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Plan of St Petersburg, 1717–21. Anonymous engraver, published by J.B. Homann. (Courtesy National Library of Russia, St Petersburg)
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In Petersburg we’ll meet again,
As if the sun we buried there . . .


– OSIP MANDELSTAM


Petersburg is both the head and heart of Russia. . . . Even up to the present Petersburg is in dust and rubble; it is still being created, still becoming. Its future is still in an idea; but this idea belongs to Peter I; it is being embodied, growing and taking root with each day, not alone in the Petersburg swamp but in all Russia.


– FEDOR DOSTOEVSKY
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Jean Baptiste LeBlond. Plan of St Petersburg, 1717.
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Map of St Petersburg, 1753. Executed by I.F. Truscott, drawn by M.I. Makhaev.
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Map of St Petersburg by A. Savinkov, published in 1825. It shows the flooded areas during the 1824 deluge.
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Bird’s-eye view of St Petersburg, 1860s.
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Situation on the Leningrad Front on 21 August 1941. (Source: Leon Gouré, The Siege of Leningrad, RAND/R-0378, published by Stanford University Press, Stanford, CA, 1962. Copyright RAND, Santa Monica, CA, 1962. Reprinted by permission.)
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The German Advance to Tikhvin. (Source: Leon Gouré, The Siege of Leningrad, RAND/R-0378, published by Stanford University Press, Stanford, CA, 1962. Copyright RAND, Santa Monica, CA, 1962. Reprinted by permission.)











Praise for St Petersburg



‘Arthur George’s book is an outstanding accomplishment, in the best tradition of grand history. He has succeeded marvelously in capturing what this complex city is all about. Both well researched and entertaining, this is the best book about St. Petersburg that I have read in a long time.’


Blair Ruble, Director, Kennan Institute of Advanced Russian Studies at Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington DC


‘Arthur George does a remarkable job of weaving together a wide range of sources to tell the multifaceted story of the city engagingly and in a way that has never been done before. He conjures up the city’s past in all its diversity, illuminating the many ways that the past lives on in the present. If I were traveling to St. Petersburg for the first time, this is the book I would want to read.’


Barbara Alpern Engel, Chair, Department of History, University of Colorado


‘In chronicling St. Petersburg’s first three centuries, Arthur George confidently anchors the city’s vibrant story within the larger narrative of Russian and Soviet history. This sweeping account represents an accomplished labor of love that will engage, enlighten, entertain – and provoke, in the very best sense of the word.’


Donald J. Raleigh, Professor of Russian History, University of North Carolina


‘Arthur George captures the exciting events, passions and brilliance of the Northern Capital’s history with the dispassionate, yet interested, hand of a true historian, in a style that his readers will find stimulating and fascinating.’


Irwin Weil, Professor of Russian and Russian Literature, Northwestern University


‘An astonishing accomplishment satisfying on many levels, this book is shaped by a unifying vision and rests on a broad knowledge of Russian history, written sources, and intimate personal familiarity with St. Petersburg as a living organism. Its judicious use of entertaining detail vividly recreates specific times, events, places, and personalities, while its historical analysis linking past and present is thought-provoking yet balanced, and refreshingly free of emotional ballast or visionary agendas.’


C. Nicholas Lee, Professor Emeritus, Department of Germanic and Slavic Languages and Literatures, University of Colorado


‘Reading the last chapters was like reliving my youth!’


Boris Andreyev, Honoured Statesman of the Arts of Russia, Assistant Professor, St Petersburg University of Cinematography and Television
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Preface


I became enraptured with St Petersburg (then called Leningrad) upon my first arrival there in 1979 as a student of history and Russian studying at its university. It was June and our plane had touched down at about 11p.m. While our group waited outside Pulkovo air terminal for our bus, a lazy red sun still hung low over the runways, refusing to set, and as we drove into town the light held. After arriving at our dormitory near the Peter and Paul Fortress, I stashed my things in the room and immediately broke curfew to take a midnight stroll along the banks of the silvery Neva and enjoy a few moments of solitude and reflection on that poetic White Night. I found no solitude, but there was much to reflect upon. On the embankment were scores of romantic couples, young and old, and other Leningraders strolling about in calm and contented silence, gazing and whispering in reverent, loving admiration of their surreal city. Upon seeing the eighteenth-century palaces lining the opposite shore (Palace Embankment), it seemed that had I been on this spot 200 years earlier, the scene and the feeling would hardly have differed. I recalled another midnight stroll through the bustling Latin Quarter of Paris upon my first visit to that city the year before. That too was a memorable experience, but it did not compare. It seemed to me that the wrong city is called the City of Light.


Soon afterwards I visited Moscow. I still remember how, as our bus lumbered into town from the airport, our local guide told us that we would enjoy Moscow more than Leningrad because it is a more ‘Russian’ city. She espoused the view of many that Leningrad was somehow odd and foreign, not really Russian. Although I was already familiar with the differing histories and traditions of these cities, this was my first direct encounter with the clashing mind-sets that their pasts had imparted on their citizens. The topic of St Petersburg’s place in Russia fascinated me, and as I continued my studies I came to agree with those historians who found strong parallels between Russia’s Muscovite past and the Soviet regime, and explained much of the latter by the former. The pressing question was how to escape this wheel of history. It was therefore of interest that an escape had been tried before, in St Petersburg.


During that first visit, the USSR was still ruled by Brezhnev. Years later, beginning in January 1989, I (together with my wife, who hails from St Petersburg and with whom I was also smitten while a student there) lived nearly four years in Moscow and then nearly five in St Petersburg, where I opened and headed my firm’s office. We lived through the era of Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost, the loss of Soviet satellites in Eastern and Central Europe, the August 1991 coup with Yeltsin’s speech atop a tank outside the White House and the break-up of the USSR. We saw St Petersburg re-emerge as a leading progressive force with a new spirit of hope. Many sincere and enlightened Russians, particularly from St Petersburg, strove mightily to turn Russia around, but they seemed outnumbered and crushed by the heavy weight of the past; many hopes were dashed. We saw the reappearance, in various forms, of the ‘Russian idea’. We saw the brown-shirt nationalism of Pamyat and Vladimir Zhirinovsky, the continued appeal to the communist crusade, various other claims to Russia’s special mission, suspicion of the West, continued corruption and cronyism in government, the struggle for the rule of law, and the emergence of the Mafia, the oligarchs, and others who considered themselves above society and restraint. Much of Russia still did not ‘get’ what it took to be a modern, open society.


After moving to Chicago, I attended a luncheon with Sergei Kiriyenko shortly after Boris Yeltsin had dismissed him as prime minister. Kiriyenko, an enlightened progressive who had found it difficult to implement reforms, told me that the most important factor holding Russia back is the mentality (soznanie) of most of its people, and that changing that mentality would be the key to progress and to Russia’s joining the modern world and community of nations. Shortly thereafter I read a Russian newspaper article which quoted alienated St Petersburg youth as holding that it is impossible to live in contemporary Russia and not be postmodern. Russia’s fate was still in the balance. Peter the Great’s vision was still a work in progress. Yet as I worked on this book, progress was being made in Russia, led by important reformers from St Petersburg. The original vision was still there and held, increasingly, within the nation’s grasp.


During those historic years in the USSR and Russia, friends and colleagues often urged me to keep a diary and write an account of my experiences, particularly since my work as a lawyer put me at the cutting edge of developments and in regular contact with many leading figures of the day. Busy living history, I never seemed to find the time to write it. In truth, such a project did not inspire me. I did not want simply to compile a journalistic observation of famous events that I lived through and participated in. Instead, my interest kept returning to Russia’s fundamental ‘accursed questions’. Besides reading daily press accounts of revolutionary changes, I reread Gogol and remembered what had not changed. The age-old accursed questions were still playing themselves out before my eyes, and even made things difficult in my job. Historically, the drama of these questions had unfolded first and foremost in the city of St Petersburg, and the ending was still to be written.


When the late Anatoly Sobchak was mayor of St Petersburg, he used to give a speech (which I heard several times) outlining his vision of how St Petersburg would call upon its great past and potential and re-emerge as Russia’s locus of political and intellectual enlightenment and its centre of trade, finance, shipping, and tourism, leading Russia into a prosperous, democratic, and enlightened future. Warming to the subject, he would add that this in turn would help ensure the stability of the central Asian subcontinent and lead to world peace in the twenty-first century. The first part of this was hardly original but rather was a St Petersburg tradition – Peter the Great had instituted this same vision, and some of it came to pass. As to the second part, one can only hope so. Whatever the case, the challenges facing post-Soviet Russia had placed the city’s original role and relevance to the new Russia front and centre.


By the time I returned to America from St Petersburg in late 1997, the city was already planning its tercentenary celebrations for 2003. This in itself, together with the fact that no English-language narrative history of the city yet existed, seemed to make publishing one timely. But ultimately it was my fascination with the city’s role and meaning in Russia’s tortuous history and my conviction that an understanding of this history can be instructive for the present that finally inspired me to write this book rather than another as the first literary fruit of my Russian studies and life there. In arriving at an organizing theme for this story, I was aided by the historian Aileen Kelly’s observation that the city’s tragic mythological aura that engulfs so many literary and prose writings about the city – however fascinating and which even as myth and literature forms an essential part of the city’s history – is ultimately inadequate to explain Petersburg’s overall historical significance or its potential role in the new Russia.1 Rather, as I watched post-Soviet Russia struggle to modernize and move towards a civil society and new national life and as Petersburgers and their ideas assumed a leading role in this struggle, it seemed to me that the modernizing changes introduced beginning nearly three centuries earlier and of which Petersburg was to be the embodiment had acquired a new relevance, and that these changes and the values underlying them also stood apart from the values of what eventually became known as ‘Imperial St Petersburg’. In today’s global information society, the idea that a single city as a geographical or economic unit can play the kind of unique vanguard role envisaged by Peter and dreamed of by Sobchak needs a stretch of the imagination. But Petersburg was nothing if not a city of ideas, and technology has shrunk Russia’s geographical expanse that observers throughout history have believed necessitated despotism rather than government according to the liberal ideas that became associated with the city; perhaps the present heralds the first realistic opportunity for these ideas to be achieved. It struck me that people would be helped by a better awareness of the instructive historical dramas played out in Petersburg’s past, because some of them are being repeated. I became convinced that, in today’s world of globalization, a book exploring the city’s unique history from the perspectives of modernism, movement towards civil society, common human values and world culture would be interesting and timely. From this perspective, Petersburg is not just a Window to the West, but a Window to the Future, and not just Russia’s.


Since Petersburg was founded in 1703 with a mission to change the national life, in order to understand Petersburg one must understand something of Russia before 1703. Thus, the book opens with a prologue recounting the formative themes of Russian history leading up to Peter the Great and the founding of St Petersburg. Since through the reign of Nicholas I each sovereign in Petersburg left his or her unique imprint on the city and most progress (or regression) was driven by the imperial court, chapters 1–9 are organized around the reigns of Russia’s rulers. Thereafter, the chapters are tied to major historical events and themes rather than to rulers. From the perspective of the city’s social, intellectual, and political history, its story divides into four phases: the evolution of Peter the Great’s vision and reforms until early in the reign of Catherine the Great; the emergence of a liberal opposition late in Catherine’s reign culminating in the Decembrist uprising in 1825; the era of disparate searches for solutions, repression, radical opposition, and social and political unrest culminating in the establishment and consolidation of the Bolshevik regime; and the subsequent struggles of the city’s people to escape from the Soviet regime and live in a modern, open society.


While political and intellectual history and the theme of modernism form much of this book’s conceptual framework, the city’s unique culture (and in particular themes of world culture) is also an essential theme and provides much of the picture inside the frame. Indeed, most of the book is devoted to this fascinating picture, which does prominently include the story of the city’s tragic mythological and mysterious aura, as well as what one can discern as its ‘soul’. Peter the Great founded the city intending it to be an ideal (utopia) of civilization and culture, a vanguard for Russia and even for Europe. While political and social reform ultimately lagged, in many respects Petersburg long ago achieved its purpose in the cultural sphere, synthesizing the best of Russia and Western Europe to create new art that stunned and conquered Europe. Petersburg developed its own special intellectual and artistic vigour, architecture, culture, beauty, mystery, spirit, and rhythm of life that form its soul, which is incomparable and stems from the city’s unique place in geography and history, and from the daring, unbridled imagination and spirit of its people. It was embodied in such figures as Alexander Pushkin, Peter Tchaikovsky, Vladimir Nabokov, Kasimir Malevich, Alexander Benois, Pavel Filonov, Igor Stravinsky, Anna Akhmatova, Osip Mandelstam, Nikolai Gumilev, George Balanchine, Nikolai Antsiferov, Mikhail Baryshnikov, Joseph Brodsky, Dmitri Shostakovich, and Dmitri Likhachev. Alongside the political turmoil, this life has always gone on, and the city has stood patiently and beautifully on the banks of the Neva, hoping for the nation’s political life to catch up and awaiting its chance again to play an important role in that process.


I wish to thank the many people who helped create this book. Among the specialists who kindly offered their consultation, I wish to thank Lev Lourie, the prominent St Petersburg historian; Blair Ruble, Director of the Kennan Institute for Advanced Russian Studies; Anatoly Belkin, noted St Petersburg art historian; Vladimir Sanzharov, Chairman of the St Petersburg branch of the Union of Designers of Russia, a specialist on city planning and architecture; Andrei Burlaka, specialist on the history of Russian rock and roll; Gennady Golstein, famous jazz band leader and instructor at the Mussorgsky School of Music, for his consultation on the history of jazz in St Petersburg; Richard Torrence, former adviser to Mayor Sobchak; the writer Valery Zavorotnyi for his assistance regarding the August 1991 coup; John Evans, former US Consul-General in St Petersburg and currently US ambassador to Armenia; Evgeny Fedorov, Tatyana Pasynkova, Nina Tarasova, and Elena Korolkova from the Hermitage Museum; and Lydia Leontieva of the Astoria hotel for information on the rich history of that city landmark. I also wish to thank the following friends in St Petersburg for their support, research assistance, and review of the manuscript: Boris Andreyev, Alexander Pozdnyakov, Vladimir Marinichev, and Lyubov Erigo. I thank Rimma Krupova and Yuri Ermolov for their assistance with the photographs and illustrations. Thanks also to the staffs of the Russian National Public Library in St Petersburg (particularly Elena Nebogatikova and Natalya Rudakova), the Lake Forest Public Library, the Lake Forest College Library, the St Petersburg office of my own firm, Baker & McKenzie, and to the firm as a whole for giving me the leeway to complete this project. Warm thanks also are due to my agent, Ed Knappman, my editor of the original US edition, Michael Dorr, both of whom had the vision to see the book’s potential and guided me through the minefields of the publication process, and to Anne Bennett, my editor at Sutton for her hard work in anglicizing the text. But most of all I thank my wife Elena, whose love and support got me through the project. Because of her love for and knowledge about her native city, she worked tirelessly in assisting with research, offered many stimulating ideas, and was my best critic and editor, all of which led to many late-night discussions and helped give the book the shape it has. Without her there would be no book.


Generally, the book gives dates from 1700 according to the calendar in use at the time. The Julian (‘Old Style’) calendar was used in Russia from 1700 until 1918, when the Gregorian (‘New Style’) calendar was adopted. To get New Style dates, one must add 11 days during the eighteenth century, 12 days during the nineteenth century, and 13 days during the early twentieth.


In transliterating Russian words into English, I have generally followed a modified version of the Library of Congress system for general works described in J. Thomas Shaw, The Transliteration of Modern Russian for English-Language Publications (New York, 1967), without diacritical marks, while making some concessions to common usage to make the text more readable. Translations of quoted texts originally in Russian are my own unless otherwise indicated. Quotations from texts originally with American spellings have been anglicized in order to achieve uniformity in this edition.


Lake Forest, Illinois
October 2004









PROLOGUE


A Tale of Three Cities




There have been five periods in Russian history and each provides a different picture. They are: the Russia of Kiev; Russia in the days of the Tartar yoke; the Russia of Moscow; the Russia of Peter the Great; and Soviet Russia. The Moscow period was the worst in Russian history, the most stifling, of a particularly Asiatic and Tartar type, and those lovers of freedom, the Slavophils, have idealized it in terms of their own misunderstanding of it.


NIKOLAI BERDYAEV1





St Petersburg has often been considered a stranger in its own land, an unnatural aberration situated on the far edge of the nation – not really Russian. St Petersburg is indeed unique, but Russia’s three previous major cities – Novgorod, Kiev, and Moscow – have also lived separate and distinctive lives. In fact, St Petersburg, Novgorod, and Kiev enjoy many similarities, while in important respects Muscovite civilization is the anomaly, particularly if viewed in terms of world history. Most major world cities, including capitals, lay either on the coast or not far up navigable rivers, because this facilitates trade, prosperity, and interaction with other nations, and stimulates culture. Novgorod, Kiev, and St Petersburg followed this norm, while due to historical accident (the Mongols) Muscovy arose deep inland with no ready access to the sea. This had pernicious consequences that eventually had to be redressed.


Peter the Great’s reforms and St Petersburg itself should be understood not as unnatural aberrations but as logical and natural responses to the inevitable seventeenth-century crisis of Muscovite civilization. Later, in the twentieth century, the rise and staying power of Soviet Communism can be understood as a reassertion and embracing of old Muscovite traditions and values, and a rejection of those of St Petersburg. The crisis of the Soviet system that led to its downfall has parallels to the crisis in seventeenth-century Muscovy. Many of the ideas and values required for Russia’s post-Soviet revival and entry into the modern world of nations can be found in the history of St Petersburg, beginning with its founder, Peter the Great. The city’s history and meaning holds lessons for Russia’s future and can help guide it.


It is thus important to begin the story of Petersburg by examining how Novgorod, Kiev, and Moscow have each bequeathed their unique traditions to Russia and St Petersburg and enriched the city’s life. Events and personalities from their histories appear in Petersburg’s art, music, opera, ballet, literature, and poetry, as well as in political and intellectual controversies. Their histories help explain why St Petersburg was founded and provide the context to give the city its meaning and interpret its development.


One can summarize the historical interplay between these three cities only by illustrating its complexity. There was no uniform historical line of succession or influence among them, and in many ways their civilizations were rival. Novgorod spawned Kiev, but Kiev grew close to Byzantium and adopted its religion, and then violently imposed it on Novgorod. Muscovy grew up largely outside the Kievan state but embraced and developed its religion. It matured under the Mongol yoke without meaningful contact with Constantinople or the West, becoming the dominant force in Russia in part because its princes represented the Khan in dealings with other Russian princes and nobles. Kiev fell to the Mongols in 1240, but when the Mongols were repelled, Kiev and what would become Ukraine were absorbed into the Polish-Lithuanian state. When Ukraine rejoined Russia four centuries later on the eve of the founding of St Petersburg, the culture and learning that it had acquired while outside Muscovy’s influence inspired fundamental departures from Muscovite culture and thinking, influenced Peter the Great’s reforms, and contributed to the intellectual, religious, and political life of the new capital. For its part, Novgorod, previously part of the Kievan state, remained an absent, independent republic in the north with its own traditions. Muscovy not only drew little from it, but it became Muscovy’s commercial and political rival, and Muscovy eventually decided to crush it.


Novgorod


Novgorod’s initial contribution to Russian civilization was political and economic and came early. According to the Primary Chronicle, the tribes of the region constantly quarrelled, and social and political disorder reigned in the land. Tradition held that the tribal leaders, unhappy with this state of affairs, invited a Viking prince, Rurik, who founded Novgorod (‘New City’) around 860 and ruled as its prince. His descendants and relatives, most notably Oleg, Sviatoslav, Vladimir, and Yaroslav the Wise, later ruled in Kiev and presided over its Golden Age. The Rurikid line of princes continued through most of the Muscovite period, until the death of Tsar Fedor (the son of Ivan the Terrible) in 1598.


In the same year that Kiev fell to the Mongols (1240), Prince Alexander led Novgorod to victory over the Swedes on the banks of the Neva near the future St Petersburg, for which he acquired the sobriquet Nevsky. Two years later he defeated the Teutonic Knights on the ice of Lake Chud (now Peipus), thereby eliminating military threats from the north and west. Security thus assured, and essentially free of the Mongol yoke, Novgorod went on to prosper through trade and contact with the West, particularly with the Hanseatic League, of which it became a member. Novgorod was on the axis of the great north-south trade route between the Vikings and the Greeks, and was also a centre of trade with the East via the Volga river. The northern section of the route ran from the mouth of the Neva (where St Petersburg was later founded), along the length of the Neva, through Lake Ladoga, and down the navigable river Volkhov which connected Ladoga to Novgorod and Lake Ilmen just south of Novgorod. So long as Novgorod controlled these territories, it grew and prospered, but when it lost them to Sweden the city declined. To regain its position in international commerce, develop its national economy, and maintain effective contact with the West, Russia needed access to the Baltic, but this was not re-established until the reign of Peter the Great.


As a cosmopolitan urban trading centre not unlike Venice or other progressive medieval Western European city-states, Novgorod developed an urban civilization unique in Russia, as well as democratic and tolerant political and cultural traditions. It used a Germanic monetary system, a large community of foreigners lived unhindered in the city, its citizens travelled and established communities abroad, and its princes and leading citizens often married foreigners. Women were generally treated as the equals of men and participated in civic affairs. Wealth was sufficiently high to maintain education and high literacy, and to support art and architecture. Unlike Muscovy, in Novgorod most wealth and power lay with a powerful merchant class, which kept the ruling prince and the Church in check. Whereas Moscow’s Grand Princes gained power by ‘gathering’ the Russian lands as their own and administering them as their patrimony, in Novgorod property and sovereignty were understood as separate, and institutions were created to curb and control the exercise of political power and protect property and citizens’ rights in it. Novgorod’s prince was selected and hired by the people, and he functioned pursuant to a contract setting forth his powers and the restrictions on them; if the people grew dissatisfied, he could be replaced. All major decisions were made by democratic public assemblies called a veche, which met on both a city-wide and district level, and at which each free householder had a vote. An advanced legal code was developed, criminal punishments were generally humane with an emphasis on fines, and human life and the individual were held in high regard. Thus, a reciprocal relationship between the state and society was recognized, whereby the vital activity within the state lay with its citizens, who created their government to protect their rights and property, and provide security. This anticipated Western political thought by centuries and was fundamentally different from the idea of a divinely ordained monarch prevalent in Muscovy and the Old Regime in Western Europe.


Out of this economic, political, and cultural milieu grew a tradition of civic and individual independence (even irreverence), vigour, tolerance, and imagination. It stands in stark contrast to the worldview of the rest of Russia during and after the Mongol period, until St Petersburg. A poignant example was the fresco of the Saviour in the main cupola of St Sophia Cathedral in the city’s kremlin: his hand was portrayed not, as is usual in Moscow, partly open and relaxed as when crossing oneself, but as a fist symbolizing strength and independence, even defiance. Even the Orthodox monastery constructed on Perun hill outside town where pre-Christian pagan rites were held was named Our Lady of Perun, after the pagan god. This would have been unthinkable in Moscow. Before Moscow conquered Novgorod, the city’s seal consisted of a flight of steps representing the veche tribune and a T-shaped pole representing the city’s sovereignty and independence. Under Muscovite rule, the steps assumed the shape of the Tsarist throne, and the pole that of the Tsar’s sceptre.2


Feeling commercial competition, needing tax revenues, and demanding political subservience, Muscovy under Ivan III conquered Novgorod in 1471. He arrested thousands of Novgorodians, who were either killed or deported en masse, and confiscated their property. He eliminated the veche, and its famous bell was taken down and shipped to Moscow. In 1494 Moscow expelled the Hanse from the city, arresting its members and confiscating its property. When Novgorod recovered over the next century and was once more perceived as a threat to Moscow, it suffered utter devastation from Ivan the Terrible in 1570, when he (probably falsely) accused Novgorod of plotting with Poland to overthrow him. In an infamous incident, Ivan invited the town’s leading citizens to dinner in the Faceted Chamber in Novgorod’s kremlin, where his guards murdered them. About one-third of the city’s population perished in a massacre that lasted weeks. Ivan then removed the city’s main library, which contained many ancient and priceless manuscripts, and buried it in secret chambers under the Moscow Kremlin, where it remains lost to this day. Thus was smashed Russia’s most important link to the West, which had survived the Mongol invasion. Whereas Kiev had been lost to the Mongols, Novgorod was crushed by fellow Russians.


Peter the Great was impressed by Novgorod’s history and traditions and held many of them up as models. After Petersburg was established, in 1724 Alexander Nevsky’s remains were transferred to St Petersburg’s principal monastery, Alexander Nevsky Monastery, to symbolize Petersburg’s links with Novgorod’s history and traditions. St Petersburg’s main street, which connects the city’s centre to the monastery, was eventually named after him (Nevsky Prospect). When legends about the founding of St Petersburg first began to circulate, a popular one in the north was that St Andrew the First-Called* had visited the future site of Novgorod as well as the mouth of the Neva, the site of the future ‘reigning city’ (tsarstvuyushchii grad).3 This legend linked Novgorod and Petersburg as centres of Russian civilization. Later many Petersburg liberals, including Alexander Radishchev,4 the Decembrists,5 Alexander Herzen,6 and playwrights,7 identified with Novgorod’s traditions when advocating their progressive agendas for Russia. Today, Novgorodians proudly assert that Peter the Great and St Petersburg continued directly many of the essential traditions of Novgorod.


Kiev


The Kievan state was founded in 882 by Prince Oleg, one of a line of Viking princes related to Prince Rurik of Novgorod. Kievan civilization reached its zenith under Vladimir and his son Yaroslav the Wise from the late tenth to mid-eleventh centuries. Its failure to develop stable political structures and its economic dependence on trade with Byzantium ultimately led to its demise.


Whereas Novgorod’s legacy is political and economic, Kiev’s is largely cultural and religious. When the Kievan state was founded, Byzantium represented the height of civilization, and Christianity had not yet split into Orthodoxy and Catholicism. Thus, Kiev not only learned much from Byzantium, but it also developed political, cultural, and dynastic ties with the West. Kiev’s prestige was so high at the time that many European monarchs sought alliances with Kiev through dynastic marriages. Vladimir’s daughters Premislava and Dobronega-Maria married the kings of Hungary and Poland. Henry I of France, who was illiterate, married Yaroslav the Wise’s daughter Anna, who was well educated and knew several languages. Yaroslav’s two other daughters, Anastasia and Elizabeth, married the kings of Hungary and Norway. Vladimir Monomakh’s daughter Praxedis married the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry IV. Indeed, Kiev’s civilization in many respects was ahead of Western Europe. Its laws were humane, citizens enjoyed freedoms, public education was progressing, commerce was sophisticated, and women enjoyed high status. Had Kiev developed the political and military organization needed to withstand the Mongol hordes, Russian history would be very different.


The key civilizing and cultural development in Kiev was Prince Vladimir’s adoption of Christianity from Byzantium in 988. One motivation for the conversion was Vladimir’s immediate political goals. The conversion was facilitated by Vladimir’s marriage to Princess Anna, the Byzantine Emperor’s daughter, which cemented political ties between the two civilizations while preserving Kiev’s political and cultural independence (by putting the prince on a par with the emperor as his brother). More importantly, the conversion left permanent marks on Kievan and (later) Muscovite society, serving to unify the Russian nation culturally and politically.


The new religion had to be propagated through a language. Kievan Russia’s alphabet, Cyrillic, received through Bulgaria, facilitated the development of the vernacular Slavonic into a written language, Church Slavonic, which remained the principal written language of Russia until the seventeenth century. Kiev’s adoption of this vernacular for Church purposes rather than the Greek or Latin texts available in Byzantium meant that Greek was not well known (and Latin virtually unknown) in Kievan and Muscovite Russia. Since these were the languages of classical and Western philosophical, religious, and historical works as well as of Roman law, Muscovite Russia’s access to and knowledge of much of classical and Western culture following the decline of Byzantium was severely limited. Kiev’s own absorption into the Polish-Lithuanian state exacerbated this problem for Muscovite Russia, while Kiev itself would exploit this link to grow into a centre of Greek and Western-inspired learning. As a result, classical thought had no meaningful influence in Russia until the St Petersburg era, when Kievan scholars played an important role in introducing this learning into Russia.


Also significant was the manner in which Christianity was introduced and practised. Since the society had no developed philosophical tradition or even literacy, Orthodox believers tended to adopt all aspects of doctrine and ritual uncritically, assuming that the religion’s founders had worked out to perfection all essential and necessary truths and rituals. Further, since Orthodoxy was forced on the population from above, often violently, there was little scope for theoretical discussion and more attention to form, although some concessions were made to graft Orthodoxy on to pagan rituals and practices. Finally, the Greek and Slav churchmen despatched to spread Christianity in this hinterland were by no means the best and most educated, and were often separated from their flock by language barriers. Consequently, they typically confined themselves simply to teaching the externals of ritual and collecting money for the Church.8


As a result, the mystical and ritualistic aspects of the new religion predominated. No sophisticated philosophical or theological tradition was transmitted from Byzantium or developed on its own. In a largely illiterate population in which pagan influences were still fresh and alive, the beliefs of Russian Orthodoxy came to be understood, conveyed, and appreciated not through theoretical or literary means but through its mystery and visual beauty, as represented by the liturgy and by icons. (Indeed, it was the beauty of the religion’s ritual which most impressed Vladimir’s emissaries sent to Constantinople to evaluate its suitability for Kievan Russia.) Icons and the icon screens in Orthodox churches served as a constant reminder of God’s power and constant involvement in human affairs, reinforced the social and political hierarchy in society, and, in the Muscovite period, supported the tsar’s place as the icon of God in the Orthodox empire, just as the Orthodox empire was the icon of the heavenly world.9


The focus on adherence to ritual and near absence of theology also meant that, unlike religion in Western Europe, deviations from the established beliefs and rituals were rare. When they did arise, they gained no large grassroots following and were short-lived, and while they did they were not tolerated. Because of this intolerance for change among both church leaders and believers, Russia’s isolation from Byzantium and then Byzantium’s decline, Russian Orthodox texts and rituals remained essentially unchanged until the mid-seventeenth century.


When the Mongols eventually lost Kiev and the surrounding area, it went not to Moscow but to the emerging Lithuanian state (soon to be the Polish-Lithuanian state). Thus, although its later shedding of the Mongol yoke might have given Moscow the benefit of Kiev’s civilizing and cultural influence, instead each developed along separate political and cultural lines for the next four centuries. Poland ceded Kiev to Moscow under the Treaty of Andrusovo in 1667, the year that marked the end of the Great Schism. Thereafter, Kiev’s learning helped Petrine Russia become a less religious and more secular, modern state.


Despite the future importance of these cultural and religious trends, they never dominated Kievan national life in the way they later did in Moscow. Kiev’s culture remained cosmopolitan, and the focus of its life continued to be trade between the Normans and the Greeks. When trade dwindled as Byzantium declined and the Crusades opened the Mediterranean to trade from Western Europe, so did the Kievan state itself. The government was not organized well enough to govern such a large territory. The roles and responsibilities of the prince relative to the veche (adopted from Novgorod) were ambiguous. The outlying towns and estates were not closely integrated into the state structure; the sole concern was whether they paid tribute to Kiev. Most importantly, no orderly scheme for princely succession was established, so that the land was constantly divided and ravaged by warring brothers and their supporters. This disorder made Kiev easy prey for the Mongols, who united under a strong leader. Moscow’s princes took notice of Kiev’s fate and were determined not to repeat the same mistakes. The result was an absolutism unparalleled in Europe.


Moscow


Historical sources first mention Moscow as a city in 1147, and Prince Yuri Dolgoruky is said to have laid the foundations of the town (i.e. the city wall) in 1156. At the time, the town was under the suzerainty of Suzdal, which lay outside the Kievan state. The Mongols invaded and destroyed it in 1237, just before Kiev met the same fate. Muscovy’s inheritance from Kiev was limited and consisted mainly of the Orthodox faith and forms of land ownership; Kiev’s political traditions and its civilized culture did not transfer to Muscovy. Instead, the influences of the Mongols and Orthodoxy combined to foster at the top an arbitrary autocracy and at the bottom a conservative, passive, uncritical populace wedded to habit and tradition.


Moscow and the territory surrounding it were under Mongol control until the late fourteenth century; it was in these conditions that Muscovite civilization matured. Mongol rule broke most contact with Western Europe and even with Kiev; it also eliminated the possibility of developing diplomatic and commercial contacts with Byzantium. The Mongol conquest and decline of Byzantium thus blocked what might otherwise have been a natural and continuous line of Russian political, economic, social, and cultural development more in line with that in the West. Instead, the new external elements introduced over the next two centuries were oriental traditions and oriental blood. No Moscow prince ever set foot in Constantinople, but they were regular visitors to their sovereigns in Sarai.


Mongol influences on Moscow included the Asiatic dress adopted by princes and nobles (known as boyars), a variety of Mongol words incorporated into the language (particularly those relating to state affairs), rampant corruption, and the low status and isolation of women. Mongol legacies were autocracy, obsequious loyalty to princes, and the rule that the people ‘pray only to one Tsar’. Muscovite princes adopted from Sarai a model of governing that limited their role to tax collection, keeping public order, and administration of patrimonial domains. No further secular conception of responsibility for public well-being existed. When Mongol rule ended, the practice of collection of tribute did not end; it was continued by the Muscovite Prince, who kept it for himself. No notion existed of a society separate from the sovereign which had any rights or with which it had reciprocal relations.


Mongol influence over Moscow began to wane after the Muscovite victory over the Mongols at Kulikovo in 1380 and Tamerlane’s campaigns, which ended in 1395. The yoke was formally broken in 1480, when Moscow refused to pay tribute. The Grand Prince designated himself autocrat (samoderzhets), meaning that he paid tribute to no one.


During the Mongol period, local ‘appanage’ princes rose up who operated vast estates, maintained order, and governed their localities. In order to defend themselves against Mongols, Turks, Lithuanians, Poles, and other outsiders, it was necessary and inevitable for these princedoms to unite, with one of them emerging on top. Beginning in the twelfth century and culminating in the late fifteenth with Ivan III’s subjugation of Tver and Novgorod, the inevitable shake-out occurred, and Moscow emerged the victor.


Understanding this shake-out process and why Moscow emerged victorious is fundamental to understanding the nature of the Muscovite civilization which developed, and which Peter the Great despised and sought to replace in St Petersburg. The lands were owned and run by nobles under a hereditary system called votchina, which had originated in Kiev. Within his own lands, the owner was sovereign and a law unto himself; he controlled not only property, but also the local economy, political power, and the administration of justice. In short, the land and its people were his patrimony. Yet the nobles owed little to the prince, who correspondingly had little formal control over or responsibilities to them, a fundamental weakness in the state. This situation differed from medieval Western Europe, where vassals bound themselves to lords by contract and an elaborate network of subinfeudation developed.


Moscow’s princes learned from Kiev’s weakness. Their initial approach was not to change the votchina system, but to become the chief landowner, to gain control of the entire land and make the entire nation the Muscovite Prince’s patrimony and the prince its absolute sovereign. Over time they also succeeded in introducing primogeniture in order to avoid the break-up of holdings and to preserve princely power. Once such ownership and control was achieved, the prince was able to reverse the process and grant landholdings, as typical in the West, on a non-hereditary basis in return for service. This system was called pomestie. Over time, the service nobility convinced the prince (later tsar) that they could best serve him if their peasants could not migrate. The rise in service obligations resulted in serfdom. Votchina declined, but the prince’s absolute authority was assured.


Since the entire nation (both land and populace) was essentially the tsar’s patrimony, the exercise of property rights and sovereignty (politics) were not separated. The distinction in Roman law between dominium and imperium (or iurisdictio), which had been preserved in the West and which led to private property and individual rights, was unknown in Muscovy; political authority too was exercised as dominium. State finances, for example, were essentially those of the prince himself; state administration was essentially that of the prince’s household (dvor) and properties. This process reached its apogee under Ivan III and remained fundamentally unchallenged and unchanged until the Petersburg era, when Peter sought to institute a new model based on Western conceptions of property, state, and society. Much of this Muscovite legacy, including the preference of many for state ownership of land, survived right through the Soviet regime.


Similarly, unlike the West, in Muscovy there was no developed concept of a society in which the ruler had a reciprocal relationship with his subjects, who had certain rights and to whom the ruler owed particular duties. Even the modern Russian word for society (obshchestvo) did not yet exist; there was only the concept of zemlya, which today carries a narrow meaning of ‘land’ but which at the time was understood as income-producing property and its people, the object of the prince’s exploitation.10 The Russian word for state (gosudarstvo) comes from gosudar, which, prior to being used as the word for ‘sovereign’ in reference to princes and tsars, was the word for a slave owner and thus connoted authority in the private sphere (dominium). In this climate, the nobility was never able to emerge as a separate estate or order with its own common interests (and eventually rights), which could eventually pave the way for a civil society. This would begin only after Peter the Great’s reforms, in the reign of Catherine II.


The reasons why the prince of Moscow emerged as the leader have much to do with why it became the ‘soul of Russia’, with which Peter the Great and St Petersburg are contrasted. Although there is much to be said for the skill of Moscow’s princes, initially Moscow’s most fundamental advantage was geographical: it was far enough into the interior not to be easily accessible from distant Sarai on the lower Volga, and it was located in dense forest at the junction of two rivers, conditions which rendered the Mongols’ cavalry-based attack ineffective. These conditions forced the Mongols to rule with a lighter and more distant hand than in other areas, which ultimately allowed Moscow’s princes to gather strength. In particular, in gratitude for Moscow’s assistance in crushing the 1327 revolt of Tver (Moscow’s rival) against the Mongols, the Khan put Ivan I in charge of collecting their tribute from neighbouring Russian princes. The Mongols bestowed on him the official title ‘Grand Prince’, though he became known then and to posterity as Ivan Kalita (‘moneybag’). His role as tribute collector gave Moscow authority over rival princes and isolated them from having direct relations with the Khan. Also, like any effective tax collector of the time, Kalita garnered more taxes than he remitted, and enriched himself and Muscovy (which were hardly distinguishable). Once Mongol power began to decline and a challenge became possible, Moscow was well placed to ‘gather’ Russia. By delegating their fiscal powers, the Mongols had created their own nemesis.


Another force which fuelled Muscovy’s rise to prominence, united its people, and determined the civilization’s character was the Orthodox Church. Ivan Kalita added to his domain the town of Vladimir, which after Kiev’s fall had become the seat of the Orthodox Metropolitan. After Metropolitan Peter died in 1326 and Moscow defeated Tver in 1327, Peter’s successor aligned himself with Moscow and moved Orthodoxy’s seat there. Thereafter, Moscow’s princes and the Church worked hand in hand to increase each other’s power and influence.


Understanding the religious character of Muscovite civilization is crucial to understanding Moscow as Russia’s ‘soul’, and how it differed from Peter the Great’s ideas and the civilization of St Petersburg. A first important feature was Orthodoxy’s simple asceticism and the associated monastic movement, epitomized in the 1330s by St Sergius of Radonezh, who eschewed rational theology and favoured direct contact with God through achieving an appropriate mystical inner spiritual state.


Notwithstanding the mysticism and asceticism of the faithful, the Church hierarchy and the Grand Prince inaugurated a monastic crusade designed to consolidate Moscow’s territorial gains with monastery-fortresses and spread a uniform Orthodox faith. In 1503 the abbot Joseph Sanin persuaded a Church council to allow monasteries to accept land grants (fully equipped with peasants) from the Grand Prince and nobles. These monastic landholdings were still under the protection and ultimate control of the prince and remained his patrimony; in return, he expected and received ecclesiastical support. Sanin was also strict on matters of doctrine, sought to root out heresy, and resorted to torture and executions, which became accepted practice. Sanin’s efforts were opposed by Nil Sorsky, whose adherents became known as the ‘non-possessors’ since they opposed gifts of land to monasteries. Sorsky sought to preserve a more pure and spiritual brand of Orthodoxy, uncorrupted by vast properties and involvement in temporal matters. He was thus tolerant in matters of belief and supported the church and state keeping to their separate realms.


But Sanin’s approach, known as Josephism, was a winning proposition for the prince and fused the alliance between Church and tsar. Church holdings became immense and serfdom spread. Princes and nobles endowed the Church with their wealth to ease their consciences in the hope of salvation and also to avoid taxes. The Monastery of the Trinity founded by St Sergius outside Moscow in 1335, for example, had at least 100,000 serfs cultivating its lands by 1600. Monasteries often focused more on their role as landowners than on religion. This process subjected the formerly loosely bound ascetic communities to the Moscow Metropolitan’s power. With the victory of Josephism, Muscovy itself came to be conceived of as a national monastery under the direction of the tsar, in whom ‘the opposition between Caesar and the will of God was overcome’.11 But in practice the tsar dominated the Church. Josephism helped set the stage for Russian autocracy as it emerged under Ivan the Terrible.


Josephism also helped generate Orthodoxy’s messianic ideology, which conceived of Russia as a divinely chosen, special and superior nation destined to lead the rest of the world to salvation. Once developed, it remained a fundamental part of the Russian mentality, continuing during nineteenth-century Slavophilism and indeed in Soviet communism. This vision coalesced in the mid- to late fifteenth century. At the Council of Florence in 1437–9, Byzantium, hoping to attract Western help in its struggle against the Turks, agreed to compromises which it hoped would unify Catholicism and Orthodoxy. Moscow rejected the arrangement and arrested Isidore, the Greek Moscow Metropolitan who had attended the Council and agreed to it. Moscow believed that Byzantium had betrayed the faith, which Byzantium’s fall shortly thereafter (1453) seemed to confirm. It was God’s retribution against an unfaithful people, the result of a corruption of the Greek Orthodox faith and Greek society.


Moscow now viewed itself as Byzantium’s successor, which Ivan III symbolized by marrying Sophia Paleologus, the niece of the last Byzantine emperor, in 1472, and by adopting the Byzantine double-headed eagle as the imperial seal.* Ivan III took the title ‘Tsar’ (meaning Caesar), symbolizing his claim to inherit all political and religious authority of the fallen Byzantium. Thus arose the theory and widespread belief that Muscovite Russia was the ‘Third Rome’, a term first coined by Philoteus, a monk from Pskov, who called the tsar ‘the only Tsar of Christians’.12 The first two (Rome and Constantinople) had fallen as a result of deviations from the faith and, because Moscow would last forever (or at least until the Apocalypse), there could be no fourth. The tsar’s role was not merely that of autocrat but of the divinely ordained head of a religious civilization. Muscovite Russia thus represented the culminating stage of a pre-ordained progression in sacred and world history, with the tsar at its apex. Since Muscovy was God’s and history’s chosen repository of perfect and undivided Orthodoxy, there was no scope for further historical development, only the wait for the Second Coming and the end of earthly life, and there could be no dissent on the question. (Bolshevism held similar views.) Originally the doctrine of the Third Rome was principally a religious concept, deeming Russia the successor to the pure and right teaching,13 charged with preparing humanity for the Second Coming and salvation. For the tsar, however, it also implied the exercise of temporal authority. It was only a short step to make it an imperial doctrine as well. The tsar must unite the Orthodox world and prepare it for the Second Coming. The doctrine justified extending Orthodoxy (and the tsar’s power) to new lands, and for rooting out opposition within his own. The tsar’s temporal pretensions and Orthodoxy’s spiritual doctrines reinforced each other.


Thus arose Muscovy’s conservatism, arrogance, lack of interest in, and xenophobic suspicion of anything and anyone not Orthodox and not Russian. This attitude extended to intellectual activity in general and to science, as well as to innovations (seen as deviations) in elements of culture on which the Church touched, such as music and art, which were viewed as lower forms of activity, superfluous, and not to be tolerated. Muscovites fell into a Manichean worldview, under which anyone who was not a member of the Orthodox faith was impure, an enemy and not to be trusted. This included, of course, all Westerners. It is this view which bred the arrogance and condescension shown towards foreigners at the tsar’s court that was remarked upon by so many foreign visitors and eventually led to the establishment of a separate quarter for foreigners outside Moscow. It also led to censorship to prevent wrong thinking, discouragement of free intellectual activity, and the banning of things foreign. These attitudes re-emerged during the Soviet period.


A final aspect of Muscovite Orthodoxy was that its prophetic and apocalyptic quality, focusing on the messianic role of the Orthodox nation and cosmic redemption, downplayed the role and importance of the individual, even his own salvation. Individual souls needed only to purify themselves and prepare for the Second Coming of Christ, which was seen as a collective, national event. No well-developed notion of individual conduct, rights, and duties ever emerged. Morality was not paramount and no moral code developed. People were politically and economically passive, behaved slavishly and were prone to exploitation, and had little incentive to develop knowledge or their abilities. Correspondingly, Moscow’s rulers treated people as masses and expendable fodder without legal rights.


Since the end of the Orthodox calendar, and therefore, according to many of the devout, the end of history, was to be in 1492, people began to expect and look for either good or bad signs, of the Second Coming or of the Antichrist.14 As that date approached, various cranks and mystics prophesied the end of the world. Though Muscovy survived 1492, this apocalyptic outlook persisted and rose to particular prominence during crises such as the Time of Troubles (1598–1613) and the Great Schism (1653–67). It also enabled Peter the Great’s opponents to label him the Antichrist and Petersburg a cursed city.


Under Ivan IV, the Terrible, the Russian calendar was reconstituted and history proceeded anew. His reign (1533–84) began with certain steps towards a secular state, but ultimately it marked the apex of Muscovite autocracy operating in tandem with the Church. As there were no ready models for law and governance (the Novgorodian model being considered unacceptable) or classical political knowledge, governmental (and Church) administration was indeed muddled, and legal codes and rational procedures were lacking. In order to decide how to remedy the problem, in 1550 Ivan convened the first zemskii sobor, a representative gathering of important personages of the realm to codify laws and carry out reforms. The primary result was a new legal code, the Sudebnik of 1550. Ivan restored some ecclesiastical lands to his domain and curbed the Church’s acquisition of new lands. He initiated military reforms and established detailed regulations for military service of the nobility, as a result of which the votchina system of landholding, already in decline, disappeared, and it became impossible to be a landlord without owing service to the tsar. In effect, nobles became glorified serfs with no contractual or legal rights to counterbalance the tsar’s power. Ivan purged the boyars and the Church, creating for seven years a virtual state within the state, the infamous oprichnina. He arrested and executed the Metropolitan of Moscow, subordinating the Church to princely power in fact if not in theory. His rule presaged the totalitarian state, complete with denunciations, interrogations, prisons, and terror.


It would be mistaken to view Ivan as simply another monarch creating a secular monarchist state at the expense of religion and the nobility on the Western European model. Rather, Ivan achieved his ends while embracing and even sincerely seeking to preserve Muscovite religious tradition. He never viewed himself merely as a political leader but, consistent with the old Muscovite ideology, as the anointed head of a monolithic religious civilization. He issued a 27,000-page church code and encyclopedia called the Hundred Chapters to codify prior Orthodox rules, traditions, and practices, and catalogue church history, readings, and the lives of saints, even while it formally purged material from Church tradition considered undesirable; it also tightened restrictions on secular art and music. Even a printing press set up in Moscow was declared an inappropriate method for reproducing copies of the Bible, and it was destroyed by a mob. Ivan also had his confessor, Sylvester, prepare a guidebook for private life called the Domostroi (‘Household Manual’),15 which prescribed forms and methods of dress, household economy, family relations, and overall behaviour, even regulating how to beat one’s wife (lovingly), preserve mushrooms, care for animals, spit, and blow one’s nose. It promoted a near-monastic, passive religious life, and demoted women. The more enlightened customs of Novgorod and Kiev were disapproved, ignored, or simply lost.


During Ivan’s reign, Muscovy was constantly at war with the increasingly large and sophisticated armies of Poland, Sweden, and Turkey. Ivan needed Western assistance in training and commanding his forces, as well as to help in developing industry and certain sciences such as medicine. This he sought mainly from England and Holland, Protestant countries to the west of his adversaries. In return, these countries received trade privileges which led to an increase in the number of foreigners in Russia. In 1558 Ivan started the Livonian* War against Protestant Sweden and Catholic Poland in an effort to gain access to the Baltic. After initial successes, this quarter-century effort ended in defeat and a net loss of territory, mainly due to the backwardness of Muscovy’s army. Muscovy was now enmeshed in military, religious, and cultural conflict with the West, but its political, military, and economic institutions and its people were unprepared to cope with the challenge. In the short term, the struggle caused further antagonism to Latin civilization and the termination of meaningful civilizing contacts with the West until Peter the Great. When a century later Peter the Great waged another major war against Sweden for access to the Baltic, Russia won due to Peter’s military and other reforms. In the victory parade held in Moscow, people carried portraits of both Ivan IV and Peter with the slogan ‘Ivan began, and Peter completed’.


In light of Ivan’s purposes, the irony of his reign is that he more than anyone else set in motion the processes which ultimately destroyed Muscovy as a monolithic and insular religious civilization. He drove Russia in incompatible directions. Although he escalated the tsar’s claims to authority over religion above any known in Byzantium, he eventually discredited his claim to leadership of a Christian civilization by murdering his son and heir and the Metropolitan of Moscow, and temporarily renouncing his divinity and his title in favour of a converted Tartar Khan. His reign indeed acquired many trappings of an Asiatic despotism. The moral, spiritual, and political ties between the tsar and the Church began to fray. When Ivan drew Russia into irreversible military and ideological conflict with the West, he inadvertently put it on the path to European statehood and unavoidable contact with and influence from the West. Militarily, Russia was falling behind and lay dangerously exposed. Russia would have to face squarely the question of which direction its civilization must take. The answer became evident over the century between Ivan IV and Peter the Great.


Ivan the Terrible is said to have died while playing chess with Boris Godunov. History does not record who was winning, but it does record that it was Boris who moved the country the next square closer to the Russia of St Petersburg. Brother-in-law to Ivan’s weak son and successor Fedor, Boris ruled in fact from about 1588. When Fedor died without an heir in 1598, a specially convened zemski sobor elected Godunov as the new tsar, and he proved to be a capable ruler. He initiated many public works and was an enthusiastic Westernizer. He sent thirty promising Russians abroad to study, but all except two chose to remain there and never returned. He attempted to establish the first university in Moscow, but the proposal was defeated by the clergy. He tolerated other religions, expanded trade with the West by granting favourable trade conditions, and afforded protection to the foreign community in Moscow. He was the first to encourage the Western practice of shaving, later enforced (among the upper classes) by Peter the Great. But his initial popularity faded after famine struck Russia, the Church grew uneasy with his policies, and the nobles who had originally opposed him reorganized their resistance. Boris died suddenly in 1605 just as a serious challenge was being mounted; his relatives were quickly executed and his family’s influence was eliminated. These events inaugurated what is known as the Time of Troubles.


In the vacuum of power, rival boyar clans contended for the throne, as did Poland, and eventually they resolved upon a Lithuanian claiming to be Ivan IV’s son, Dmitri. Dmitri had died in 1591, and the pretender was really Grigory Otrepiev, a defrocked monk who had once been in the service of the Romanov family. Despite the defects in ‘False Dmitri’s’ claim, his conversion to Catholicism, and his marriage to a Polish Catholic girl, his supporters were able to make him tsar in June 1605. When Dmitri proved not to be the puppet of the boyars or anyone else, the boyars, led by Prince Vasily Shuisky and supported by the Church, sought to replace him with one of their own. They worked the populace into a frenzy and Dmitri was killed by the mob. His body was dragged through the streets, left exposed for days on Red Square and then burned, and his ashes were shot from a cannon in the direction of Poland.


Shuisky was then proclaimed tsar in May 1606, but he failed to appease the people and became unpopular. A breakdown in social and civil order ensued, which Poland and Sweden exploited. Rebellions and brigandage broke out, rival factions competed for power, crops were abandoned and went unharvested, and famine spread. Word spread once more about the end of the world and the coming of the Antichrist. When a second False Dmitri appeared and Poland supported him, Shuisky struck an alliance with Poland’s enemy, Sweden. This gave Poland a pretext to invade Russia, take Moscow, and depose Shuisky in 1610. After that a seven-member boyar duma ruled while it looked for a tsar, considering among others the Polish and Swedish crown princes.


A striking feature of this strife was the degree to which it unmasked the inability of the leading elements of Muscovite civilization – the Church and the boyar nobility – to exercise effective moral or political leadership or even influence. For a civilization said to be organic and unified under a religious mission, one would have expected more. Russia had been exposed as an oriental despotism that had failed to develop institutions that could provide unity, stability, and prosperity. The boyars, the Tsardom, and the Church were discredited as representatives of the true Orthodoxy – the Third Rome – in the eyes of much of the population. Thus were exposed the cracks in society which would erupt during the Great Schism later in the century.


In the wake of the failure of Muscovy’s institutions, Russia’s plight was miraculously saved by the uneducated, religious, and usually passive Russian masses. In one of Russia’s greatest national moments, the common people, tired of strife, united almost spontaneously under the leadership of a common butcher, Kosma Minin, and Prince Dmitri Pozharsky of Nizhny-Novgorod in a grassroots uprising to march on Moscow and drive out the Polish occupiers in 1612. Having saved the nation, the people promptly ceded their position back to the boyars and went home. Notably, in the aftermath no serious thought or attention was given to reforming the country’s political institutions or the Church. Instead, a zemski sobor was called to elect a new tsar and return power to the boyars, or so they thought. It chose the 15-year-old boyar Michael Romanov, whose great-aunt, Anastasia Romanova, had been Ivan IV’s first wife. The boyars chose Michael principally because he was young and seemingly could be controlled by the boyars and service gentry in the absence of his powerful father, Metropolitan Philaret, who they thought had been killed by the Poles. In fact, Philaret was still alive but held captive in Poland. He returned in 1619, was made Patriarch and became the most powerful man in Russia. He put the boyars in their place and effectively ruled until his death in 1633. Thus was established rule by the Romanov family for the next three centuries.


Notwithstanding the deficiencies and divisions in Muscovy that were exposed during the Time of Troubles, no meaningful reforms ensued. To the contrary, thanks to Minin and Pozharsky catalysing a nationalist uprising, the immediate legacy of the Time of Troubles was a national and religious revival and a renewed belief in the superiority of Muscovy’s religious culture. Muscovy’s xenophobia hardened, which cut its culture off from the West until late in the century. Russia’s fear of the West and Catholicism was exacerbated by the fact that this was the time of the Counter-Reformation and religious wars throughout Europe. Behind the Polish army lay the support of the Vatican and the Jesuits, who hoped to expand Catholicism to Russia. In order to check Poland during the Time of Troubles and both Poland and Sweden thereafter, Russia increasingly had to turn for help to the Protestant countries of northern Europe. From these nations the tsar invited unprecedented numbers of foreigners to serve in the military and to work in construction, trade, and crafts. Before the Time of Troubles, beginning in the 1560s, in order to prevent contact with the local population, foreigners had been restricted to an enclave outside Moscow originally called the ‘lower city commune’ but which later became known as the German Quarter.* During the Time of Troubles, however, the settlement was destroyed. The new foreigners temporarily lived freely among the population in Moscow, where they were allowed to open their own businesses, taverns, and chapels. But Muscovites soon grew tired and suspicious of them and tensions mounted, eventually resulting in a rampage in which many foreigners were killed or driven from town. As a result, their businesses were closed, their chapels demolished, and the German Quarter was re-established at its previous location in 1652. It was in that quarter that Peter the Great became drawn to the West.


As the century wore on, Europe developed economically and grew more powerful and more secular. The technological, economic, and cultural gap between Russia and the West widened. Russia was finding it harder to keep up and increased its reliance on Western military assistance, technology, and goods. Increasing numbers among the elite felt that something was rotten, that Russian civilization was losing its bearings. The natural instinct of most Russians who considered what had gone wrong (but did not consider what Europe might be doing right) was to seek answers in the past, which meant some form of revitalization and renewal of Orthodoxy. As the Church sought to tighten its grip on the faith, two competing approaches emerged in the 1650s: one led by Patriarch Nikon and the other by Archpriest Avvakum, which led to the Great Schism.


Nikon’s approach had two elements. The first was to increase the Church’s authority in relation to the state and indeed assert its (i.e. his own) authority in temporal affairs, which went beyond Byzantine tradition. Nikon did succeed in dominating the tsar for several years, until he foundered when implementing his reforms within the Church. The second element was principally religious. He endeavoured to purify the faith by correcting, editing, and publishing religious texts and manuals, as well as by improving the discipline, education, and training of the clergy, all of which he sought to achieve by tightening central control over the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the monasteries. In order to implement his religious reforms, following the introduction of the printing press in Moscow Nikon decided to produce, print, and distribute Church books. Church ritual and texts contained many local variations, and translation and other errors had crept in over the centuries following the adoption of Orthodoxy from Byzantium. The production of a new set of books for nationwide distribution necessitated a uniform ritual and cleansing the texts of errors. Notably, Nikon did not attempt to change doctrine; he merely sought to replace one set of forms with another. Specifically, in 1653 Nikon proposed a variety of translation and editing changes to texts and in 1656 upped the stakes by demanding changes to ritual as well. This set off a firestorm of grassroots opposition led by Avvakum, who accused Nikon of heresy. Avvakum viewed Nikon as the Antichrist and saw the influence of foreigners behind the reforms and the end of the world as their result. Unfortunately for his own cause, Nikon had taken the scholarly but impolitic step of employing outsiders (Greek, Kievan, and Jewish scholars) in his research and seeking outside sanction from the patriarchs of Constantinople, Antioch, and Alexandria. Inevitably, imperfect research made it possible to expose some of his changes as incorrect.


Avvakum’s supporters, who came to be called Old Believers, represented more than technical opposition to formal changes. First, since the reforms had the state’s backing, opposition to them was tantamount to insurrection against the state, which the tsar could not let pass. Further, the Old Believers adhered to the original model and value system of Muscovite Orthodox civilization for which Nil Sorsky had fought. They represented the common, suffering religious folk, the ‘Holy Rus’ that had been left behind by Josephism, the imperial aspect of the Third Rome doctrine, and the Church’s collaboration with the tsar. They represented the disaffected who during the Time of Troubles had finally arisen to save Muscovy, an event which they now saw as pointing the proper direction for the nation. The essence of these folk and their faith must be preserved and permeate Russian civilization. Only by taking this step back could Russia regain her character and fulfil her prophetic and historical mission. The Old Believers thus embodied purist Russian Orthodoxy: its emphasis on the historical, its concern not with the words of scripture or even its message but with the form of worship and the ideal represented, its mysticism, its monastic tradition, its apocalyptic vision, and Russia’s historical mission. In this context, not even the slightest changes to received texts and rituals could be tolerated, and they steadfastly opposed them.


A church council was convened in 1666–7 to resolve the crisis. On the important political question, it rejected Nikon’s pretensions to authority and the establishment of a theocratic state and deposed him, but it approved the vast majority of his disputed reforms. Avvakum was likewise deposed. Both were exiled; Avvakum died a martyr’s death at the stake in 1682, the year of Peter the Great’s accession to the throne.


Nikon’s persecution of Old Believers was seen by the latter as evidence of the coming end of the world, with Nikon as the Antichrist. The (Western) year 1666 was equated with the biblical year 666 marking the beginning of the end.16 Thousands burned themselves to death in mass conflagrations. Because the Old Believers had lost the support and participation of the clergy, they soon found themselves without priests to conduct services, without a liturgy and sacraments, and even churches. Some decided that priests were unnecessary, and the Old Believers quickly divided into those who had priests (popovtsy) and those who did not (bespopovtsy), which in some ways resembled Protestantism. The Old Belief never entirely died out, and communities of Old Believers survived through the October Revolution and constituted one body of opposition to Peter the Great and Petersburg culture.


The result of the Schism was the final subordination of the Church to the state and the predominance of secular power, thus presaging Peter the Great’s reforms. The religious parties had fought mainly against each other and destroyed one another, adopting in the fray methods and practices which themselves were inconsistent with Orthodox traditions. Nikon had his portrait painted; Avvakum wrote his autobiography. Both acts would have been unthinkable in the time of Ivan III. The pretence of Muscovy as an organic religious state was destroyed. This meant that the tsar too was discredited as the representative of the Orthodox nation, the true creed and the path to salvation. Maybe God had forsaken the Tsardom, thought many. The Establishment was illegitimate and would produce the Antichrist. The true kingdom lay elsewhere, outside the Church and the state. Particularly among Old Believers, the legend of the invisible, ideal City of Kitëzh hidden at the bottom of a lake became popular and exemplified the people’s vision of the true, lost Russia. Powerless anyway, many opted out of society and history, focusing on the true faith and their own salvation. In this twilight of Muscovite civilization, a breach had opened between the rulers and the ruled.17 But in the popular mind the problem was linked to the influence of foreign ideas and learning. Many considered that Peter the Great created a gulf between the elite and the ruled, but in fact a gulf already existed, and his enterprise was an effort to rectify the problem through a new model of civilization in which all Russian people would be enfranchised.


By the end of the Schism, the Muscovite state and civilization had reached a dead end. In the modern world, it could not maintain itself as a pre-modern civilization essentially isolated and distinct from the rest of the world. Russia had to be put back together again, and fundamental change was inevitable. It needed a new paradigm, a clear break from the past. But too many vested interests were still tied up with the existing social and political structure, and few at the time were willing to admit openly that the Muscovite religious civilization was gone forever and had no future. Since no one of consequence dared advocate an alternative, the state muddled through, maintaining only cautious contacts with the West. (The Soviet leadership faced a similar dilemma and had adopted much the same policy by the 1970s.)


Thus, Tsar Alexis (ruled 1645–76) consolidated the autocracy and followed a cautious and sporadic policy of Westernization without tampering with the social and political structure. This was simply a somewhat enlightened continuation of the dual, contradictory policy of Ivan IV. An important event of Alexis’s reign was the return of Kiev to Russia in 1667 following the defeat of Poland, which brought back to Russia Kiev’s higher level of culture, scholarship, and enlightenment. Peter the Great would later draw on this resource, and many leading Kievans would later move to St Petersburg. Fedor’s reign (1676–82) followed the lines of Alexis and was notable mainly for the abolition of the family precedence system known as mestnichestvo, which later facilitated Peter the Great’s creation of a class of service nobility.


It was Alexis’s son, Peter the Great, who was both able to recognize the need for change and willing to exercise all means to effect it. He asked not simply what Russia was doing wrong, which produced answers in the past, but what the West might be doing right, opening a window to the future. He would not make piecemeal, convenient use of Western technology, personnel, and ideas, but would reject large parts of Muscovite civilization and replace them with Western models. St Petersburg would be the icon of this new paradigm and the laboratory for the new Russia.





___________


*   The Apostle Andrew is the patron saint of Russia. According to the officially sponsored legend found in the chronicles, he visited the site of the future Kiev, introduced Christianity to Russia, and travelled to the area of the future Novgorod to preach. For Muscovy, this served to link Russian Orthodoxy directly to biblical times, thus avoiding links with Byzantium and the Viking princes of Novgorod and Kiev. While there is some evidence that Andrew travelled north into what is now Ukraine and Russia (and also Scotland), neither Kiev nor Novgorod existed at the time, nor did the Russian language or the Russians as a nationality.


*   The double-headed eagle, with two heads looking in opposite directions, symbolized Byzantium’s position between East and West, with its eyes set in both directions. Muscovy, of course, was in a similar position.


*   Livonia was on the Baltic Sea roughly where present-day Latvia is located. Separate from Lithuania, since 1237 it had been run by the Livonian Branch of the Teutonic Order.


*   This village was known as the German (or ‘foreign’) Quarter (nemetskaya sloboda) because foreigners were generally referred to as ‘Germans’. The Russian word nemets is derived from the word nemoi (‘dumb’), and foreigners were regarded as such because generally they could not speak Russian. Nemoi is derived from the words ne moi (‘not mine’), hence the alternative translation ‘foreign’.









CHAPTER 1


A Giant’s Vision: A New National Life




Peter the Great . . . alone is universal history!


ALEXANDER PUSHKIN


I am a student and I seek teachers.


WRITTEN ON PETER THE GREAT’S PERSONAL SEAL


Suppose I have to harvest large shocks of grain, but I have no mill; and there is not enough water close by to build a water mill; but there is water enough at a distance. Only I shall have no time to make a canal, for the length of my life is uncertain. And therefore I am building the mill first and have only given orders for the canal to be begun, which will better force my successors to bring water to the completed mill.


PETER THE GREAT1





There is a legend that St Petersburg – too miraculous to be the work of ordinary humans – was created by a Giant. Inspired by the sight of the setting sun over the silvery waters of the Neva as it flows into the Gulf of Finland, he decided to build there his paradise, the city of his dreams. There he built a house, but the Earth swallowed it. Undeterred, he built another house, but the Earth swallowed it too. The Giant furrowed his brow, realizing that the task would be harder than he thought, yet he refused to give up. Then, in a stroke of genius, he built the whole city on the palm of his hand and gently lowered it to the ground. This time the Earth sighed, but did not swallow the city. The Giant now had his paradise.


The Giant, of course, was Peter the Great. Indeed, at 6 feet 7 inches tall, Peter towered over everyone else. Yet it was not simply his height that made him a giant. More important was his vision of a new Russia and what he did to bring it about. And central to it all was the creation of St Petersburg, which Peter envisaged and created as the embodiment of all that he stood for, a laboratory and a model for the rest of Russia to follow, a catalyst for changing the national life. He called it his ‘paradise’ and spared no effort or expense for it, personally supervising the details of its construction and labouring with his own hands to turn his dream into reality.


Peter the Great and St Petersburg are inseparable.2 To understand Peter takes one far in understanding his city in its proper context and full sense. The story of St Petersburg thus begins with that of its founder: his upbringing, the influences upon him, his friends and helpers, his view of the world, his dreams and goals.


Peter’s Childhood and Youth


Peter, the son of Tsar Alexis and his second wife, Natalya Naryhshkina, was born in the Terem Palace of the Moscow Kremlin on 30 May of the Russian year 7180,* the feast day of St Isaac of Dalmatia. He was named after the Apostle Peter, and was christened four weeks later on 29 June, the holy day of St Peter, after whom he later named St Petersburg.


Peter’s father, Tsar Alexis, was more educated, moderate, and well-travelled (within Russia) than any of his predecessors. Intellectually curious, open-minded and interested in the arts, he borrowed tentatively and selectively from the West while hoping not to endanger Muscovite culture. According to his English physician, ‘had not he such a cloud of Sycophants and jealous Nobility about him, who blind his good intentions, no doubt he might be numbered among the wisest of Princes’.3


Peter’s mother, Natalya, was the daughter of a rural landowner, Kiril Naryshkin, who, in order to give his daughter a better life, had her brought up in Moscow in the home of his friend, Artamon Matveev. Matveev was not a boyar but a commoner who, thanks to his education and abilities, had risen to become Alexis’s chief minister. Matveev loved intellectual discourse, socialized with foreigners regularly, and was married to Mary Hamilton, a Scot. Thus, Natalya grew up in a stimulating environment, and she in turn stimulated Alexis and Peter.


Peter’s early childhood was not unusual for a potential heir to the throne. His education was less formal than usual for tsarevichs – after all, he was third in succession behind his half-brothers Fedor and Ivan – but it was still better than that of the average nobleman. He was given a tutor, Nikita Zotov, who was not a scholar, professional tutor, or educator but a tax clerk incapable of giving Peter a formal classical education. But Zotov’s knowledge of world and military history and foreign places piqued Peter’s interest, and soon Zotov was regaling him with stories from Russian and foreign history, battles, and exotic places. Zotov became one of Peter’s lifelong friends and servants, serving him in many capacities, ranging from Prince-Pope of Peter’s All-Jesting Assembly to privy councillor and general-president of the Privy Chancellery.


When Alexis died in 1676, next in line for the throne was Peter’s older half-brother Fedor, Alexis’s son by his first wife, Maria Miloslavsky. Whereas after Alexis’s marriage to Natalya the Naryshkins had enjoyed favour at court, once Fedor took power the tables were turned back in favour of the Miloslavsky clan. Matveev, as a Naryshkin supporter, was exiled to the far north of Russia. As Fedor’s health was delicate, other members of the Miloslavsky family effectively ruled until his death in 1682.


Fedor died without a son or designating an heir, and a bloody struggle for power ensued between the Naryshkin and Miloslavsky clans. By law and tradition, Fedor’s brother Ivan should have succeeded to the throne, but he was frail (lame, nearly blind, and with speech impediments) and incapable of ruling, and it seemed that his health would degenerate further. Moreover, the boyars were still upset at Fedor’s (i.e. the Miloslavskys’) abolition of mestnichestvo. In an irony of history, they looked to Peter as a guardian of the old ways. Since Peter was a minor, the boyars made Peter tsar and Natalya Naryshkina his regent, in the hope that real power would be wielded by Matveev, who was recalled from exile.


The Miloslavskys reacted within a few weeks. The opportunity arose with the revolt of the streltsy, 22 elite regiments of 1,000 soldiers each who in peacetime served mainly as guards to the tsar. They revolted initially against their commanders due to just grievances, but the Miloslavsky supporters skilfully manipulated them against the Naryshkins. The streltsy went on a three-day rampage in which they stormed the Kremlin and hacked to pieces Matveev and many of Peter’s relatives before his eyes; Peter was terrified and feared for his and his mother’s life. Their Kremlin apartments were ransacked, and many of Peter’s own possessions were destroyed or stolen. In the aftermath, Ivan was installed as Peter’s co-tsar, while Fedor’s and Ivan’s sister, Sophia, was appointed as their regent and assumed effective power.


The streltsy revolt brought the 10-year-old Peter’s peaceful boyhood to a rude end and scarred him for life. Beginning with this incident he developed a growing hatred for the Kremlin and its court, Moscow, and the ways and trappings of Muscovite civilization. He longed to escape it, and eventually to destroy it. The ultimate realization of this desire would be the new world of St Petersburg.


Sophia quickly obliged Peter’s wish to escape. Following the Naryshkins’ exit from the Kremlin, Peter and Natalya were consigned to quasi-exile in the village of Preobrazhenskoe, a Romanov country estate just outside Moscow, near enough for them to be watched. This gave Peter free rein to pursue his own whims, ideas, and imagination without becoming heavily involved with or influenced by the rituals and obligations of the Kremlin court. His formal education was discontinued, however, and he suffered for this later in life. Peter always lacked scholarly discipline and was never a theoretician, but he became a true visionary. Perhaps he would not have accomplished as much had his thinking been limited by a traditional Muscovite Kremlin education.


Peter’s favourite pastime was war games. Initially these were mere child’s play, but by using the resources of the state they became increasingly sophisticated and large, his ‘play soldiers’ numbering over 1,000 by 1689. The games ultimately led to the formation of the famed Preobrazhensky and Semenovsky Regiments (after the nearby villages of Preobrazhenskoe and Semenovskoe which provided the initial recruits), which later served in St Petersburg as the emperor’s personal regiments until the February Revolution. Through these games, in which he was often advised by his foreign friends, Peter learned a great deal about the art of war.


Peter’s efforts to recruit knowledgeable commanders for his war games led to his first contacts with the German Quarter, located near Preobrazhenskoe. Over the years, Peter recruited there many foreign advisers who were to serve him loyally and well after he took power, including the Swiss Franz Lefort, the Scots Patrick Gordon and James Bruce, and the Dutchman Franz Timmerman.


Timmerman and another Dutchman, Karsten Brandt, awakened in Peter the desire to learn sailing and build ships, and taught him these skills. Whereas Russia had only primitive, flat-bottomed river sailboats, Peter and Timmerman built new vessels in the Dutch manner. In the summer of 1688 Peter went sailing almost every day in an ‘English’-style boat that he and Timmerman found and Brandt restored. (Known as the ‘father of the Russian navy’, this boat is now on display at the Naval Museum in St Petersburg.) Thus was born Peter’s love for sailing and, later, the sea.


Like Peter’s war games, his shipbuilding and sailing enterprises became grand. Peter, now 16, spent most of the next summer (1689) sailing and shipbuilding at Lake Pleschev, some 80 miles from Moscow. Still more influential on him were the following two summers of sailing in Archangel on the White Sea, Russia’s only northern port, where for the first time he saw the sea and ocean-going ships. From his Archangel experiences he acquired a love and awe of the sea and an even greater respect for Holland, whose ships dominated that port. The experience also heightened his appreciation for the West and his desire to see and learn from it, especially from Holland. Later, Peter liked to think of ships at sea as metaphors for his vision of Russia, with a ship under full sail, its synchronized crew functioning like clockwork representing his ideal of Russian society.4 He saw his city of St Petersburg as such a ship, and established as the city’s official symbol the image of a caravel under full sail, which can still be seen atop the golden spire of the Admiralty.


Meanwhile, in August of 1689 a crisis arose. Peter’s half-sister Sophia had actually governed well, but her favourite, Boris Golitsyn, had taken some Westernizing initiatives and invited numerous foreigners to Russia, which made him and Sophia unpopular with the conservative Patriarch Joachim as well as with much of Moscow’s population. Golitsyn’s loss to the Turkish-backed Crimean Tatars gave the Naryshkins and their supporters, who included Joachim, the opportunity to oust Sophia from power. The alarm sounded and a panic ensued when Sophia’s departure from the Kremlin to Donskoi Monastery accompanied by a streltsy guard was mistakenly interpreted and immediately reported by Naryshkin supporters as a march on Preobrazhenskoe against Peter. Word of this reached Preobrazhenskoe in the middle of the night and Peter was hastily awakened. Dressed only in his bedclothes, Peter fled with his retinue to Troitsky Monastery outside Moscow. From there he skilfully issued orders and ultimatums and, over the course of a few days, gradually won over the soldiery and population and isolated Sophia. As a pilgrimage of officials, churchmen, and soldiers headed to Troitsky to join Peter’s cause, Sophia’s and Golitsyn’s government crumbled. Natalya Naryshkina was once more installed as regent, and her relatives and supporters governed for the next five years.


While Peter, now 17, could have assumed power at this point, he had no desire to do so; indeed, his later ideas and reforms had not yet ripened in his mind. So Peter continued as before, sailing, playing war games, and visiting the German Quarter. Natalya was not pleased by Peter’s lifestyle and, influenced by the conservative Patriarch Joachim, who in the wake of Golitsyn’s downfall had persuaded her to introduce discriminatory measures against foreigners and foster anti-foreign sentiment, she limited Peter’s visits to the German Quarter and married him off to Eudoxia Lopuknina, from a conservative Muscovite family, in the hope that married life would both curb his excesses and produce an heir. Peter and Eudoxia were married in 1689 and soon had a son, Alexis, but Peter ignored his wife and son. When Joachim died in 1690, as if in belated protest against Joachim and to make up for lost time, Peter immersed himself in the life of the German Quarter.


In this microcosm of Europe, Peter personally began to bridge the wide cultural and psychological gap between Russia and the West. On the surface, the Quarter’s attractions were the relief and enjoyment it provided through its gaiety, variety, companionship, drinking, and women. He soon took a mistress there, the German Anna Mons, and their relationship would last twelve years. For Peter, however, the deeper and more lasting attractions and influences of the Quarter were the stimulating conversations with foreigners about the world, foreign events and ideas, military escapades, and stories of the residents’ experiences. There he also heard foreigners’ views on Russia, what was wrong with it, and what should be done to improve it.


Peter quickly became the most popular and celebrated visitor to the Quarter, and his activities with his friends there soon became more elaborate and formalized. Most notable was the creation of the All-Jesting Assembly (Vseshuteishnyi Sobor), a private drinking and social society in which members were given formal ecclesiastical titles and responsibilities complete with elaborate entertainments, ceremonies, and rites. It continued to function actively on a larger scale in St Petersburg right up to Peter’s death. Organized nominally as a parody of the hierarchy of the Western Catholic Church, in fact it mocked the hierarchy of the Orthodox Church and gave vent to Peter’s resentment against it. This was one means by which Peter sought to discredit Church institutions and officials and ridicule superstition.


It was in the German Quarter that Peter found his cast of foreign friends and advisers, chief among whom were Francis Lefort and Patrick Gordon. Lefort was a handsome and engaging Swiss adventurer and mercenary soldier from Geneva who had served in the Russian army since 1676. Fond of a good time, he quickly became Peter’s guide and mentor in the Foreign Quarter and ultimately his closest and most trusted foreign friend. Lefort was given positions beyond his qualifications, serving as the first admiral of Russia’s new fleet and as head of Peter’s Grand Embassy. But in 1699 he died relatively young at 42, probably from excessive drinking. Gordon, a Scottish soldier, had begun serving in Russia’s army even earlier, in 1661. He served as Peter’s most reliable military lieutenant, a sage adviser, and a venerable drinking companion. Gordon first trained the young tsar during his war games in Preobrazhenskoe, showed his loyalty to Peter and Natalya by leading the foreign officers to join Peter at Troitsky Monastery in the overthrow of Sophia and Golitsyn, served in the Azov campaigns, and quashed the streltsy revolt. But he too died in 1699, within weeks of Lefort. From then on, Peter would never again rely so closely on foreigners. While he was eager to learn from them, throughout his reign Peter was careful never to put them in top positions. Whether in the military, the colleges, or other posts, foreigners were generally in secondary or lower positions, available to render advice and expertise but never able to wield power.


Despite Peter’s friendships with foreigners, most of his close companions were Russians, and this would continue throughout his life. It was during this period and the early years of his rule that he gathered his core group of Russian friends and supporters. For the most part, these were men chosen for their ability, with little regard for social class; many were of truly humble origins. From the upper classes Peter took Field Marshal Count Boris Sheremetev, Prince Jacob Dolgoruky, Fedor Apraxin, Gavriil Golovkin, Prince Mikhail Cherkassky, Prince Peter Prozorovsky, and Prince Fedor Romodanovsky. From more humble origins he took Alexander Menshikov (who had reputedly sold pies on the streets of Moscow), Peter Shafirov (a former store clerk), Pavel Yaguzhinsky (who had shepherded swine in Lithuania), and Alexei Kurbatov (an inventor).


By far the most important of Peter’s Russian friends and servants was Menshikov. Probably descended from Lithuanian peasants, he is said to have attracted the attention of Francis Lefort while selling pies, became a stable boy at Preobrazhenskoe, and enrolled as one of Peter’s play soldiers. The able and dedicated youth attracted the tsar’s attention and became one of his personal orderlies. From that time until Peter’s death he would be at the tsar’s side as his closest friend and most loyal and trusted servant, both on the battlefield and in government. Through his genuine ability, tact, charm, and acquired polish, he rose to become the most powerful man in Russia (besides Peter) and held numerous high military and governmental offices, including that of the first governor of St Petersburg, and in many ways was a model of the new kind of man that Peter wanted to create. But Menshikov was far from perfect. While he became one of the wealthiest men in Russia, much of his wealth was ill-gotten. He was a master intriguer, often to his own ends rather than the state’s. As his power grew, his conceit, pretence, self-indulgence, and rapaciousness became boundless, and after Peter’s death were to be his undoing. But Peter could never stay angry with him for long. One day, Peter, fed up with Menshikov’s excesses, threatened to send him back to selling pies on Moscow’s streets. That very evening, Menshikov appeared before Peter dressed in an apron with a tray full of pies hanging from his neck, crying out, ‘Hot pies! Hot pies! I sell hot, fresh-baked pies!’5 Peter of course forgave him.


Such a medley of personalities from all levels of society would have been unimaginable in the days of mestnichestvo, where positions were dictated by strict family hierarchies. What mattered to Peter were personal qualities, qualifications and competence. Peter himself set the example, beginning his military career at the lowest military rank and advancing only gradually; he became a rear admiral in the navy and a senior lieutenant general in the army only after his victory at Poltava in 1709. Peter once told a young naval trainee, ‘You see, lad, even though I am the Tsar I have callouses on my hands, all in order to show you an example so that I may see fitting helpers and servants of the fatherland, even if I have to wait until I am old.’6


Peter’s carefree life ended in 1694 when Natalya died. At the age of 22, Peter finally began to rule.


Peter’s Initial Years in Power


Peter’s first venture was to wage war against Turkey, the protector of the Crimean Tatars who continuously raided Russian settlements in the south and blocked access to the Black Sea, rendering European Russia landlocked except for Archangel. Peter was also personally eager to lead a real military campaign instead of playing war games. But the first campaign, involving the siege of Azov on the Black Sea in 1695, failed because the city remained supplied by sea, which Russia could not cut off because it had no navy. Peter tried again in 1696, after he built Russia’s first naval force and besieged the city from sea as well as land, and this time Azov fell.


But final victory against the Turks remained elusive. The need to secure Western allies against Turkey provided the pretext for Peter to embark, in 1697, on the trip to the West for which he had long yearned. Called the Great Embassy due to its nominal diplomatic purpose, the expedition was organized and led by Lefort and consisted of some 250 people, including 20 noblemen and 35 commoners (among them Alexander Menshikov) who were to learn shipbuilding, military techniques, and the sciences. The trip lasted 18 months and included Poland, various German states, Holland, England, and Vienna. Peter travelled incognito as ‘Peter Mikhailov’ to free himself from ceremonial functions and attention and to allow him to pursue his private interests, a ruse which succeeded only partially.


The trip made a tremendous impression on Peter and was one of the defining events of his life. He saw Europe at the height of the Age of Reason. It was the age of Descartes, Hobbes, Newton, Locke, Milton, and Leibniz. Discoverers were exploring the Americas, Africa, and the Far East, the arts and sciences were flourishing; the Church was in retreat. Peter spent much of his visit learning several crafts and trades, absorbing local techniques. Most famously, he spent several weeks working as a carpenter in the shipyards at Zaandam and Amsterdam, learning how to build ships. He also visited many of the leading figures of the day, including key statesmen such as Frederick III and the English king, William of Orange, as well as scientists (including Newton and Leibniz) and military men.


One of the less well-known aspects of Peter’s Embassy is his contacts with Freemasons. At the time, Freemasonry was still an underground movement persecuted by the Church, and it would not go public until the establishment of the Grand Lodge of London in 1717. Many leading European statesmen, scientists, and thinkers of the time were Freemasons, including, in Britain, William of Orange, Sir Isaac Newton, and Sir Christopher Wren, all of whom Peter met privately and at length. Tradition holds that Wren, who was then Grand Master of London’s secret lodge, initiated Peter into the Order.7 Whatever the case, Peter was familiar with and influenced by Masonic precepts, and his civilizing work was certainly consistent with Masonic ideals, which included a moral life, good works, the search for truth, education, toleration, and in general the brotherhood and perfection of mankind. One result of the Grand Embassy was to give Peter and his key aides access to the network of Masons across Europe, a powerful asset for a tsar seeking to bring Western civilization, or rather an improved version of it, to his country. Back in Russia, according to Russian Masonic tradition, many of Peter’s helpers, including Menshikov, Lefort, Gordon, and James Bruce, were practising Masons and together with Peter founded a lodge, the legacy of which was found in the ‘Song to Peter the Great’ sung at Masonic lodges in the late eighteenth century to the words of the Petersburg poet Gavrila Derzhavin.8 Among its many other attributes, St Petersburg may have been established as a Masonic city devoted to realizing Freemasonry’s universal ideals, with Freemasonry playing a role not unlike that in the subsequent foundation of America and the building of Washington, DC. While Russians often considered that Peter was copying Europe, enlightened Europeans realized that Peter sought to avoid Europe’s defects and to create an ideal society that they considered impossible under existing European social and political conditions. For this reason they looked to St Petersburg with great hope as a new beginning for civilized man, and only after the disappointments of Catherine II’s reign did their hopes shift to America.


Peter returned from his trip convinced of the need decisively to overturn the societal model and practices of old Muscovy and transform Russia into a modern society and a great power. The need was urgent, as Russian’s enemies threatened and at stake was the very survival of the Russian state, so he introduced a shock therapy of Western technology, methods, and ideas. While still abroad, Peter recruited over 750 foreigners, particularly from Holland, to return with him to serve in Russia, and he purchased boatloads of equipment, weapons, art, and other items. But he would reject many Western ideas and practices that he considered unsuitable for Russia. The excessive enthusiasm of his days in the Foreign Quarter had faded, and it was gone for good after the death of Lefort in 1699.9


Peter’s determination to change Russia rose to outrage when his trip was cut short by reports that the streltsy had revolted against him. In addition to their rampage of 1682, still branded on Peter’s memory, the streltsy had created trouble just before his trip and in fact had delayed it. This new revolt was the last straw. But it was also an opportunity to consolidate power and begin implementing the plans that he had formed over the course of his journey. As matters turned out, Patrick Gordon had put down the revolt before Peter’s return (and indeed even before word of it reached Peter). When Peter arrived in Moscow, he did not waste time. He immediately required his courtiers to shave their beards and adopt Western dress. Peter regarded beards as unnecessary, unclean, and uncivilized, and Russian traditional dress, featuring long oriental robes with sleeves longer than one’s arms, as cumbersome, impractical, and unbefitting for men of action. At a banquet attended by Moscow boyars in such dress, Peter took a pair of long shears and cut off the long sleeves. ‘See’, he admonished, ‘these things are in your way; you are safe nowhere with them; at one moment you upset a glass; then you forgetfully dip them in the sauce; get gaiters made of them.’10 Then he despatched his wife Eudoxia, a tool of Peter’s opponents, to a convent.


This done, Peter had the streltsy interrogated, tortured, and punished. The majority of the revolting streltsy, perhaps over one thousand, suffered agonizing public executions, others exile and confiscation of their property. Their mutilated bodies were publicly displayed to provide a graphic example of the price of opposing the new tsar. Sophia, who had been instrumental in instigating the revolt, was forced into a nunnery. Thus was extinguished the last serious political threat to Peter’s rule from the old Muscovite order. His power consolidated, Peter embarked on expanding Russia’s borders to the Baltic Sea and introducing his reforms.


In order to protect Russia’s southern flank and free his hand for this enterprise, Peter concluded a treaty with Turkey in July 1700 according Russia some territorial gains. He immediately declared war on Sweden, thus beginning Russia’s long involvement in the Great Northern War lasting until 1721.* Peter’s first battle with Charles XII of Sweden, at Narva in present-day Estonia, in November 1700, ended in disaster, as his yet-unreformed army panicked and was routed despite a numerical advantage. Fortunately, Charles did not take Russia seriously and failed to press his advantage. Many of his counsellors advised him to march onward to Moscow, but Charles wavered and in 1701 decided to concentrate on Saxony and Poland, which he considered more formidable enemies.


Peter quickly and effectively exploited this reprieve. Over the next two years he reformed and rebuilt his forces from the bottom up using the advisers, tactics, and weapons he had acquired in the West. As a result of the military reforms, Russia’s army under the command of Count Boris Sheremetev enjoyed its first victories against Sweden in a series of minor battles along the Baltic, which Charles had left weakly defended under less capable commanders. Peter would gain no outlet to the sea, however, until May 1703, when Russia captured the area around the mouth of the River Neva and Peter founded St Petersburg. When Charles learned of the city’s founding, he mocked: ‘Let [Peter] found new cities. Then there will be more of them for us to conquer.’11


Among the acquisitions of this Baltic campaign was an attractive but illiterate 17-year-old Lithuanian peasant girl, Marfa Skavronskaya, who had been orphaned and brought up by a Lutheran pastor. She had married a Swedish soldier who was soon killed in the fighting, and she found herself among the prisoners taken by Russia’s army. Noticed first by an officer by the name of Bauer, she soon entered the service of Sheremetev, and then of Alexander Menshikov. In 1703 she became the mistress of Peter himself and the love of his life. Peter married her privately in 1707 and publicly in 1712, and in 1724 she was crowned empress. Upon Peter’s death in 1725 she would rule Russia as Catherine I.


Following Poltava, the war shifted to land battles on historically Swedish territory and to naval warfare on the Baltic using Peter’s new fleet. Peter was again victorious, most notably in a naval battle off Hangö (at the southern tip of present-day Finland) in 1714, with Peter in personal command of the Russian fleet. The Treaty of Nystadt finally brought victory and peace in 1721.


Once the war turned in Russia’s favour, Peter could concentrate not only on building St Petersburg, but also on introducing reforms, which were fundamental and wide in their scope. They touched virtually all aspects of Russian society and the life of each individual. This was best described by the nineteenth-century Russian historian, Mikhail Pogodin, in his essay, Peter the Great:




Yes, Peter the Great did much for Russia. One looks and one does not believe it, one keeps adding and one cannot reach the sum. We cannot open our eyes, cannot make a move, cannot turn in any direction without encountering him everywhere, at home, in the streets, in church, in school, in court, in the regiment, at a promenade – and it is always he, always he, every day, every minute, at every step.


We wake up. What day is it? January 1, 1841 – Peter the Great ordered that the years be counted from the birth of Christ and the months from January. It’s time to get dressed – our clothing is sewn in the fashion given by Peter the First, our uniform according to his model. The cloth is woven in a factory which he created; the wool is shorn from the sheep which he introduced into Russia. A book catches your eye – Peter the Great put the script into use and himself cut out the letters. You start reading it – this is the language that under Peter was made into a bookish one, a literary one, at the time of Peter the First, superseding the earlier church language. Newspapers are brought in – Peter the Great introduced them. You need to purchase various things – all of them, from the silk neckerchief to the sole of the boot, will remind you of Peter the Great; some were ordered by him, others were brought into use or improved by him, carried on his ships, into his harbours, on his canals, on his roads. At dinner, all the courses, from the salted herring, through potatoes which he ordered to be grown, to wine made from grapes which he began to cultivate, will remind you of Peter the Great. After dinner you go out for a visit – this is an assemblée of Peter the Great. You meet ladies there – they were permitted into men’s company by order of Peter the Great. Let us go to the university – the first secular school was founded by Peter the Great. You receive a rank – according to Peter the Great’s Table of Ranks. The Rank gives me gentry status – Peter so arranged it. I must file a complaint – Peter the Great prescribed its form. It will be received – before Peter the Great’s mirror of justice. It will be acted upon – on the basis of the General Regulation. You decide to travel abroad – following the example of Peter the Great; you will be received well – Peter the Great placed Russia among the European states and began to instill respect for her; and so on, and so on, and so on.12





One could see such changes first and foremost in St Petersburg.


These visible changes were grounded on several fundamental reforms in the state and society, which were aimed at the heart of Muscovite civilization and designed to revolutionize it. In the context of St Petersburg, other than the changes in daily life, the most important were Peter’s reform of the state and its administration (and, correspondingly, his view of individuals and their role in society), his religious policy, and educational reforms.


A New Kind of State


In Muscovy, the state and the governmental apparatus developed as a means to administer the tsar’s own patrimony and derive income from his lands. Thus, the executive organs of Muscovy, prikazy, were organized primarily along territorial lines or according to sources of revenue rather than according to governmental function. Officials in each prikaz were representatives of the tsar’s household (dvor) and exercised both private and public functions on his behalf, including the administration of justice. Nobles were viewed as the tsar’s personal servants (kholopy) and in theory were only well-off serfs. There was no national budget until Peter, little coordination of officials’ duties, and their status and salary across prikazy varied. For services on lands outside the tsar’s personal domain, officials were paid wages in money or in kind by the population, a system known as kormlenie (‘feeding’). This ‘system’ inhibited rational centralized state administration as well as the development of local government, and fostered corruption and arbitrariness.13 There was barely any conception of ‘government’ as such. The ruler’s purpose was religious and not oriented towards earthly progress, which required no effective government.


Peter replaced the old patrimonial model of the state and its administration with a new model drawn from Western experience and the philosophers of the Age of Reason, some of whom he knew personally. Chief among them were Leibniz, Hugo Grotius, and Samuel Pufendorf, whose treatise On the Duties of Man and the Citizen According to Natural Law Peter had translated and published in St Petersburg. These thinkers developed what became known as ‘police science’ (la police in France, Polizeiwissenschaft in the German states). This theory embraced the idea of human progress and held that the state is not of divine origin but is a human creation. Therefore, it may be constituted, reconstituted, and improved by humans applying their reason. Organizing the state in the most rational manner would strengthen the nation and maximize prosperity, happiness, and each individual’s potential.


Peter viewed the ideal state as a well-oiled machine running according to rational laws. In reference to the collegial system of administration, Leibniz had written to Peter: ‘There cannot be good administration except with colleges: Their mechanism is like that of watches, whose wheels mutually keep each other in movement.’ The state should function on the basis of rational laws, administered and enforced by enlightened officials and judges and obeyed by citizens who understand them. Unlike Muscovy (or the Soviet Union) the state is not dedicated to any ultimate idea or goal to which it or its members must conform. Rather, the individual, possessed with reason and a will, is the real agent of human progress. Government’s task is to organize and administer the state so as to maximize human potential. Once the monarch, much like the Deist God, sets the mechanism in motion, the government need not act in a repressive or intrusive manner; it need only modify laws to changing circumstances and educate the public, and people’s talents and reason will take care of the rest.14 Peter’s theory of the state partly explains his adoption of the title of ‘Emperor’, derived from Rome, the very embodiment of law and efficient state administration, and Petersburg’s own imagery reflects this Roman theme. Both the city and its main cathedral were named after St Peter, and the city’s crest contains the crossed keys from the state flag of the Vatican.15


The state’s subjects were not viewed as slaves but as more akin to citizens. While in Muscovy all Russians also owed service obligations, Peter revolutionized their basis. In Muscovy, service was a personal duty to the tsar derived from his religious and patrimonial position, which in theory left little barrier between the rulers and the ruled but in reality made all Russians slaves and afforded no basis for reciprocal rights and obligations. Under Peter, each individual owed obligations of loyalty and service not so much to him as to the state (and ultimately society), so that its enlightened purpose could be realized. Both government and citizens held rights and owed obligations to each other which should be defined and guaranteed by law. The Emperor himself was viewed as the highest servant of the state and bore the most responsibilities. Peter set a personal example by taking only his military salary, regarding only this as his own money, and spending only this on his personal needs.16 The crown (now better viewed as the state) retained vast property holdings, but the revenues went to the state budget (which Peter introduced) and were no longer regarded as personal to the tsar. The nobles had the next highest duties and universally had to serve in military or civil capacities.


This theory implied that the state should be run by the most educated and qualified people, up to and including the tsar. Thus, in February 1722, Peter decreed that each tsar should choose his successor. Merit rather than divine right or primogeniture should determine the right to rule. To justify this, later that year Peter had Feofan Prokopovich write The Justice of the Monarch’s Will, which outlined the theoretical basis for the tsar’s authority. Rather than simply ruling by divine right and demanding the loyalty of subjects to his person on religious grounds, his authority stemmed from a contract theory of law, under which, in exchange for protection and wise rule, the people cede a part of their freedom and accord authority to their ruler.17 This concept did not require that all sovereign power be exercised by the tsar, but allowed it to be distributed across governmental institutions (which Peter did endeavour to accomplish). The full idea of the social contract was not far away, either conceptually or in time. Peter’s theory did not explicitly recognize society as self-constituting or include notions of democracy, the right to political opposition, or broad individual freedoms as understood today, but it was pregnant with their seeds. It was an important conceptual step towards civil society (in which society forms its own government charged with protecting its and individuals’ rights and well-being) because it embraced the idea of human progress. Government was recognized as man-made and subject to change, individuals were viewed as creative driving forces in society, and education was considered paramount for the system to work. Peter did not see this as limiting his power, which he considered ceded to him permanently and totally; citizens’ rights could be exercised against government bodies and officials, but the tsar’s authority was final. Peter was an early believer in and practitioner of the emerging idea of enlightened despotism, which was beginning to take hold elsewhere in Europe. But for Europe’s eighteenth-century monarchs the contract theory was destructive, and soon they were waging a losing battle against peoples in Europe and America who considered it their right to replace monarchs who violated their rights and govern themselves according to a constitution. Russia took longer because it had to overcome its Muscovite inheritance.


With these principles in mind, Peter set about reforming the state and its government, principally through his General Regulation published in 1720. For the government apparatus, largely following the Swedish model, he introduced a collegial system of administration based on the current European theory of administration known as cameralism. Cameralism entailed organizing the organs of state administration according to function (subject matter) and collegiality (strict delineation of duties and responsibilities of staff, and uniformity of status and salary). Thus, he replaced the Muscovite prikazy with several colleges. Each was responsible for a particular field, including foreign affairs, war, the navy, justice, state income, state expenditures, financial inspection and control, commerce and manufacturing. In 1722 Peter created the famous Table of Ranks, according to which each civil servant and military officer was assigned one of 14 ranks, advancing upwards through them in the course of his career based on merit, making it possible for commoners to advance to high positions and become nobles.


In 1711 Peter created the Senate, which was partly a cabinet to oversee financial, judicial, and administrative affairs, and also partly a legislature to enact the new laws. Through the Senate, together with the reform of the law courts and the creation of the General Procurator’s office, Peter separated the judicial from the executive (administrative) functions of government. This departed from the Muscovite model, where the Tsar and his personal agents dispensed justice. The actions of state organs and state officials were now subject to review by the bodies of justice. In practice this principle struggled to become a reality, but at least this separation of powers, and the dispersal of power across state institutions, had been recognized and established in principle.


Peter extended his administrative and judicial reforms to local administration, again along European lines. Russia was divided into administrative districts and subdistricts, each organized along the lines of and subject to the colleges. The status and salaries of officials were made uniform, and the system of kormlenie was formally abolished.


Peter’s new ideas of government did not readily take hold (especially in local government) for several reasons. First, the major reforms came only shortly before Peter’s death and he was not around to ensure that they were implemented. Second, the reforms depended on the availability of qualified human capital, which was scarce in Russia. Peter confronted, almost universally, a slavish, passive, religious and peasant mentality, widespread prejudice and superstition, ignorance, sloth, an outright suspicion of learning, and no conception of or desire for earthly progress or the general welfare. Most state servants were unable or unwilling to take any initiative, and many were corrupt. Menshikov was one of the few people able to think independently and make decisions himself, thanks to which he rose to second position in Russia and was appointed Governor of St Petersburg. It was for this reason that Peter made education and the furtherance of knowledge key aspects of his reforms, but their fruits would come too late to have much effect in his lifetime. Finally, when Russians were unable or unwilling to act as demanded by theory, Peter grew frustrated and resorted to the cudgel and overregulation, which created confusion and some paralysis. The very speed and scope of the reforms necessitated a strong hand and strict oversight, but Peter’s personality made it excessive. When bureaucrats demanded instructions and decrees from their sovereign before acting, a frustrated Peter obliged them with, as Pushkin later phrased it, decrees ‘written as with the knout’. While Peter demanded that people take initiative and responsibility, his own behaviour inhibited it.


Peter’s system of state service also tended to tie the nobility too closely to the monarchy. In the West, the nobility as well as the Third Estate emerged as independent forces in society which fought for their interests and rights, which ultimately led to the rule of law and the emergence of civil societies. But in Russia no noble, industrial, or merchant class having a meaningful degree of independence from the monarchy had ever existed. Muscovite culture, which called for the complete and organic unity of Orthodox civilization and made nobles slaves, was antithetical to any model which recognized competing interests in society. Although Peter’s model could accommodate separate estates with their own interests, in practice his reforms did little to overcome this heritage.


Peter also applied modern western ideas in commerce, although his understanding of economics was limited.18 In foreign trade, he applied the prevailing European practice of mercantilism, which emphasized a favourable trade balance, protection of domestic industries (particularly a protectionist tariff law in 1724), and proactive government policies to develop them. During Peter’s reign, Russian foreign trade increased fourfold, much of it running through the new port of St Petersburg. Peter even purposely tolerated a level of smuggling and underground market activity in order not to snuff out the seeds of commerce. In one case, he refused to approve proposed harsh confiscations on smugglers in the port of St Petersburg, reportedly remarking: ‘It is too early as of yet. Commerce is like a fickle girl, who must not be frightened or harshly treated, but requires, on the contrary, flattering caresses and enticement.’19 Although Peter’s reign antedated Adam Smith, he sought to expand private property and private enterprise. In 1719 he abolished the state monopolies in all industries except potash and weedash, placing all other industries in private hands. In principle, anyone from any social class could engage in such industries, though in practice the major enterprises were in the hands of the favoured few.


While Peter understood the need for balanced economic development, he was hamstrung by the war economy – the military absorbed over 40 per cent of state expenditures20 – which lasted until four years before his death. The war also affected industry, where the main challenge was accessing a factory labour force. Since most potential workers were serfs working on rural estates, Peter faced a dilemma: if they were freed, the state would lose poll tax revenues, which constituted the primary source of state tax revenues and were essential given the financial straits of the state resulting from the war. Peter’s answer was to allow serfs to be ‘temporarily’ loaned out to industrial enterprises, including in St Petersburg, but technically they remained serfs and retained their registration as such in their old localities so that the poll tax could still be collected. In other cases they were simply bought from their rural owners. Thus began the extension of serfdom to private enterprise and Russia’s industrial revolution, and its consequent impediments to developing a Russian Third Estate. There were opportunities after Peter to reverse this trend, but under subsequent rulers it deepened.


A New Mind-Set: Peter’s Religious Beliefs and Policies, and Educational Reforms


Peter’s departure from the Muscovite past is perhaps most visible in the religious realm. Of all of Peter’s achievements, his church reform constituted the most decisive break with the past.21 The reform changed people’s values and worldview, intellectual life, methods of education, publishing, and the arts. Through his initiatives in education, scholarship, science, social life, and culture, Peter secularized Russian civilization in all areas except religious worship and doctrine, in which he did not interfere. He aimed to cut deep and revolutionize the Russian mind-set inherited from Muscovy, but not to have his people simply copy European externals.


Peter’s religious reforms derived from his own religious beliefs. Peter was a believer, though he was not a fervent worshipper or churchgoer; his faith was the product of the Age of Reason. ‘Reason’, he said, ‘is above all the virtues, for without reason virtue is nothing.’22 He rejected Muscovite mysticism, empty ritual, passivity, and superstition. Reporting to the Synod, Peter explained:




There is a straight path to salvation – through faith, hope and charity – but people know very little, or wrongly, about the first and the last, and haven’t even heard of the middle one, since they place all their hope in singing in church, fasting and bowing and so forth, in the building of churches, candles and incense. They believe that the suffering of Christ was caused only by original sin; in fact, they will obtain salvation as a result of their own deeds.23





Thus, he was a believer in good works. ‘For just as words without deeds and deeds without faith are equally dead’, he maintained, ‘so words without acts and improper and unnecessary labour are equally useless.’24 An important part of deeds was morality, to which the Orthodox Church had paid scant attention. Peter attached much importance to morals in setting his policies, although personally he did not always set a good example. He was also knowledgeable about both the Orthodox and foreign faiths, theology and religious controversies, and was able to hold his own in discussions with clerics anywhere.25 Thomas Consett, the chaplain in an English factory in St Petersburg during Peter’s reign, observed:




His natural great genius led him very early in his life to give himself satisfaction in the doctrines and discipline of the Greek church, and his travels afterwards gave him the opportunity of examining into the doctrines of foreign churches, and of comparing them with his own: By which enquiries he rubbed off the rust of that bigotry to his own religion, which his people seem generally to have contracted, and as was seen in all his conversation, he was both an impartial an excellent judge of any controverted points in religion.26





Peter was tolerant and open-minded in his religious views, demanded the same from others, and embodied these beliefs in his policies. He did not interfere in matters of doctrine, ritual, or even choice of faith, and he allowed the establishment of many non-Orthodox churches. Peter reportedly declared, ‘We shall exercise no compulsion over the consciences of men, and shall gladly allow every Christian to care for his own salvation at his own risk.’27 His tolerance derived from his exposure to various faiths in his youth in Moscow’s Foreign Quarter and his trips to Europe, particularly his experiences in Holland. During a discourse on the example of Dutch religious toleration while visiting that country, he reportedly observed that religious observance is generally beneficial but of little consequence to the state: ‘This system of government is highly favourable to commerce; it contributes greatly to the influx of foreigners into Amsterdam, and consequently increases the public revenues. I cannot give sufficient praise to [such] conduct, which it is fully my intention to imitate in my city of Petersburg.’28 Peter’s only firm policy in the realm of beliefs was to combat and eradicate common prejudices and superstition, which he considered necessary for society to be governed and function rationally. Thus, he discouraged excessive veneration of icons, worship of holy relics, and placed false relics on public display. He tried to stamp out belief in false visions and miracles, required priests to report them, and prosecuted offenders. He also outlawed physically harmful practices such as self-mutilation.


The political concern of Peter’s religious policy was to accord the state free rein in secular matters and the ability to carry out the reforms without Church interference. Peter feared that the Church, as the torchbearer of Muscovite civilization, might become a leading force of opposition to his reforms and a convenient rallying point for his political opponents. Therefore, while on the one hand he initiated the separation of church and state in accordance with modern ideas, he also ensured control over Church administration. To a large degree this merely institutionalized the dominance of temporal power over the Church which had already existed in Muscovy.


Peter’s key lieutenant and theoretician in his religious reforms was Feofan Prokopovich (1681–1733), whom the historian James Cracraft described as ‘the first authentic voice in Russia of the Early Enlightenment’.29 Born in Ukraine as the son of a tradesman, and soon orphaned, he graduated from the Kiev Academy. Since higher theological education was unavailable in Russia at the time, he had to study at Jesuit colleges in Poland, for which he had to take Uniate orders. He then studied for three years in Rome at the Greek college of St Athanasius, where he converted to Roman Catholicism. In 1702 he returned to Kiev, converted back to Orthodoxy, and began teaching at the Academy, among other things mathematics, literary theory, and physics. He authored a dramatic play, Vladimir, which was first performed in 1705 by his students and attended by the future rebel Ivan Mazepa. Eventually Prokopovich became a professor of theology, rector at the Academy, and abbot of the Kiev Brotherhood Monastery. He knew Greek, Latin, and Polish, was well acquainted with the theories and writings of Western philosophers such as Spinoza, Descartes, Leibniz, Bacon, and Pufendorf, and accumulated a large library of religious and secular works. He was probably the most learned man in Russia at the time. Originally recommended to Peter by Menshikov in 1711 to serve in the Ukraine, in late 1715 Peter summoned Prokopovich to St Petersburg. There he became the architect of Peter’s religious reforms and more generally Peter’s chief ideologist and propagandist. He gave speeches and lectures, composed odes, wrote commentaries, and authored The Justice of the Monarch’s Will and the Ecclesiastical Regulation.


Peter’s most systematic religious reforms came late in his reign, with the issuance of the Ecclesiastical Regulation in 1721. To govern the Church, the Ecclesiastical Regulation created the Holy Synod, consisting of several clerics and one lay official, and headed by its President. Like secular state organs, the Synod operated according to collegial principles. It was to have equal standing with the Senate (rather than being equal to a mere college), with each operating in its own sphere, and each was overseen by a procurator general. Church officials and priests were considered and treated like any other state servants. The service obligations imposed on priests were manifold. Indeed, at ordination, priests had to take an oath of allegiance similar to that administered to civil servants. Their obligations included the dissemination of decrees, laws, and other public information, keeping registers of marriages, births, and deaths, monitoring tax collection and reporting on tax evaders (though not actually collecting taxes).


Peter sought to reduce the number of clergy in order to free individuals for more ‘useful’ professions. Correspondingly, he limited the construction of new churches and parishes, which he allowed only by special permission, as the labour and materials were needed more urgently for the war effort and Peter’s other enterprises, including the construction of St Petersburg. He also reduced the number of religious holidays and fasts, as these made people idle and unproductive, and he even permitted some previously banned activities during fast periods (in St Petersburg, even balls and assemblies). Peter also scaled back the vast network of landed, serf owning monasteries that had grown up since the time of Joseph Sanin. Peter valued good works, and in his opinion Russia’s monks were spiritually underdeveloped, ignorant, well-fed parasites who contributed little either spiritually or materially to Russia, were far too numerous, and were a drag on the economy, the state, and society. He set up a state department which administered monastic lands, imposed new taxes on them to support the war effort, imposed discipline and rigour on monks and nuns, and administered almshouses and religious publishing. The Ecclesiastical Regulation imposed public service obligations on monasteries (monks and monastic serfs), including the establishment and administration of hospitals and orphanages and the quartering of retired soldiers. Peter also established age and educational requirements for entering monasteries and otherwise restricted recruitment to them, which improved the quality of monks but reduced their number. Between 1724 and 1738 the number of monks, nuns, and novices was reduced by almost half (from 25,207 to 14,282).30


Ultimately, Peter believed, the key to reforming the Church and eradicating superstition, ignorance, and sloth was education. This policy was stated directly in the Ecclesiastical Regulation: ‘When the light of learning is extinguished there cannot be good order in the Church; there cannot be but disorder and superstitions deserving of much ridicule, in addition to dissension and most senseless heresies. . . . Learning is beneficial and basic for every good, as of the fatherland, so also of the Church, just like the root and the seed and the foundation.’ Indeed, it was in the sphere of education that common Russians most directly felt Peter’s ecclesiastical reforms. He imposed compulsory education and training of priests, and those who failed were drafted into the army. Once educated, priests were expected in turn to educate their congregations at new ecclesiastical schools, preach sermons at religious services (which was not done traditionally in Russia but which Peter had observed in the Protestant countries), and to encourage literate members of their congregations to read religious works on their own, in the Protestant manner. This required not only literacy but also something more to read, so Peter expanded the writing and publication of religious books and pamphlets, including Bibles.


Peter likewise turned his attention to secular education. Education was perhaps the most crucial element of Peter’s programme, without which it would ultimately fail. It was the key not only to acquiring the technical skills needed by the military, the economy, and government institutions, but also to general secular enlightenment, the advancement of science and technology, and the eradication of ignorance and superstition: in short, the reformation of Russian civilization. Yet it was in education and learning that Russia was perhaps furthest behind the West. In Muscovy, learning was largely a monopoly of the clergy, but even they were mostly poorly educated. Knowledge about events in other countries was largely the privilege of government officials (this would be repeated in the Soviet period), while ignorance of foreign science and religions was celebrated as piety and goodness. Peter, however, wanted knowledge to spread widely and deeply in order to create ‘new men’ who could then remake Russia. The need was urgent, and he could not let national pride get in the way. Peter made himself the first and best example, putting on his personal seal the words, ‘I am a student and I seek teachers’. To this end, he went to the extent of issuing a decree in 1714 forbidding noblemen to marry unless they had achieved at least a basic education. Educational opportunities opened for the common citizenry as well, particularly in technical disciplines such as engineering. In order to realize his educational goals, Peter took a threefold approach: founding educational institutions (mainly in St Petersburg), sending Russians abroad for education and training, and bringing foreign scientists, craftsmen, and educators to Russia (again, mainly St Petersburg). The latter included bringing foreign nannies and other upbringers of noble children, including for Peter’s own daughters, Anna and Elizabeth. The children of the new generation grew up in a different world from that of their parents.


Petrine (and Petersburg) Controversies


Peter’s reforms were and remain controversial. Since many of the controversies extend to Petersburg itself, a history of the city that does not address them would be incomplete. One is whether Peter’s new vision (or something similar) can be viewed as the next natural development in Russia’s history, or whether it was so alien and incompatible as to be inappropriate for Russia. If the latter is true, then St Petersburg too is a stranger in its own land and no model for the future. Notably, this question was originally debated not among historians but in circles of writers, churchmen, and social critics. That is, the question was posed as an ideological issue rather than as a matter of historical record. The notion that Peter’s legacy was fundamentally at odds with Russia’s civilization and its national consciousness, and therefore wrong, arose only in the first half of the nineteenth century among romantically inclined intellectuals and Slavophiles.31 It was not until the second half of that century, when the issue became one not of politics and ideology but of serious historical scholarship, that the question was genuinely addressed. Beginning with Russia’s greatest historian, Sergei Soloviev (1820–79), the fundamental links between Peter’s efforts and the Russian past became established as undeniable,32 as traced in the prologue.33


A related question is whether Peter became too enthralled by the West and copied it uncritically, needlessly introduced foreign elements into Russia, and unduly favoured foreigners. If so, St Petersburg too would be to that extent artificial. While there were certainly examples of excesses which needlessly aroused opposition, as a rule these excesses were in tangential, superficial matters. Further, many of the coveted ‘Russian’ elements that Peter sought to remove were themselves imports. The traditional Muscovite robes of boyars were not really Russian but Asiatic and had their origin with the Mongols.34* The beards that he famously shaved from his courtiers also were not typical in Russia prior to the Mongol period.† In Peter’s more substantive policies and legislation there was virtually no blind copying from the West, but rather a cool adaptation of Western principles to Russian circumstances and an outright rejection of certain Western practices which did not fit Russian reality. Peter wanted to tap the West for Russia’s own purposes, and eventually exceed it, not to make Russia a copy of Europe. Europe too had problems, which Peter had witnessed and wished to avoid. Peter is famously quoted as having boasted: ‘We need Europe for a few decades, then we can turn our backs on her.’35 Like many quotes attributed to Peter, this one may be apocryphal, but there are abundant other statements to similar effect.36 Ultimately, Peter’s goal was not ‘Westernization’ as such, but to base Russian society on universal laws and values of humanity, such as those espoused by Freemasons, which would be exemplified first and foremost in St Petersburg. In this sense, no country in Europe was fully ‘Westernized’ either, and in fact Peter meant to improve on Europe. Indeed, European intellectuals, recognizing that Peter was experimenting with the ideal, hoped that his new civilization would not repeat Western Europe’s mistakes.


Another paradox is the contrast between Peter’s modern theories and the manner in which he wielded autocratic power, regimenting the state and its citizens through coercion. Some have questioned whether Peter and his reforms really were modern and represented progress along Western lines, arguing that Peter aggravated and institutionalized Muscovy’s coercive autocracy, which ultimately barred progress on crucial social, economic, and political issues, helped lead to revolution, and indeed that many characteristics of Peter’s rule were prominent during the Soviet regime.37 In this respect, Peter has been compared to the Bolsheviks and in particular to Stalin.38 If this is correct, then the true St Petersburg is that of Nicholas I, not that of modernism, enlightenment, and creativity.


This contention is only partly true. The problem was not in Peter’s principles, his core values, his vision, or even the general structure of his reforms, the analogues of which did not lead to similar results in other countries. Unlike dictators such as Stalin, he wanted to disperse power across executive, legislative, and judicial government institutions, not aggregate it to himself (or to a party controlled by him that is not formally part of the government). But his personality did inhibit people from exercising the qualities of initiative, creativity, and responsibility that he wanted to develop. The problems specific to his personality did not outlive him. He faced a crude mentality, ignorance, and inertia, not to mention outright opposition, which could be overcome only with some degree of coercion and regimentation. Peter’s natural impatience was made more acute by his realization that his own life was short, and that he had to achieve all he could while alive because he could not be confident that his successor (most of all his son Alexis) would complete the task. None of this makes him a precursor to Soviet rule. Had he lived longer or had Russia been in more capable hands after he died, the subsequent evolution of his system may have more closely resembled that in Western Europe.


A final question is whether Peter created a split between the top of society infused with ideas, dress, manners and exemplified by St Petersburg and the great mass of the population, which further distanced the rulers and the elite from the ruled. At the time, such or similar divisions existed in most European countries by virtue of class, education, wealth, or other factors. In pre-Petrine Muscovy, the substantive gulf between the Kremlin elite and the population was already greater than in Western monarchies, as the Tsar and court were physically isolated from the people and society, emerging only for ceremonies, and the Tsar was not only the sovereign but also the proprietor of the realm. The reality of this gulf was not perceived or resented only because it was masked by a unified religious vision. In fact, it was the abandonment of the long-held myth of an organic, monolithic Russian society with its special religious purpose and quest, led by the tsar, which Peter’s critics lamented. During the Schism, this vision was exposed as irreparably hollow and Russia could not return to it. It was that event, not Peter’s reign, which shattered the credibility and legitimacy of the old vision and made an alternative paradigm necessary and inevitable. Peter’s model, both in theory and as implemented over time, was of a more open, less stratified society in which every citizen, regardless of social standing or wealth, could participate, rise in wealth and power based on merit, and also share in a common purpose of progress of the Russian state and people.


From Peter’s perspective, his approach was more successful in realizing the greatness of the Russian people and the Russian state. Ironically, Peter did better than his Muscovite predecessors in realizing the imperial aspect of the Third Rome, though he never talked about it. But to his opponents Russia had lost its soul and ultimate religious purpose, rendering its many new achievements empty. The St Petersburg period of Russian history would be a long and tortuous attempt to establish and maintain this modern paradigm in Russia. In the twentieth century, Bolshevik ideology exploited old Muscovite values, especially the yearning for an organic Russian state without internal conflict, chosen in history and committed to a quasi-religious messianic purpose. In its essence, the Soviet experiment was anti-modern and equally a dead end. Post-Soviet Russia’s most fundamental challenge is to extricate itself from this mind-set and embrace the universal, modern values pioneered in St Petersburg.





___________


*   9 June 1672, under today’s Gregorian calendar. Until Peter changed the Russian calendar at the turn of the eighteenth century, years were reckoned from the date of the creation.


*   This war pitted Sweden against Denmark, Russia, Saxony, and Poland. Sweden, along with France, had been the chief victors in the Thirty Years’ War of 1618–48, and its opponents again combined in an endeavour to curb Sweden and restore the balance of power in the region.


*   The dispute over the Asiatic robes and sleeves, together with the shaving of beards, in fact have a long and involved history to which Peter’s decision was merely the culmination. Boris Gudonov, an early Westernizer, had made many shave their beards, as a result of which the opposition took shape. Under Michael and Alexis, shaving became more common, but as a result of opposition Alexis eventually forbade shaving, as well as short hair by penalty of demotion. In 1681 Fedor decreed that all courtiers must wear short kaftans rather than the traditional long robes, at least when in the Kremlin. Historically speaking, this was the replacement of Asiatic dress with, not simply general European dress, but that of old Russia (Kiev, Novgorod). Soloviev, Publichnie chtenia, pp. 493–4.


†   Early in the Muscovite period the beard came to be associated with the images on holy icons. By analogy, the beard was deemed to represent the image of God in men, and thus was itself holy. Cutting it off was considered by many as sacrilege, lowering a man’s status to that of an animal.









CHAPTER 2


Building Peter’s Paradise




There, by the billows desolate,


He stood, with mighty thoughts elate,


And gazed; but in the distance only


A sorry skiff on the broad spate


Of Neva drifted seaward, lonely.


The moss-grown miry banks with rare


Hovels were dotted here and there


Where wretched Finns for shelter crowded;


The murmuring woodlands had no share


Of sunshine, all in mist beshrouded.


And thus He mused: ‘From here, indeed


Shall we strike terror in the Swede;


And here a city by our labour


Founded, shall gall our haughty neighbour;


“Here cut” – so Nature gives command –


“Your window through on Europe; stand


Firm-footed by the sea, unchanging!”


Ay, ships of every flag shall come


By waters they had never swum,


And we shall revel, freely ranging.’


PUSHKIN                            
The Bronze Horseman1





The delta of the River Neva lies in the far north of Russia at nearly 60˚ latitude, approximately that of southern Alaska and Oslo, Norway. Summer is short, but its days are long and its ‘nights’ are only a brief twilight known as ‘White Nights’. But winters are long and dark, and the snow and ice lasts long. Only in May does the ice break up in Lake Ladoga – Europe’s largest lake and the source of the Neva – and for a few days ice floes parade down the river to the sea. Over its last few miles, the Neva forms a delta of several low, marshy islands. When strong westerly winds blow in from the Finnish Gulf, mostly in the autumn, a cap forms on the sea, rolls inland, and backs up the river’s flow. The islands can be flooded for several hours, with some of them completely submerged. The area’s early settlers took care not to build dwellings they could not afford to lose, and they were ready to retreat inland on a moment’s notice. Much of St Petersburg’s history, mythology, and literature derives from its extreme climate and the Neva’s infamous floods, beginning with the river’s own name.


Many believe that the word ‘Neva’ comes from an old Finnish word for ‘swamp’ (‘nevo’),2 but that term appears to have been used first in reference to Lake Ladoga, originally called Nevo Lake,3 rather than to the river.4 According to Swedish sources, the word ‘Neva’ derives from a combination of the ancient Swedish adjective ‘Nu’ or ‘Ne’ (‘new’), and the Russian root ‘va’ (‘water’), thus together meaning ‘new waters’ or ‘new river’;5 corroboration comes from references to the river as ‘Nu’ in thirteenth-century Novgorodian chronicles.6 Geological history coincides with this interpretation, as the Neva indeed is very new – the newest river in Europe – formed just over 4,000 years ago after the area was already inhabited by man.7 The eastern part of the Gulf of Finland, originally called Kotlin Lake,8 earlier had a large bay extending almost up to Nevo Lake. Gradually the land rose and the bay receded, thus forming the ‘new’ river which over the centuries increased in length and eventually became known as the Neva. The islands on which St Petersburg is located rose from the water to form the Neva delta,9 with new islands forming even during historical times.10 Thus, the name ‘new waters’ exactly describes the region’s history, and it was only fitting that Peter’s new city and Russia’s new beginning be built on this new land along Europe’s newest river.


Pushkin’s poetic image of the Neva delta before Peter the Great is that of a desolate, uninhabited, mosquito-infested swamp, a blank slate on which Peter could build. Thus, the city, in legendary fashion, arose out of nothing through Peter’s stroke of inspiration, making his achievement that much more dramatic. This and other legends have long been woven into the popular mind, but they are only half true: much of the area was inhospitable swampland, but it had been inhabited for centuries because of its historically strategic location. The area’s pre-Petrine history was long and eventful, and complements the city’s heritage by illustrating the region’s historical importance for Russia and by presaging certain themes in the city’s history.


Life Before Peter


The region of Russia around the Neva was originally known as Izhora, which derives from the name of the native population of the region which spoke a Finnish language.11 The first recorded town in Izhora was Ladoga (later called Staraya Ladoga) in the eighth century. By one account, the legendary Rurik, Prince of Novgorod, had a base there, and it was from there that Prince Oleg set off to Kiev to establish the Kievan-Russian state in 882.12 From the early tenth century the Izhorsky region was ruled by Novgorod.


Novgorod prospered because the Neva was located at the northern end of Kievan Russia’s great trade route ‘from the Vikings to the Greeks’ stretching from the Varangian (‘Viking’) Sea (now the Baltic Sea) to the Black Sea, and thus the mouth of the Neva held key economic and strategic importance.13 Arab coins dating from the ninth and tenth centuries have been found on Vasilievsky Island.14 Novgorod’s possession of this section of the route was the main reason for the city’s wealth and influence and led to its membership in the Hanseatic League. (In fact, the Vikings also called the Varangian Sea the Novgorod Sea.) Ships entered the Neva from the sea, sailed upriver to Lake Ladoga, along the south shore of the lake to the Volkhov River, and downriver to Novgorod. The Novgorodians built boats for trade and also served as local pilots to guide foreign vessels through the dangerous waters of the Volkhov River, Lake Ladoga, the Neva and the sea channels at its mouth.15 To protect this route, in 1114 Novgorod fortified Ladoga, where the River Volkhov enters Lake Ladoga. On the island called Kotlin (now Kronstadt), Novgorod established a maritime watchpost from which its escorts met foreign ships entering the area and guided them upriver.16 In addition to the river route to Novgorod, there was also a land route, the ‘Great Novgorod Road’, beginning along the present Ligovsky Prospect in St Petersburg.17


From the twelfth through the fourteenth centuries, Sweden challenged Novgorod for control over the Neva lands and the trade route. By one count, between 1142 and 1446 Novgorod fought the Swedes 26 times.18 But the Swedes were not the only enemy. Pope Innocent III had founded the Teutonic and Livonian Orders (which merged in 1237) to Catholicize and subjugate the Baltic lands. In 1237 the Pope issued a Bull calling for a crusade against the ‘pagan’ Finns and Russians of the Baltic. Under this pretext, a Swedish expedition under the command of the Swedish general Jarl Berger was launched to conquer Novgorod and ‘Latinize’ the population. But the Novgorodian Prince Alexander Yaroslavovich defeated them on the banks of the Neva in 1240 and thus became known to history as Alexander Nevsky. According to popular tradition, the battle took place on the site of the future Alexander Nevsky Monastery in St Petersburg, though in fact it was fought somewhat upstream near the mouth of the Izhora River.19 Seeking to reverse Sweden’s defeat, the Teutons then marched towards Novgorod in 1242, but Nevsky defeated them in the famous ‘battle on the ice’ on Lake Chud (now Peipus), later portrayed in the classic Eisenstein film with its score by Prokofiev.


According to Novgorodian chronicles, in 1300 a Swedish force under the command of the Swedish Field Marshal Torgel Knutsson, the founder of Vyborg, landed at the junction of the Okhta river and the Neva on the site of the future Nienshantz,20 on the holy day of the Trinity,21 which four centuries later would also be the date of the founding of St Petersburg. Using Italian architects sent by the Vatican (which still had designs on the region) to accompany the force, Knutsson established there a fortress which he named Landskrona (‘Land of the Crown’), but Novgorodian forces under the command of Alexander Nevsky’s son, Andrei, razed the fortress within a year. In 1323 Novgorod fortified Orekhov Island where the Neva flows from Lake Ladoga, naming the fortress Oreshek, around which a settlement of traders and craftsmen grew up, which became the centre of the Izhorsky region.22 In 1348 the Swedes launched a campaign against Oreshek, but they were repelled, after which the territory of the Neva remained solidly in Novgorodian hands for over two centuries. Oreshek grew into a flourishing town of craftsmen and traders, which by 1500 boasted 152 residences, 2 monasteries, and 4 churches.23


The Novgorodians held out against Sweden for a long time. Novgorod’s subjugation, however, came at the hands of Muscovy, into which it was absorbed in 1471. Moscow treated the conquered region as a hinterland, and it lay exposed to attack. But the area continued to grow under the Russians and later the Swedes. According to Novgorodian records, in 1400 on the territory of the future St Petersburg there were 419 settlements having 744 residences in which 1,191 males resided; by 1500 the figures had increased to 1,082 residences and 1,516 male residents.24 The total population, including women and children, was probably at least double this figure. What became the main settlement arose at the junction of the Okhta and Neva rivers (well inside today’s city limits) near the site of Knutsson’s Landskrona, but the new town became known as the ‘Mouth of the Neva’.25 In 1500 it had only 15 dwellings, but since at the time the Okhta was navigable, the town grew quickly and soon became a lively trading post and port, which later continued under the Swedish occupation.


The Baltic area was again contested during the Livonian War, begun by Ivan the Terrible in 1558 to establish a Russian foothold on the Baltic and lasting through the Time of Troubles. Sweden occupied the Neva region in the first years of the seventeenth century, Muscovy eventually lost the war, and in 1617 the Stolbov Treaty ceded to Sweden all of the Baltic lands, including those around the Neva and Lake Ladoga. Izhora became known as Ingria (or Ingemarland), Oreshek was renamed Noteburg, and the main Russian town, Mouth of the Neva, was renamed Nien (‘New’, derived from the same root as ‘Neva’). Sweden’s General Delagardi, who had held the town since well before the Treaty, proposed to Gustavus Adolphus to fortify it so that, aided by tax privileges granted by the crown, the town could prosper and grow through trade. Its fortress was built by 1611, having a diameter of nearly a kilometre and a garrison of 500–600 soldiers,26 and became known as Ny-skantze or Nienshantz (‘New Fortress’). The fortress and town were replanned and expanded in the late seventeenth century, which demanded much labour. In a manner that anticipated Peter the Great’s methods of conscripting men to build St Petersburg, in 1679 the Swedish king, Charles XI, decreed that every able-bodied peasant in Ingria and Karelia had to spend one month working on the fortress.27


The Swedish trade development effort succeeded, and by the 1630s Nien boasted nearly 400 buildings outside the fortress, including two Lutheran churches (one Finnish and one Swedish), located mainly across the Okhta river and connected by drawbridges.28 Nien’s port flourished, receiving at least 50 foreign ships per year29 (according to one source, as many as 108 annual visits).30 The town had a large trading fleet, which by one (probably exaggerated) account numbered in the hundreds.31 In 1632 Sweden accorded Nien the status of a town with its own coat of arms, consisting of a lion straddling its two rivers, the Neva and the Okhta. Soon after the start of the Great Northern War, a major Swedish merchant in Nien, Fritsius, extended Charles XII a large loan to finance his war effort against Peter the Great’s Russia.32 Immediately before Peter’s conquest of the town, the number of dwellings in Nien had risen to about 45033 and its population had grown to approximately 4,000.34


Most of Nien’s residents were Russians. In the 1630s an Orthodox parish was formed in town to serve them.35 As tensions rose between Sweden and Russia, however, tax increases and other discriminatory measures were introduced against the Russian merchants, which lasted until Peter’s arrival.


By 1700 numerous settlements besides Nien had arisen on the territory of present-day St Petersburg, located on the highest, driest, and most desirable sites. Peter initially built on them, since they were the best natural locations and it was easier and more economical to begin with partially developed sites.36 They included the spit (strelka) of Vasilievsky Island and the future sites of the Summer Garden, the Admiralty, the Smolny Convent, Alexander Nevsky Monastery, and Trinity Square.*


The Founding of the City


Following the Narva debacle of 1700, Peter quickly rebuilt his forces and recommenced his drive to the Baltic. By mid-1702 Peter was ready, and he chose to concentrate on the more weakly defended area around the Neva rather than the lands to the west. In August 1702 a Russian flotilla attacked a Swedish squadron on Lake Ladoga and forced it to retreat down the Neva and along the gulf to Vyborg. This allowed Peter’s forces, in October, to besiege, storm, and take Noteburg in a fierce battle, after which Peter gave it the Dutch name Schlüsselburg (Key City). He would indeed use this base as a key to open the last barrier to the Baltic, the fortress Nienshantz. It was already too late in the year for more campaigning, however, so Peter went south for the winter. During the winter, Peter’s forces encamped on Lake Ladoga and built the boats that he would use in the spring campaign.


Peter returned to Schlüsselburg in March 1703. On 23 April, after the ice had mostly cleared, a Russian force of at least 16,000 under the command of Boris Sheremetev headed down the Neva towards Nienshantz, where the Swedes were belatedly and hastily reinforcing the fortifications. Sheremetev arrived on the 26th and commenced siege operations. Later the same day Peter arrived with war vessels and a caravan of barges carrying artillery, bombs, and other materiel. On the 28th Peter sailed downriver for reconnaissance and got his first glimpse of the site of his future city. He left a detachment of three companies on Vitsasaari (Vine) Island (now Gutuyevsky Island, where the city’s port is headquartered) and returned to Nienshantz on the 29th, by which time the siege works were completed and the artillery batteries were emplaced. On 30 April Sheremetev sent the Swedish commandant proposed terms of surrender, which were rejected. The Russian bombardment began that evening, with Peter participating in the battle as a lowly bombardier captain under the name Peter Mikhailov. The Swedes capitulated at dawn on 1 May, and the terms of surrender were negotiated by midday. The Swedes surrendered their arms and departed for Vyborg. Peter’s forces entered the town and fortress on 2 May and held a prayer service not only in thanks for the victory but also because ‘the desired outlet to the sea had been secured’.37


Peter renamed the fortress Shlotburg (Dutch for Lock City, to which Schlüsselburg had been the key), but the name would have no use since the fortress would soon be razed. By one account, Peter also immediately renamed the town outside the fortress Sankt Piter Burkh.38 Even if so, however, this was also quickly forgotten, and the town, burnt to the ground and largely abandoned, was eventually absorbed into the greater city dedicated under the same name two weeks later.


On the evening of 2 May Peter received word from his detachment on Vitsasaari that a Swedish squadron of nine ships under the command of Admiral Nummers had appeared at the mouth of the Neva. On 6 May two of the Swedish warships, the Astrel and the Gedan, sailed into the Neva, unaware that Nienshantz was in Russian hands. They signalled their approach with two cannon shots. The Russians responded with shots from the fortress as if the Swedes still held it. Thus assured, the Swedes dropped anchor downriver. But Peter had devised a daring plan to attack the ships using ordinary riverboats in the middle of the night. Under cover of an unusually dark and rainy night, he positioned half of his 30 boats downriver to block escape while the other half attacked and boarded the enemy ships. So swift was the victory that only eight of Peter’s ships managed to see action. Thus, in the early morning hours of 7 May 1703, was achieved Peter’s – and Russia’s – first ‘naval’ victory. This was celebrated with honours, promotions, and the issuance of a medallion with the words, ‘The Unimaginable Happens’.


With this battle Peter’s dream of achieving a foothold on the sea was realized. But it was a tentative one that had to be secured quickly. The rest of Nummers’s squadron remained anchored in the Gulf, and a Swedish detachment was encamped across the Sestra river to the north, ready to attack at any time. Peter sent Sheremetev’s forces against nearby towns to the south, which were secured by the end of May. As for Schlotburg, Peter decided that its fortifications were too small, that the site was too exposed from the landward side, and that it was too far from the sea. The Swedes could bottle up the area by securing the mouth of the Neva. A new site had to be found downriver. Once such a fortress and settlement was established, Shlotburg was destroyed so that the Swedes could not threaten the new city by retaking it. Besides, Peter did not want to build the new on the foundations of the old; the razing of the fortress symbolized his destruction of the old in order to realize his new creation.39 Its stones were brought downriver to be used in the new construction. Peter ordered four tall mast poles to be erected on the site to serve as a memory that a captured Swedish fortress had once stood there.40


Accordingly, Peter and his lieutenants set off in their boats and for a few days examined potential locations for a new and better fortress. With little difficulty Peter selected Hare (Zayachy) Island as the site. A settlement had existed there since the days of Ivan III. The island was originally known as Yannisaari* (Finnish for ‘Hare Island’), which the Russians later translated to yield the name Zayachy Island. By one account, during the Swedish occupation the Swedes began to call the island Liusteland (Happy Island) because its Swedish resident had decided to turn it into a place for recreation and began building a garden there. After his efforts were destroyed by a flood, however, he called it Devil’s Island.41 After Peter built the Peter and Paul Fortress there, it was known as Fortress Island until the early twentieth century, when the name of Hare Island was restored.


Strategically, Hare Island was ideal. It was near the sea, and depth measurements confirmed that the Malaya Neva to the right and the Bolshaya Nevka behind it were not navigable by warships, making a location further upriver unnecessary. The navigable channel of the Neva ran close to Vasilievsky Island and then (moving upriver), after the tip (strelka, meaning ‘point’ or ‘arrow’) of Vasilievsky Island, veered towards the south bank of the river opposite Hare Island, well within the range of Peter’s cannon but making the fortress unapproachable by large ships and a landing difficult. The back of the island was protected by swampland and a natural water channel that separated it from Fomin (now Petrograd) Island. Hare Island was also so small that the fortifications could extend to the water’s edge on all sides so that attackers could not stage a landing and establish a base.


Legends abound concerning the events of 16 May (27 new style) 1703, the holy day of the Trinity, which is considered the date of the founding of the city. According to one account, it was on 14 May that Peter decided to locate the Fortress there when he spied an eagle – the imperial symbol – circling the island.42 Peter is said to have grabbed the musket of one of his soldiers, and with its bayonet he carved out two strips of turf, which he laid in the form of a crucifix and on which he planted a wooden cross. He then announced, ‘Here shall be a city.’ He then crossed from Hare Island on to the southern tip of what is now Petrograd Island, where he cut down two willow bushes. On the site of one bush he would build Trinity Cathedral, and on the other his own cabin.43 The official founding of the city came two days later on 16 May. Peter is said to have symbolically buried a golden box containing some gold coins and the relics of the Holy Apostle Andrew the First-Called, Russia’s patron saint, who, according to legend, had visited the area.44 The box was supposedly inscribed: ‘In the name of Jesus Christ on May 16, 1703, his Tsarist majesty and Grand Prince, Peter Alexeievich, autocrat of all the Russias, founded the Tsarist city St Petersburg.’45 At this moment, the legend continues, the eagle again appeared overhead and dipped in flight, as was said to have occurred when Constantinople was founded by the first Christian Emperor, Constantine. It alighted on two birch trees that had been bent and tied together in the form of an arch, which supposedly became the location of the Peter’s Gate to the Fortress.46 This story is meant to place the event within Christian tradition by recalling the legends of the Emperor Constantine being led to Byzantium by an eagle and of the Apostle Andrew, travelling from Kiev to Novgorodian lands, planting his staff near the future St Petersburg and blessing the region.47 The elaborate tale also testifies to the immense importance that Peter’s contemporaries placed on establishing this city on the Baltic.


Actually, no one knows what really happened on 16 May. There is a curious lack of reliable information concerning the foundation of the Fortress, ranging from Peter’s whereabouts to the abnormal absence of a decree on the establishment of the Fortress. Some historians believe that Peter was not even present, having left earlier for Lake Ladoga to check on shipbuilding operations, and that the groundbreaking ceremony was performed by Menshikov.48 Others believe, based on Peter’s character, that he could not have stayed away from such an important event marking the realization of his lifelong dreams.49 One possibility is that he was present on the 14th but not the 16th.


On 29 June 1703, on the holy day of St Peter on which Peter the Great was baptised, inside the rising Fortress the foundation of the original small wooden Peter and Paul Cathedral (named after the two Apostles) was laid. On the same date, Peter gave the city the Dutch name of Sankt Piter Burkh.* By some accounts, both the Fortress and the new settlement were first named ‘Petropolis’ or ‘Petropol’. While this name does appear in a few letters of the time and in one engraving, it seems that this was only an informal shorthand name used privately by some on occasion, but that the name was never official and in any event did not stick,50 although the name later appeared in literature. The names Peter and Paul Fortress and Saint Petersburg soon became universal.51


The city is named not after Peter the Great, but after St Peter, who was the tsar’s patron saint after whom he was named. St Peter is known as the keeper of the keys to Paradise. Peter the Great considered that if the holder of the keys to paradise was made the city’s patron saint and protector, the city would be protected and remain Russia’s key to the Baltic and to Europe.52 Peter indeed thought of his new city as his paradise, writing in April 1706 to Menshikov: ‘I cannot help writing you from this paradise; truly we live here in heaven.’53


Work on the Fortress proceeded at breakneck speed in order to make the area defensible against the Swedes. That summer approximately 20,000 men, mainly soldiers supplemented by local residents, were at work on the fortifications. The Fortress was built to a design by Joseph Gaspard Lambert, who had been in the service of Louis XIV.54 Each of the six bastions of earth and timber was built under the personal supervision of Peter or one of his trusted commanders or friends (Golovkin, Menshikov, Prince Trubetskoi, Naryshkin, and Peter’s former teacher, Zotov). When the bastions were later faced in stone, they were called after their builders, except that Peter’s was named the Sovereign’s Bastion.


As Hare Island was low and marshy, the ground had to be raised by driving thousands of piles and adding earth. Indeed, on 19 August a serious flood occurred in which the Neva rose two metres, setting back the work by weeks. Prince Repnin described it to Peter:




Alas, my Sovereign, we have been hit by harsh weather from the sea, and it hits on our place where I stand with the regiments, with the water coming right up to my encampment. I’m spending the night with the Preobrazhensky Regiment and it is midnight, and among the cooks there are many sleepless people and their supplies are all waterlogged. And the local inhabitants tell us that at this time of year this place is always flooded.55





This was only the first of the many disastrous and legendary floods that plagued the life of the city, but which also helped give it its unique character and mythology.


The living and working conditions that summer were terrible. Workers were underfed, often slept on bare ground and worked in the water; disease was rampant. The later Hanoverian ambassador, Friedrich Weber (not an eyewitness), described the scene:




There were neither sufficient provisions for subsisting such a number of men, nor care taken to furnish them with the necessary tools, as pick-axes, spades, shovels, wheelbarrows, planks, and the like, they even had not so much as houses or huts. . . . [T]he earth which is very scarce thereabouts, was for the greater part carried by the labourers in the skirts of their clothes, and in bags made of rags and old mats, the use of wheelbarrows being then unknown to them.56





Despite the hardships, the Fortress was essentially completed by September 1703. It was officially dedicated, however, only in April 1704. A settlement quickly grew up around it. Whereas in 1703 only 15 major houses stood around the Fortress, in 1704 there were 150.57


Throughout the construction of the Fortress, the Swedes were never far away and constantly threatened. Fortunately, the main Swedish forces were occupied in action to the west and could not be spared for efforts to retake the area of the Neva. But the threat of a Swedish attack and the potential loss of the city loomed over St Petersburg until 1710; until then, there was military action around the city on land and sea nearly every summer. The city’s early development must be understood in light of the Swedish threat. It explains the early emphasis on military over civil construction, the location of the shipyard (Admiralty) in the very centre of the city, the focus of the city’s industry on military production, its modest growth during these years, and the initial slow development of the city as a commercial port.


Already in early July 1703 a Swedish force of 4,000 under General Kronjort approached from the Vyborg side and encamped on the north bank of the Neva, but on the 7th a Russian detachment of 7,000 infantry and dragoons under Peter’s personal command repelled them, and the Swedes withdrew to Vyborg. They would return in 1704, 1705, and 1708, but with similar results.58 At sea, meanwhile, throughout the summer of 1703 the Swedish Admiral Nummers kept his remaining ships anchored in the Finnish Gulf just outside the mouth of the Neva, blocking access by sea and threatening to proceed upriver at the first opportunity. All Peter could offer in response was to position cannon on the strelka of Vasilievsky Island to bar passage upriver. In August, several Dutch trading ships appeared expecting to buy timber from the Swedes as in prior years, but their captains were surprised to learn that the Russians controlled the Neva. Although Menshikov managed to meet with them and agree to carry out the transaction, Nummers, fearing that the Russians would commandeer the ships, arm them and turn them against him, prevented the Dutch from entering the Neva, and they had to leave empty-handed. This was the last time the Swedes would block Russian access to the Neva.


Realizing the importance of defending the city by sea, immediately after defeating Kronjort Peter travelled to the shipyards on Ladoga to supervise shipbuilding operations, where the keels of six frigates and many smaller ships were laid. He soon returned to St Petersburg with one frigate and several smaller ships and dropped anchor in front of the Fortress. After the autumn weather forced Nummers to withdraw to Vyborg (still Swedish territory) in October, Peter ventured into the Finnish Gulf in his new ship, the Standard. The name was taken from that of the Tsarist flag, called the Standard. Until then the Standard had portrayed the double-headed eagle holding in its beak and claws the cards of the three seas belonging to Russia, but the new Standard flown on Peter’s new ship and over the Fortress depicted a fourth as well: the Baltic. This was a historic step for Peter and for Russia: the first time a Russian tsar sailed on a Russian ship in the Baltic. Still, flying the new Standard was somewhat premature and presumptuous, as the Baltic was still ruled by the Swedes.


Accordingly, though immensely gratified by this precedent, Peter wasted no time in locating a site in the Finnish Gulf to fortify and from which to guard the approach to the Neva. Kotlin Island (now called Kronstadt) was slightly too far from the navigable sea channel for cannon to defend it, so Peter chose a shallow spot south of Kotlin on which to create a small island and erect a small fort, which he named Kronshlot. Over the winter, Peter’s forces brought containers of stones over the ice and constructed a mechanism which automatically lowered the stones as the ice melted.59 When spring came, a round fortress with 14 cannon rose from the sea. It was finished and dedicated with Peter present on 7 May 1704, exactly one year after his first naval victory on the Neva. In both 1704 and 1705 Sweden sent fleets to attack Kronschlot and Kotlin, but they were successfully repelled by Peter’s admiral Cornelius Kruys, a Dutchman of Norwegian origin, and his sailors, among whom were already hundreds of Dutch and other foreigners.


While the city was still being fortified, for safety Peter had his ships constructed in a makeshift shipyard upriver on Lake Ladoga. This proved ineffective, as the yards were far away and many ships foundered, ran aground and were damaged or lost in the shallow, stormy waters of the lake around Schlüsselburg or when sailing downriver, especially in the dangerous Ivanovskoe rapids. In October 1704, once St Petersburg was more secure from the Swedes, Peter issued an order to relocate the main shipyard to St Petersburg and to fortify it. Peter named it the Admiralty. ‘Admiral’ was not a term previously used in Russia, but Peter understood that it was derived from the Arabic word ‘amiral’ meaning ‘lord of the seas’, which fit Peter’s purpose of ruling the Baltic. Peter laid the foundations of the Admiralty in November 1704 on the Neva embankment across from the strelka of Vasilievsky Island, on a rise of drier land where a small settlement had existed. Locating it on the south bank facilitated direct communication and transport to the Russian mainland. Although a location closer to the mouth of the river would have been better for shipbuilding, it was necessary to locate it somewhat upriver so that it could be protected by the Peter and Paul Fortress and by artillery emplacements on Vasilievsky Island, and also so that its own fortifications could be used to defend the southern approach to the city. For this purpose, Peter built ramparts guarded by cannon and surrounded them with a wet moat. These defences were nearly as effective as those of the Fortress across the river. Since an open space had to be preserved on all sides of the fortifications so that attackers would have no place for cover, no housing or other buildings were permitted alongside the Admiralty. Initially, the nearest buildings were along the Moika river. These open spaces were the origins of the square to the south known as Admiralty Lug (‘Field’) (later the Alexander Garden) and what is now Senate Square to the west and Palace Square to the east. Both the shipyard and the initial fortifications were completed by the autumn of 1705, as were over 100 nearby homes for naval officers. As it turned out, the Admiralty’s artillery never saw military action. In these initial years, the two sides of the city (Gorodskoi and Admiralty Islands) were effectively two separate settlements under two separate administrations, because construction on Admiralty Island was almost entirely under the control of the Admiralty enterprise and the navy.60


Initially, the Admiralty was a crude three-sided wooden rectangle of about 250 by 130 metres with its fourth side on the Neva, inside which hulls were constructed and eased into wharves on the Neva for fitting out. Even at that time, the Admiralty featured a tall spire in the central section with a weather vane in the form of a caravel, attributes which it has retained throughout its history. The first ships from the Admiralty were launched in 1706, and it became known as the ‘cradle of the Russian navy’. It produced the fleet that would defeat the Swedes and rule the Baltic.


In 1707–8, while the Peter and Paul Fortress was being reinforced with stone facing, the fortress of St Alexander was built on Kotlin Island. This proved a wise step, as the Swedes launched a major sea and land offensive against the city in 1708 in which the fortress helped keep the Swedish navy at bay. The Swedish land campaign ended ignominiously, its force being driven to the sea, compelled to kill its approximately 5,000 horses so as not to leave them to the Russians, and rescued by the Swedish fleet waiting offshore in the Gulf. This proved to be the last serious Swedish threat to the city, as the next summer saw Russia’s decisive victory over the Swedish army at Poltava in Ukraine. On the evening after that battle, Peter wrote to Admiral Apraxin, ‘Now, with God’s help, the foundation stone of St Petersburg has been laid.’ And to Romodanovsky he wrote, ‘Now, with the final defeat of the enemy, without doubt, your Excellency, your desire to have a residence in St Petersburg will be fulfilled.’61 The Swedish threat was finally removed in 1710 when the Russians captured Vyborg, Riga, and Reval (now Tallin). Control over the sea would come with the Russian naval victory off Hangö in southern Finland in 1714. Final peace came only in 1721 with the Peace of Nystadt.


But by 1705, with the construction of the Peter and Paul Fortress, Kronshlodt, and the Admiralty completed, the city was already defensible. Thus, although the Swedish threat remained, the city could now grow, and Peter threw what resources he could spare behind the effort.


Building a New City


To build his dream, Peter needed labour. Some workers were permanently transferred to the city with or without their families, while others, mainly unskilled, were conscripted temporarily, normally for part of the summer. It was already a practice in Russia to use temporary summer labour for urban and military construction, but in Petersburg the scale was larger.62 For Petersburg, the annual edicts for temporary workers spread the burden over locales throughout Russia, calling for a specified number from each place. Accounts differ as to how many temporary workers (mainly serfs) came annually. Beginning with a decree of 1 March 1704, Peter demanded at least 40,000 workers per year, but in actuality he received nothing close to this, usually between 12,000 and 18,000.63 When these numbers did not suffice, Peter resorted to using criminals; building St Petersburg was their hard labour punishment.


Temporary workers served in shifts of several weeks each so as to lessen and spread the burden among communities and families. Initially there were three summer shifts of two months each beginning on the 25th day of March, May, and July, but in 1706 this was changed to two three-month shifts beginning on 1 April and ending on 1 October.64 Since the annual conscription was spread over these shifts, the total number of conscripts in the city at any one time actually was not as large as one might think. Because of the long summer days, the usual summer workday ran from ‘dawn’ (by 5a.m.) to 9 or 10p.m., but with a three-hour break from 11a.m. to 2p.m. and a half-hour break at 7p.m.; the winter workdays generally ran from 6a.m. to 6p.m. with a shorter break of one hour.65


Peter also retained permanent workers, consisting partly of skilled carpenters, masons, and stonecutters, but mainly of unskilled peasants. They were given food and an allowance by their owners for their journey to the city, and then paid wages once there. War finances meant that wages were not paid regularly, but the skilled workers enjoyed priority and so were paid first and lived better. While some were conscripts, Peter sought to entice others to come voluntarily. Peter decreed, for example, that carpenters (especially needed for shipbuilding) agreeing to move to Petersburg be given a free fenced izba (hut) with a land plot, in addition to their salary and a bread allowance. Similar incentives were accorded to other craftsmen. Over time, skilled workers were used more to staff the growing number of factories in the developing city rather than for construction.66


Increasing numbers of Swedish prisoners of war were also employed. Swedish prisoners were used in the construction of the Grand Perspective Road (later Nevsky Prospect), the Gostiny Dvor and the Colleges on Trinity Square, the canals and docks on Kotlin Island, and several other buildings.67 The more skilled Swedes who could perform important and sophisticated work were especially valued and enjoyed a special ‘parole’ status. Such work included architectural and engineering drawings, construction of windmills, medical treatment of Swedish and Russian workers, and work on the Peter and Paul Cathedral and bell tower. When the war ended, Peter offered to have them stay under privileged conditions, and he directed Russia’s ambassador to Stockholm to recruit skilled Swedes.


At least for the unskilled temporary workers at construction sites and in factories, the living and working conditions in the city’s early years were harsh, and desertion was common. Workers were crowded into primitive huts without floors, and many died from disease. The mortality figures are hard to estimate. The popular myth is that Petersburg is a city ‘built on bones’ (or, as Nikolai Karamzin put it, ‘on tears and corpses’), and some near-contemporary foreign estimates put the total death toll at 60,000 or even 100,000,68 which was many times the city’s population. Historians have long considered these figures greatly exaggerated, although until recently the estimates were still in the tens of thousands.69 More recently one Russian historian, using the mortality figures from the annual lists of temporary workers from several sample regions who returned each year to work in the city, estimated only about 2,000 deaths of all temporary workers from across Russia between 1703 and 1715.70 Even allowing for greater mortality in the first summer or two, the overall figure still would not be in the tens of thousands. In any event, by 1710 if not before, medical and other measures were taken to improve the situation,71 and before long St Petersburg would be one of the cleanest, best serviced cities in the world. The notion of a city built on the bones of its builders appears to be a myth generated, accepted, and promoted by Peter’s and the city’s opponents to bolster their positions and later continued by sensationalists. No myths of sensational mortality arose in the many other places in which the same methods were used.72


Vast quantities of building materials were needed for this enterprise. In 1714 Peter decreed that every carriage and vessel entering the city had to bring a quota of stones in addition to its normal load. Vehicles without such stones were not permitted to enter the city, and checkpoints to enforce the requirement and collect the stones were set up at all points of entry. Production of bricks and tiles was put under the control of the Chancellery of Urban Affairs, and several thousand workers were employed in this industry. Prodigious quantities were turned out (e.g. 11 million bricks in 1710), which far exceeded production in Moscow, but since quality was poor the yield was significantly lower. Similar advances were made in the production of lumber, lime, glass, and cement. Still, production fell far short of the city’s needs. Lumber, stone, and glass were brought from afar at great expense. As a result, only major government buildings and the private buildings of grandees could avail themselves of the new production or of ‘imported’ materials. The vast majority of smaller buildings were wooden shacks with wooden shingles and windows covered with mica, animal bladders, or rags.


Until 1706, Peter’s concern with planning his city did not extend much beyond the Peter and Paul Fortress and the Admiralty, but late that year he began to issue detailed instructions for the construction of buildings, wharves, and other structures. That year he also founded the Chancellery of Urban Affairs under the direction of Ulyan Akimovich Senyavin, conveniently located in Senyavin’s own house. In 1723 it was renamed the Chancellery of Construction.


In order to design buildings and plan the city as he desired, Peter needed a qualified architect. He chose a Swiss-born architect of Italian descent, Domenico Trezzini (1670–1734), who had recently worked for the Danish King Frederick IV on his palace in Copenhagen. Denmark and other Scandinavian countries at the time, and thus Trezzini himself, were well acquainted with and under the influence of Dutch architectural design, which met Peter’s tastes exactly. Trezzini with his team of 10 engineers, master builders, and artisans arrived in Petersburg in October 1704. When the Chancellery of Urban Affairs was created in 1706, he was appointed Chief Architect, a somewhat misleading title since he was the only professional architect in the city until 1710.


Trezzini was the first in a long line of foreign architects to leave his mark on the city. His works include the Fortress and its Peter’s Gate, the Peter and Paul Cathedral, the Summer Palace, Alexander Nevsky Monastery, the Narva Gates, the barracks at Schlüsselburg, the military hospital, and the Twelve Colleges on Vasilievsky Island. Peter’s relationship with Trezzini was long and fruitful. Peter not only respected Trezzini as a professional but was personally close to him, was a frequent guest at his home, and even became the godfather of his son, who not surprisingly was named Peter. Trezzini adopted Russia as his second homeland and became known as ‘Andrei’ Trezzini. He trained Russia’s first architects, including Mikhail Zemtsov, who eventually produced such works as Monplaisir and the cascades at Peterhof, the Anichkov Palace (in part), the Kunstkamera, the Observation Palace at the mouth of the Fontanka (in part), and (with LeBlond) the palace at Strelna on the Finnish Gulf.


Trezzini’s Chancellery oversaw the city’s planning and construction and brought about the Petrine revolution in Russian architecture. As the number of foreign and Russian architects in the city multiplied, Trezzini was able to limit (though not eliminate) the tendency towards a hotchpotch of styles and impose, at least in designed buildings, some uniformity in the city’s architecture.73 In addition to planning all significant projects and the city’s development generally, the Chancellery handled the recruitment, training, and qualification of architects and other specialists, the conscription, deployment, and support of the thousands of labourers, the procurement of supplies and building materials, and the administration of funds for construction. The task was enormous; by 1721 approximately 5 per cent of all Russian state revenue was being spent on St Petersburg’s construction.74 Despite the formal structure, much still depended on Peter himself for direction. In fact, the Chancellery was his executive arm in the city, and he issued his instructions through it.


When Peter was absent, he put Menshikov in charge of the city, who in 1703 became the first Governor of St Petersburg (and of the whole Izhorsky region). Menshikov’s authority extended to construction matters, which led to legendary run-ins with the city architects. Consequently, many of Menshikov’s decisions and actions rather than Peter’s or the Chancellery’s would shape the city’s appearance and destiny. Except for Peter, he was First Citizen of the city.


Despite Trezzini’s presence, early planning efforts, and exceptional projects such as Menshikov’s palace, the early development of the city was generally haphazard and in many respects followed traditional Russian patterns. For years there was no master plan. The usual abode of workers was a square log cabin. These were prefabricated with notched logs so they could be assembled or disassembled in minutes, and they were sold as a commodity in street markets.75


Since most of the city consisted of simple wooden buildings close together, fires broke out constantly. Because the layout of streets was random, fires spread quickly, and sometimes entire sections of town were consumed. Peter instituted rules for housing construction designed to minimize the outbreak of fires. He regulated the construction of fireplaces and stoves, mandated chimney cleaning, and established the hours for lighting and dousing fires. He also set up a surveillance and alarm system under which each civil and military officer in town, including Peter himself, was given a firefighting assignment. It was not unusual to see the tsar on rooftops amid the flames, wielding his hatchet and directing the firefighting effort. The Danish ambassador, Just Juel, described such scenes (and the character of Peter’s subjects whom he was trying to reform) as follows:




As his intelligence is extraordinarily quick, he sees at once what must be done to extinguish the fire; he goes up to the roof; he goes to all the worst danger points; he incites nobles as well as common people to help in the struggle and does not pause until the fire is put out. But when the sovereign is absent, things are very different. Then the people watch the fires with indifference and do nothing to help extinguish them. It is in vain to lecture them or even to offer them money; they merely wait for a chance to steal something.76





No formal fire brigade was established until 1722, by the Admiralty, which had its own firefighting equipment and a storehouse. The Chief of Police, the Portuguese Anton Devier, appealed to the Senate for resources to create other brigades in other parts of the city, but he was given little and the means for firefighting remained substandard.


Except for the frantic building of the Fortress and Admiralty, the city grew slowly in the early years. Although Peter wanted to build a carefully planned city with stone and masonry buildings according to European designs, it was premature to divert to building and populating the city much of the scarce money, materials, and manpower needed for the war effort until it was secure from the Swedes.


This all changed after the victory of Poltava in 1709 and the conquest of Vyborg, Riga, and Reval in 1710. Petersburg was now safe. When Peter returned to the city and remained there for most of 1710, he immediately commenced serious efforts at city planning and development, and the pace of construction quickened. Prior to 1710, all major buildings other than the Admiralty were huddled around Trinity Square east of the Fortress, but that year construction began on the first notable buildings on Admiralty and Vasilievsky Islands, including the Summer Palace, Menshikov’s and Golovkin’s Palaces, Alexander Nevsky Monastery, and St Isaac’s Church. That year Peter also set up the Garden Bureau to manage the city’s (meaning the tsar’s) gardens, also on the Admiralty side. The next year work on the Grand Perspective commenced, and in 1712 work on the stone Peter and Paul Cathedral began.


Nearly from the start Peter wanted St Petersburg to be Russia’s future capital city. While away in 1704, he wrote to Menshikov that he would soon arrive in ‘the capital, Petersburg’. As early as 1708, Peter had begun moving members of his family, nobles, and government bodies to the city from Moscow. This process began in earnest after 1710, and the city effectively became the capital in 1712. Curiously, no official decree transferring the capital from Moscow to St Petersburg was ever issued. Instead, that year Peter simply ordered the remaining government bodies, service nobility and courtiers to move to the new city; foreign ambassadors and merchants began moving there as well. In 1714, Peter ordered 350 noblemen, each having over 100 peasants in his possession, 300 merchants from the upper and lower classes, and 300 craftsmen from all trades to move to the city, and also fancifully ordered the construction of 950 houses to be completed that summer to permit occupancy in the autumn.77 The Senate was transferred to the city in 1713. The foreign diplomatic corps soon followed: England’s resident Charles Whitworth in 1712, France’s Lavi in 1715, Holland’s in 1716, and Prussia’s and Hanover’s (Weber) in 1718. To make moving easier and more attractive, Peter offered the nobles free land plots, but they were still obliged to build their own homes, and according to prescribed designs. The city’s population skyrocketed. From 8,000 in 1710, it had tripled by 1717, and in 1725 it was approximately 40,000,78 which already constituted one-eighth of the country’s urban population.79


Why did Peter make St Petersburg Russia’s capital rather than just a trading city and military outpost? Personally, Peter hated Moscow and loved the sea. But the more fundamental reason was that he needed a fresh start in a new capital to realize his vision of creating a new civilization and national life, a city whose design, appearance, culture, and life he could create and control as the embodiment of his ideal. St Petersburg offered many advantages as the site of the new capital. Being on the Baltic made links to Europe and the absorption of Western knowledge easier, facilitated commerce with the West and would help turn Russia into a commercial power, and made it easier for Russia to exercise political influence in Europe. Moving the court and a significant proportion of the Moscow nobility there would also weaken the nobility in Moscow as a force of potential opposition to Peter’s reforms. Peter’s hold on power would be more secure there than amid a unified group of conservative nobles in Moscow who had always plotted against him.


When construction accelerated after 1710, the city had all the hallmarks of a boom town. In the summer the workers’ encampments on the outskirts were as large or larger than the main city. Weber’s impression of the city on first seeing it is typical: ‘When I arrived there, I was surprised to find instead of a regular city, as I expected, a heap of villages linked together, like some plantation in the West Indies.’80


Peter was equally dissatisfied. He wanted to make his city regular, an ideal of the Age of Reason and a showpiece to Russia and Europe. A starting point was to regulate the design and construction of individual buildings, but for this to have any effect in the built-up areas (mainly Gorodskoi and Admiralty Island), most existing buildings would have to be torn down and replaced. This would have been expensive and impractical, and the homeowners would oppose it. To get round this problem, he sought to start anew in what were still relatively undeveloped areas pursuant to comprehensive plans. From 1710 until 1716–17, Peter struggled for a solution and somewhat impulsively seized on a number of successive comprehensive designs, none of which were fulfilled. Ultimately, after Peter the grand architecture of the city developed as individual ensembles, and most of the old construction was replaced only brick by brick. Peter preferred Dutch architecture and urban design, and initially he dreamed of creating an Amsterdam of the North. Interestingly, however, not a single Dutch architect worked in the city until the very end of his reign. Peter’s tastes changed during his second trip to the West in 1716–17, which made a deep artistic impression on him and proved to be an architectural turning point for the city. Peter’s tastes broadened to include Italian and French architecture, ‘regular’ gardens, and architectural ensembles, all of which began to appear in and around the city and leave the original Dutch theme behind.


In planning his Amsterdam of the North, Peter had to begin with the reality that the region around the Fortress and Trinity Square was already built up and for this purpose spoiled; moreover, Vasilievsky Island had been gifted to Menshikov, was cut off from the mainland, and lay somewhat exposed to the sea and therefore to floods and the Swedish navy. So Peter focused on the Admiralty side, targeting the area along the Neva east of the Fontanka River in the region where Shpalnernaya, Zakharevskaya, Tchaikovsky, and Furshtatskaya Streets are now located, and began encouraging the upper classes to build there. Peter set an example by settling his sister Natalya and his son Alexis in that region, and by building his own Summer Palace by the Fontanka in the Summer Garden. Work began on a rectangular grid of streets and canals, along which a number of palaces, servants’ quarters, and other buildings were constructed.


For reasons that remain unclear, in 1712 Peter ventured on moving the centre of the city to Kotlin (Kronstadt), now that it appeared defensible against the Swedes. He issued several decrees calling for massive construction there as well as for the mandatory transfer of various nobles and other inhabitants. A city plan featuring a large network of canals surfaced, probably that of Trezzini. Peter’s reasons for this foray were probably the fact that the city’s harbour, still on the Neva, was unsuitable for large naval and merchant ships, Russia’s naval base and a fortress were already on this island, and here his dream of Petersburg as a genuine maritime city might best be realized. But the Kotlin plan was economically and logistically unrealistic, and his nobles opposed it. Before long, Peter accepted the inevitable and refocused his attention on the original city, again concentrating for a while on the Admiralty side.


Frustrated with progress and the irregular appearance of the city, Peter brought in more foreign architects. In 1713 Trezzini was replaced as Chief Architect by a German, Andreas Schlüter, who brought a team of his own architects, including J.F. Braunstein (who worked mainly at Peterhof), Georg Johann Mattarnovy (noted for the Kunstkamera), Johann Christian Forster, and Theodor Schwertfeger. In 1713 Gottfried Schädel also arrived and completed Menshikov’s palaces in the city and at Oranienbaum.


After 1714, when the naval victory of Hangö gave Russia supremacy over the Baltic, the pace of construction accelerated further and Peter regulated it more closely. In April of that year, Peter forbade plain wooden construction in St Petersburg; rather, buildings had to be constructed either in masonry or wattle and daub. In October he freed masons and construction stone for the capital by decreeing that, until further notice, no masonry buildings could be built anywhere else in Russia, not even churches. Traditionally in Russia, the main dwelling was placed in the centre of a plot and the auxiliary buildings such as kitchens, stables, and storage sheds were located by the street, which often made streets crooked and narrow, a product of individual owners’ decisions, which were often to let the building encroach on the street.81 Peter, however, now decreed that the main houses had to face the street, while stables and sheds must be located in the rear. He also established what became known as the ‘red line’ along each street across which no building could protrude.82 Houses had to be built according to specified plans approved by Trezzini, who designed model homes in a simple Dutch style, differing in size according to the size of the land plot. It is often stated that these designs were specified for various classes. Actually, they carried no class designation, although of course the larger designs were obviously too expensive for the lower classes.83


In 1714 too Peter decided that Vasilievsky Island should be the centre of the city, with its spit (strelka) which divides the Large (Bolshaya) and Small (Malaya) Neva as the city’s architectural focus, and the governmental and commercial centre behind it. He had given most of the island to Menshikov in 1710, which had effectively prevented development on the island by others; Peter revoked his gift in 1715 but let Menshikov keep his estate there. He feverishly began issuing decrees for impossible amounts of masonry construction there, and for the next year he granted free land plots only on that island.


Peter recognized that his Vasilievsky Island initiative would not succeed unless the island (and the rest of the city) was developed according to a comprehensive plan. The city’s separate villages had to be integrated into an overall design, and the existing random and shoddy wooden construction would have to be replaced with buildings of stone. The plan should call for long, wide, straight streets with regular city blocks and, as in Amsterdam, many canals that would serve as the city’s arteries for travel and commerce and to control flooding, except that here they would be long, straight canals intersecting at right angles. ‘If God will prolong my life and health’, Peter mused, ‘Petersburg will be another Amsterdam.’84


Therefore, in 1715 Peter ordered Trezzini to develop a comprehensive city plan having Vasilievsky Island as the centre. Trezzini produced one, and Peter approved it on 1 January 1716, just before his departure on his second long European tour. It had few details other than for Vasilievsky Island, and thus did not require major reconstruction of Admiralty and Gorodskoi Islands. It featured seven north–south canals (one of which would cut Menshikov’s estate from the east side so as to limit its growth) and one east–west canal along what is presently Bolshoi Prospect, so that the island would be divided into regular city blocks. The edge of the island was to be modestly fortified, with regular bastions. A large park was planned on the north side, while the eastern strelka of the island facing the Fortress and Admiralty Island would feature a large square. Rather than having an open architectural ensemble that would be visible from the Fortress and Palace Embankment and be the focal point of the city, however, the square would have buildings on all sides and be closed on itself. Thus the Fortress, Trinity Square, and the Admiralty would retain their leading roles in the architectural scheme of the city.


Trezzini, however, had not been reappointed Chief Architect after the death of Schlüter in 1714; Peter was struggling to find the best replacement. A promising place to look for such an architect, as well as sculptors, painters, and garden designers, was France, where Louis XIV’s death in 1715 had left many court artists in an uncertain position. In Paris Peter’s emissaries learned of Jean Baptiste Alexandre LeBlond, a talented former pupil of André Le Nôtre. He had made a name for himself as an author and a theoretician of architecture and garden design, and also as the designer and builder of several prominent works, including the Chateau Chatillon, the Hotel de Clermont, and the building for the Carthusian Order. Impressed, Zotov invited him to visit Peter, who was then taking a cure in Germany. After a two-week acquaintance and many long discussions, Peter retained LeBlond at five times Trezzini’s salary and made him Chief Architect of St Petersburg.


LeBlond’s duties and powers were wide ranging. In LeBlond’s letter of introduction to be given to Menshikov, Peter wrote:




This master possesses extraordinary qualities and a great talent, as I could readily observe in a short time. . . . Therefore, all architects [in St Petersburg] shall be informed that no future construction shall be commenced without his signature being affixed to the plans, including projects already started, provided that they can still be corrected.85





Above all, LeBlond wanted to build the city according to his own plan, which Peter invited him to prepare for consideration despite having already approved Trezzini’s plan. Besides being charged with planning and construction, he was to organize the production of construction materials, and also train Russian craftsmen, builders, and architects, including through education abroad. LeBlond arrived in August 1716 with a large contingent of other artists and craftsmen and quickly set to work. Once he had had a chance to observe the state of the city, he produced a memorandum to Peter entitled Concerning the Poor Construction Practices Prevalent in the City of St Petersburg. He then developed an ambitious city plan rivalling those of Trezzini and others. LeBlond claimed to have prepared it in great haste (four days) so that it could be despatched to Peter (still abroad) together with rival plans, and be considered along with them. Under LeBlond’s plan, the outline of the city would be dominated by an oval of fortifications encompassing most of Vasilievsky Island, Admiralty Island, and Gorodskoi Island, which also would serve as dams to control floods. To give some idea of the scale, these fortifications would be approximately the height of Kirov Stadium now located on Krestovsky Island.86 Within the city walls would be a grid of canals wide enough to let two boats pass, like in Amsterdam, and a rectangular grid of straight streets. The architectural focus of the city, in the middle of Vasilievsky Island, would be the tsar’s palace with a square formal garden with cathedrals at each corner.


LeBlond sent his plan to Peter in Paris in early 1717, confidently expecting it to be approved. Peter, however, formally deferred a decision on it until his return to Russia. In the end, Peter simply took no action on LeBlond’s plan, meaning that technically Trezzini’s plan remained in force. The LeBlond plan was too grand and expensive, and (unlike Trezzini’s) it violated the initial premise that it would not be feasible to tear down most existing construction. Further, its military emphasis was extreme and unnecessary since final victory over Sweden seemed imminent. The fortifications would have corrupted Peter’s vision of the city as a centre of civilization, constrained its growth as a commercial centre, and unduly cut the city off from the mainland.


For several years Peter continued to issue decrees in an attempt to make Vasilievsky Island the city’s centre, but these plans were realized only in small part, and not just because of insufficient resources. Because the land was low and swampy, residents preferred to build on the higher land of Admiralty Island, where many had already built expensive homes. Vasilievsky Island was also cut off from the mainland because there were no bridges. LeBlond’s efforts also got caught up in jealousies and intrigues, most notably with Menshikov, who was both governor of the city and still the major landowner on Vasilievsky Island despite having been deprived of most of it. Menshikov skilfully used his powers as governor to sabotage the work,87 which was made easier by Peter’s long absences from the city. Menshikov saw to it that the canals were built too narrow and too shallow and that the houses were constructed right at their edge. In order to realize the original design, nothing could be done except demolish the work and start again. Peter was enraged, but realized that he would have to abandon the plan. By Peter’s death only about one-quarter of the planned buildings on Vasilievsky Island were constructed, most of them wooden, and the island was dotted with numerous unfinished buildings, most of which remained in that state for some time and made much of the island resemble a ghost town.


Although Peter did not adopt LeBlond’s plan, some of LeBlond’s and Trezzini’s general ideas were implemented, and the appearance of Vasilievsky Island still bears their general imprint. And LeBlond’s contributions were still tremendous, especially considering that he worked in the city for only 30 months before his untimely death in February 1719. He has to his credit Peterhof, the Summer Garden, the finishing of Nevsky Prospect, Apraxin’s palace, and (in part) Strelna. LeBlond also implemented generally a number of important architectural concepts still visible in the city. These included the integrated system of canals and waterways used as the city’s principal method of communication and transport, a focus on masonry structures facing the streets or embankments, and strict regulation of construction. LeBlond’s other legacies include his vision (later implemented by others) of building long, straight boulevards, initially called Perspective Streets (from the Latin pro-specto, meaning to look into the distance) and later shortened to ‘prospect’, and his concept of designing whole architectural ensembles. The first ensemble was the square on the strelka of Vasilievsky Island, later executed by Trezzini. The notable streets were three prospects radiating from the Admiralty like spokes, from which one can see the Admiralty’s spire miles away. This layout differed greatly from the traditional irregular ‘circular’ pattern of Russian cities. Had LeBlond lived longer the early architecture of the city would have been more French in style. LeBlond is also credited with initiating the formal education and training of architects in Russia. Finally, he improved construction techniques and the quality of building materials, improved city infrastructure, added finish and beauty to the city by installing street lighting, paving some streets, and organizing regular street cleaning, and implemented safety and police measures against fire, theft, and vagrancy.


Paving the city’s central streets was essential, as the swampy land quickly turned into mire when it rained and during the spring thaw. The first streets were paved in 1710, on Gorodskoi Island, but progress was slow due to a shortage of stone and of qualified workers. Peter’s 1714 decree on the mandatory bringing of stones to the city helped accelerate this work, and in 1715 the Grand Perspective Road was paved in stone. Still, more systematic street paving began only in 1717. Petersburgers were obliged to contribute to the paving effort in the areas in front of their homes. A decree of 18 June 1718 required ‘each resident to fill the streets and lanes in front of their homes with sand, and to pave them smoothly with stone according to directions issued by the master craftsmen’.88 They were also obliged to keep these areas clean or they would be fined. In those places where the paving was in wood, people were forbidden to wear nailed boots, since they tore up the wood. By the end of Peter’s reign much of the city centre was already paved.


Street lighting began with four lamps in front of the Winter Palace, but it soon spread throughout the city. LeBlond developed a plan for street lighting that was approved in 1718, designs for the street lamps by Ivan Petling were approved in 1720, and they were manufactured in factories owned by Menshikov. By 1724, 595 street lamps had been installed, which were lit and maintained by 64 workers. Another innovation was outdoor street clocks placed in selected locations, some with chimes which had to be struck manually.


Originally, Petersburg by design had virtually no bridges. At least in respect of the Neva, this was due to natural conditions: the river’s swift current of 1.2 metres per second,89 the river’s great depth, and the winter ice and ice floes in the spring, which would have made construction and maintenance difficult. Bridges (except for drawbridges) would also have impaired the growing traffic of boats on the waterways. Most important, however, were Peter’s preferences, which initially led him actually to prohibit the construction of bridges. First, he wanted canals and the river rather than streets to be the city’s primary transportation arteries, for which bridges were unnecessary and even a hindrance. Second was Peter’s love of sailing and the sea. Peter wanted his subjects to learn seamanship by crossing the Neva by sail, and bridges would have eliminated this need. Thus, Peter had sailboats issued free to the upper classes, of various sizes according to one’s rank. For those without sailboats, 20 government ferries were constructed and plied the Neva. Operated by unskilled peasants, these vessels were a hazard to the population and there were many accidents, in which among others the Polish Minister de Koningsek, Major-General Kirchner, and Peter’s own physician perished. Initially, even the use of oars was forbidden except to foreign diplomats, on pain of fines and corporal punishment. Oars were permitted only after the accident involving Peter’s doctor. In the wintertime, roads were cleared across the ice and were lined with evergreens, the seasonal opening of which was marked with a cannon shot. For transportation other than on the Neva and other natural waterways, Peter dredged numerous artificial canals. Initially they numbered over a hundred, but only a few remain today. Many of today’s streets were originally either canals or linyi with canals between them.


Ultimately, Peter’s preference for water transportation proved unworkable. When the weather was foul, or when the river was clogged with ice floes, communications within the city were cut off and the various islands were isolated from one another, often for days at a time. It was partially because of Peter’s insistence on using boats for transport that construction of private residences began to shift to Admiralty Island on the mainland. His own transportation system helped frustrate his plan to make Vasilievsky Island the city’s centre. Eventually bridges had to be built.


Peter strove to make Petersburg safe, habitable, and pleasant. To this end he organized the police, establishing the General Policemeister’s Chancellery in 1718. Peter’s conception of the police was not simply that of crime prevention, law enforcement, or surveillance. In fact the city’s police force numbered no more than 100 men.90 Drawing on rationalist Western European concepts of the well-ordered police state, the police were given broad responsibilities designed to rationalize and civilize society.91 The first General Policemeister was the Portuguese-born Anton Devier, a former ship’s cabin boy whom Peter met while in Holland during a mock naval battle. Impressed by Devier’s abilities, Peter invited him to Petersburg, initially as one of his orderlies. Devier served Peter loyally and zealously, and continued as Policemeister after Peter’s death. The German Bergholz observed of him: ‘Strict and quick in carrying out the Tsar’s orders, he instills in the common folk in general and all the inhabitants of the town such fear that they tremble at the very mention of his name.’92 But Peter was also strict with him. One day Peter was riding in a carriage with Devier, and while crossing one of the city’s few bridges noticed that some of its planks were missing or loose. Peter immediately ordered the carriage to a halt, and, while the coachman repaired the bridge on the spot, Peter caned Devier’s backside in punishment for negligence in maintaining the bridge.


Peter issued Devier with a detailed 13-part instruction outlining the Policemeister’s obligations, which reflect police science’s concept of the broad social role of the institution. Devier’s duties included not only enforcement of criminal laws, but publication of all Peter’s decrees, organizing refuse collection, setting up guards and patrols to keep vagrants and beggars off the streets (it was illegal to give alms to them; charitable donations were to be made to charitable organizations such as hospitals), suppressing street fighting, organizing fire-fighting measures, exercising quality control and imposing hygienic measures at markets, cleaning up the slaughterhouses, enforcing construction requirements, maintaining canals and docks, ensuring compliance by residents with their obligations to pave and maintain streets and sidewalks and strengthen embankments, enforcing rules on traders (including their dress), and combating desertion by workers, soldiers, and sailors. The General Policemeister’s Chancellery effectively became the general administrative body of the city. The Governor’s Office made larger decisions in the city and administered lesser details only outside the city proper.93


This vast effort was possible because the city’s residents were drafted into supplementing Devier’s small force to beautify and maintain the city, at their own expense. Citizens were subject to numerous burdensome requirements, and were fined or subject to corporal punishment if they did not comply. They had to keep the streets and pavements in front of their homes clean. When trees were planted, they were responsible for supplying the trees, and when paving was being done they had to supply sand and other materials and prepare the area by their homes. Residents living on the river and canals had to reinforce the embankments, and were forbidden from polluting the waterways. A decree of 3 September 1718 required that ‘each resident shall, early each morning before people walk the streets . . . sweep all dirt from bridges and streets in front of their homes so that there will be no refuse, and maintain the paving stones’.94 Special taxes and duties were imposed on city residents in order to fund municipal improvements, maintenance and repair, city lighting, sanitation, and other measures.


However burdensome, these efforts made Petersburg unique in Russia, and indeed in Europe. Its main streets were wide and straight, and many were paved and lit at night. It featured canals, parks, and gardens. And it was relatively safe, orderly, and clean. In these respects Petersburg was better than most Western European cities.


By Peter’s death, many of the city’s distinctive landmarks had been built, and each island had developed its own characteristics that survive to this day. Describing them up close as they appeared in Peter’s time helps to gain a feeling for Peter’s conception of his city, its geography, life there, and how it differed from the rest of Russia and compared to Europe. The description below moves through Gorodskoi, Vasilievsky, and Admiralty Islands, and finally to the outlying islands and the new palaces in the suburbs, as they existed during Peter’s reign.


Gorodskoi Island


The island behind the Peter and Paul Fortress, now called Petrograd* Island, was the first area of the city to be developed, and it remained the city’s centre into the 1730s. It featured the city’s main square and served as the first port, the city’s religious and social centre, and the location of the government.


The first building in the city was Peter’s log cabin on the riverbank about halfway between the Fortress and the Bolshaya Nevka. It was built quickly to Peter’s simple tastes by three soldier-carpenters on 24–6 May 1703, and consisted of a study, dining room, and bedroom. It combined traditional Russian and Dutch features, including painting the outside walls like bricks to resemble buildings in Amsterdam. Over time, because of his travels and other residences in the city and elsewhere, Peter spent less and less time there, and once he married Catherine he never resided there again. Recognizing its significance, however, he had it preserved. Since 1724 it has been encased and protected by three successive pavilions and still stands there today.


The original heart of the city was Trinity Square adjacent to the east side of the Fortress, named after Trinity Cathedral built on it. The Square, as well as the bridge over the Neva leading to it, still bears this name today, after having been called Revolution Square during the Soviet period. According to tradition, the foundation of Trinity Cathedral was laid on the same day as the Fortress, 16 May (27 New Style) 1703, the holy day of the Trinity, hence the cathedral’s name. Though an Orthodox church, in a major break with Russian tradition it was built in the Dutch style and was the first building of many in the city to feature a tall, slender golden spire. The original wooden building lasted until 1750, when it burned, after which Empress Elizabeth ordered that a yet unconsecrated wooden church that had just been built near her Summer Palace be transported to the site. It lasted until 1928, when it was destroyed by the Soviets.


Trinity Square was the site of holiday and victory celebrations, military parades, announcements of new laws and decrees, other public functions and outdoor social events, and public executions. One of the most notable executions was that of the noble Matvei Gagarin, who using pilfered state funds built himself a large stone mansion just east of Peter’s log cabin. In February 1723 he was convicted of massive corruption and publicly beheaded in front of the College of Justice. His palace was confiscated and used for the Synod. Catherine’s consort William Mons, the younger brother of Peter’s former lover Anna Mons, and Mary Hamilton, one of Catherine’s maids of honour, were also executed there in 1724, he for corruption and she for infanticide. But the Square was also the scene of happier events. Huge parades and masquerades, often lasting several days, were held there.*


On the river side of the Square was the city’s first port. Opposite, at the back (north) of the square, approximately where the Mosque stands today, were trading stalls dating from 1705, which served both as an ordinary food market and as a place where merchants traded and were accommodated. In July 1710 the old market and trading stalls were consumed by a fire, and in their place grew up a secondhand market that became known as the ‘Tatar Camp’ due to the area’s ethnic make-up. In 1713 a large new two-storey gostiny dvor† made of masonry replaced it; this also housed the city’s first bookshop, opened in 1714. It was government owned and guarded by soldiers. In its courtyard still stood the original exchange building, which had been built in 1705 and survived the fire. This gostiny dvor lasted until 1737, by which time others had been built in other parts of the city.


On the east side of the Square, in 1714 construction began on the two-storey building of the Colleges, built of wood faced with clay. It was designed in the Dutch style, based on the new concept of identical, repeating sections (symbolizing the equality of each college) which could be added to without destroying the architectural integrity of the building. (This pattern was later repeated in the Twelve Colleges on Vasilievsky Island.) Indeed, it was first built in four sections and later expanded to six. At the time, it was one of the largest governmental buildings in Europe. In 1718 the Senate, until then housed in the Fortress, also moved into the new building, but not for long. From 1723 it met in Peter’s Winter Palace on the Admiralty Side, where it would remain until 1732, when it moved to Trezzini’s Twelve Colleges building on Vasilievsky Island.95


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Preface



		Prologue A Tale of Three Cities



		Chapter 1. A Giant’s Vision: A New National Life



		Chapter 2. Building Peter’s Paradise



		Chapter 3. Life in Peter’s Paradise



		Chapter 4. Decline and Rebirth



		Chapter 5. Looking Like Europe: Elizabeth’s Petersburg



		Chapter 6. Thinking Like Europe: The Petersburg of Catherine II



		Chapter 7. Petersburg under the Errant Knight



		Chapter 8. Crossroads: Alexander I and the Decembrist Rebellion



		Chapter 9. Pushkin’s St Petersburg, Imperial St Petersburg



		Chapter 10. Dostoevsky’s St Petersburg



		Chapter 11. From World of Art to Apocalypse



		Chapter 12. Cradle of Revolution and Despair



		Chapter 13. Becoming Leningrad: The Revenge of Muscovy



		Chapter 14. Hero City



		Chapter 15. Rocking the Cradle



		Chapter 16. The Revenge of St Petersburg



		Source Notes and Photo Acknowledgements



		Suggestions for Further Reading in English



		About the Authors











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/f0001-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.png
=== Front line on September 25, 1941
T Line of forthest Germon advonce
030000 Front line on Januory 1, 1942
—-—- Truck route and lce Rood
J—
Rivers
Shipping route

9 0 20 %

Seans (e






OEBPS/images/f0006-01.png
Trunx
CroammaTo roroxa

CANRTAIETEPEYPTA






OEBPS/images/f0007-01.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
S| PETERSBURG

A HISTORY

ARTHUR GEORGE wirn ELENA GEORGE





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ST, PETERSBURG

("
¢






OEBPS/images/f0008-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.png
i 24 i @mmmﬂm






OEBPS/images/f0005-01.png





OEBPS/images/copy.png
Trees for LY fe





