedridden. He reads a passage from his new book One-Way Street, filled with metaphors of home, of the longing for refuge in a great and populous city, for the mysteries of the interior, out of sight of passers-by. Benjamin fails to grasp Moscow, just as he fails to possess Asja Lacis: ‘nowhere does Moscow really look like the city it is’. Buildings seem to be holding something back. He wants to find a way in, to touch their spirit, their combative, determined life, to ambush them with his eye, from above, from the height of an aeroplane. He tries to work out how best to take a place in, from ‘as many dimensions as possible’. ‘The same thing with houses. It is only after having crept along a series of them in search of a very specific one that you come to learn what they contain.’




[image: ]





Until Stalin’s death, V. S. Zhukovsky remembers, there were carpets on the outer steps of each entryway at the ‘Fifth House of the Soviets’. As a young boy growing up next door, he could see into the courtyard of No. 3 from his friend Slava’s kitchen window. One day he watched four Packard limousines sweep into Granovsky; sitting together in the back of one of the cars were Stalin’s henchmen Lavrenty Beria and Georgy Malenkov. The cortège turned into No. 3, where Malenkov got out, and Beria was driven off round the corner, in the direction of his mansion on the Garden Ring. Molotov moved into the house later, after his expulsion from the Central Committee. Zhukovsky occasionally saw him in the street, walking with his wife, Polina Zhemchuzhina. Molotov was always painstakingly well-dressed, Zhukovsky recalls, with a sleek, healthy appearance that belied his age, and a penetrating glance. Polina (who was seven years younger than her husband) was small, withered and bent. (She had been beaten in the Lubyanka and spent three years in exile in Kazakhstan, where she was officially referred to as ‘Object No. 12’.) It was admirable, Zhukovsky says, the solicitous way Molotov led his wife down the street, holding her by the arm.


The Stalinist poet Felix Chuev, who, with a tape recorder hidden in his pocket, conducted 140 long conversations with Molotov in the last two decades of his life, remembers him on the threshold of No. 3 on a wet day in March 1977. Chuev had driven him into town from his dacha at Zhukovka outside Moscow. In the car Molotov sang an old Soviet fighting song: ‘in the struggle for the power of the Soviets, we will die as one! … Who knows why we should all die as one’, he mused at the end of the song. Chuev drew up at Molotov’s entrance and, observed by astonished passers-by, the old man stepped out over the puddles. Molotov hid behind the outer door of the house, then suddenly came out into the street again for a few seconds and waved his hand …


‘In a quarter-century we have not tracked anyone down’, Alexander Solzhenitsyn wrote in The Gulag Archipelago: ‘We have not brought anyone to trial. It is their wounds we are afraid to reopen. And as a symbol of them all, the smug and stupid Molotov lives on at Granovsky No. 3, a man who has learned nothing at all, even now, though he is saturated with our blood and nobly crosses the sidewalk to seat himself in his long, wide automobile.’
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