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Introduction



The Grand Tours of Lords Burlington and Bristol replaced by ‘packages’ of Lord Thomson; the claims of groups given priority over those of the individual; the search for the rare, interesting, and beautiful compressed within a fortnight’s holiday, time being now of the essence in a world where charter jets have to be sardine-filled to capacity, hotels cost-effectively pre-booked, and guides programmed on a semi-industrial basis: how the estate of the tourist has fallen since the eighteenth century!


In East Europe and the Soviet Union, where the claims of the ‘collective’ and the masses are exalted, the practice of travel by group has been fine-tuned by Intourist and its equivalents. A tribute should be paid to these loyally industrious Soviet shepherds and shepherdesses manoeuvring their unpredictable (and often monoglot) Western flock through trial after trial, reconciling the rule book with the whims of these undisciplined, often tiresome, consumers. In a society where the State should see to all, the Western tourist would indeed be in grave difficulties without the help of his shepherds. Not speaking the language, unable to read any notices, stranded for transport, competing as an individual against the group, a Kon-Tiki helpless in the wake of those flotillas of Intourist buses, how could the lone tourist extract any pleasure from a few days spent battling for survival outside the System? Wisdom surely dictates a temporary surrender to the latter with grace. There is a moral for tourists in the story of those ambassadors of King Alexander II of Kakhetia, south of the Caucasus, sent to Moscow to Tsar Fyodor Ivanovitch in 1589–90, who, to their dismay, were confined to their quarters. When Russian envoys returned the compliment and visited Kakhetia, King Alexander pointedly remarked that they were free to go about his kingdom as they pleased, in stark contrast to the treatment of the Kakhetians. ‘No,’ replied the smooth-tongued envoys, ‘our great Sovereign did not keep your ambassadors locked up. They were free to ride wherever they wanted, but they had to be accompanied by attendants for their own safety.’* Intourist, legatees of this long tradition in Russia, which requires foreigners to be insulated against little local difficulties, perhaps deserves our understanding. ‘Security’ has different meanings for host and guest.


In this battle where thesis is propounded by the Intourist shepherd, and anti-thesis querulously and often pointlessly requested by the tourist-sheep, victory usually lies with the home-team, after all on their ground. But there is one flaw to the whole package. Information may be readily available about palaces, Kremlins, cathedrals, museums, monuments and churches, all the five-star attractions so magnificently restored or maintained, now that tourism has been accepted as a major economic activity generating a massive contribution to the foreign currency reserves of the State. But what information? Factual, doubtless, but what kind of facts? The facts available on the spot, or predigested in guidebooks, are usually quantitative in character: so many tons of marble, so many kilos of malachite, bronze, copper in this artefact of culture, or that statue; the lectures on icons, possibly objective, are technical in subject matter: problems of dating, varnish, oils, of high or low lights, the School of Pskov versus that of Suzdal, a vocabulary of the art-historian perhaps not too interested in the ideas or spiritual content of Rublev, more in his technique. Similarly, how often are portraits analysed as only of interest in terms of brush-work, light and shade, artistic pedigree, in fact any technicality, and not in terms of the relevance historically of the sitter? And as for the palaces, ‘ways of life of the former landed classes’, a catalogue of architectural styles and the idiosyncrasies of plasterwork and pillars, are pale substitutes for the raw stuff of history that was made within their walls by individuals.


The Muse of history, as far as mass tourism, its shepherds and its sheep are concerned, sleeps. There is a risk that sixty years of teaching in post-Revolutionary schools has forever dimmed the chances of a presentation focusing on history as it took place, whether in the Kremlin, Hermitage, or in the fastnesses of the Caucasus. I recall (on a lecture tour in 1978) reading extracts of Catherine the Great’s Memoirs (to a group of English travellers), recounting how she took power, using the house of Monplaisir at Peterhof as her spring-board. These memorable pages describe incredible, reckless play for the highest stakes. My shepherdess, extremely well-educated, told me with sorrow she had never been able to get a copy of this, a key source-book to the history of St Petersburg and Russia. And so it is with most other memoirs and similar source material. The tourist, however much he has dipped into a competent biography of Alexander I or Nicholas I, could hardly, for practical reasons alone, crowd into his luggage the relevant eye-witness accounts directly connected with their reigns: a description, for instance, of the Decembrist revolt of 1825, unforgettably associated with the Senate Square; or that given by John Reed so vividly of the ‘storming’ of the Winter Palace, in his Ten Days that Shook the World, conveying the hectic chaos of those first hours when the world of Nicholas II and Kerensky collapsed before that of Lenin. The factual, quantitative recital of mildly boring ‘cultural’ information, whether about art, architecture, or even general history, cannot take the place of the voices of the makers of history, or of their observant contemporaries, and by extension of the liveliest authority on the period (often out of print). It is intriguing that of the great series of Murray’s handbooks, the one dealing with France in the second half of the nineteenth century recommended to its readers homework in the following terms: ‘There are three authors whose works should be perused before entering France: Caesar for its ancient history, Froissart in his Chronicles for its feudal history, and Arthur Young for the picture of France before the Great Revolution.’ A similar recommendation could be made for Russia.


There are indeed some anthologies that have resurrected Russia’s history, customs and manners in this spirit. Cross’s Russia Under Western Eyes 1517–1825 and Francesca Wilson’s Muscovy: Russia Through Foreign Eyes 1553–1900 are excellent, and are evocatively illustrated. But they suffer from important lacunae as far as the tourist is concerned. These extracts are not related specifically to topography or places which the tourist would be likely to visit, and by definition Russian contributions, whether from history or literature, are excluded. A seductive case, too, can be made out for invoking the help of the Muses of poetry and letters, as well as that of history, to bring to life key aspects in history where they happened: Tolstoy’s Hadji Murad, his account of the sack of Moscow in War and Peace, Lermontov’s Tale for Children on the romantic vision of the city, Pushkin on the flood of 1824 – why should such material be neglected? Between the Scylla of a limited cubic capacity of one’s suitcase, and the Charybdis of guidebooks (and indeed guides) telling the traveller facts that fail to recreate the key events of history, there would seem to be a need for a new Traveller’s Companion, a topographical anthology.


No sooner, however, has this desirable aim been stated, than its severe limitations appear. What if there is no appropriate document? No chronicler? No Pushkin nor Lermontov nor Tolstoy, whose poetry or prose is to immortalize the event or place? The reader must decide whether the art of selection, applied to the available material, has justified this book. It should save him hours in the private or public library, an attack of backache were he to lug around a heavy suitcase full of the appropriate source-books and, it is hoped, it will yield him the lively pleasure of recapturing the past as vividly as our elders could hand it down to us; truth, varnished or not, closer to the event or place than a guidebook or guide can usually provide. Manners and morals are as entertaining and illuminating, in some contexts, as historical events themselves. And literature has been also quarried for that indefinable, the spirit of place.


No single section, dealing with a specific place to be visited, should take the reader more than fifty minutes to read, say, on the preceding evening. More would be too demanding in the context of a Soviet package. The material has been arranged, as far as is possible, chronologically by place. There are doubtless as many sins of omission as of commission. For example, it may be pointed out that whilst an exciting number of major historical events in the history of the city have been described – the seizure of power by Elizabeth and Catherine, thanks to the Guards; the murder of Paul I; the suppression of the Decembrists – and placed in the context of the buildings and squares where these dramatic events happened, other equally dramatic moments, not only of Petersburg’s history but of Russia’s, are missing: Peter’s interrogation and torture, unto death, of his own son Alexis in 1718 in the Fortress of St Peter and St Paul; his waterborne announcement to the burghers of the Peace of Nystad in 1721 which ‘opened the window’ on to the Baltic and Europe; the first night of Gogol’s The Government Inspector, encouraged so unexpectedly by Nicholas I; Father Gapon on ‘Bloody Sunday’ in 1905 seeing the workers in the Palace Square being shot down. There is only one excuse: this is an anthology and not an exhaustive history.


It would have been satisfying to have included in this anthology standard guidebook information. Practical considerations of space excluded this. Furthermore, a good guidebook needs frequent updating. There seems to be no alternative but to travel with two books: one of the excellent guides currently available (Nagel, Louis, Cross, etc.) and a second one, left to the reader’s imagination!
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‘Petersburg is Russian but it is not Russia’ – Nicholas I, quoted by the Marquis de Custine.*


The stupendous phenomenon of the creation of Petersburg (so called after St Peter and not Peter the Great) tends to be taken for granted by the visitor of the 1980s. One hundred and eighty years ago, the spirit of the Founder still moved one Western traveller to refer to ‘these prodigious piles of stones, these temples and palaces, these canals, these bridges, . . . the work of our times, of our generation’,† and to remind us, in the ornate prose of the 1800s, that ‘on the marshy shores of the gulf of Finland, under an inhospitable sky, buried in fogs and snow, stood a miserable village, inhabited by fishermen, gaining their scanty sustenance from the produce of the sea. At a command of a prince this rude and savage spot, abandoned by nature, and deserted by mankind, is converted into a receptacle of the arts, the residence of his majesty, the cradle of the nurture of his civilizing nation. Human powers and human industry extort from nature what she had refused to bestow, noxious swamps now swell into beneficient canals, the rocks of the adjacent wildernesses are piled into stately monuments and gorgeous palaces; ships from the remotest countries visit the untried seas, the colony of the frozen north becomes the seat of luxury, the source of light, the mart of commerce for the world-like Russian empire; and – the period of one human life was sufficient for accomplishing this miraculous production.’


This enduring myth of Peter the Colossus has inspired both historical precedent and literary genius in Russia, and was brought to life for all time in Pushkin’s ballad, The Bronze Horseman (Falconet’s famous statue of Peter the Great, dominating the Neva). The following anecdote (quoted by the French Ambassador before the 1914–18 War, Maurice Paléologue) casts a searching light on to one aspect of the paradoxes of Peter, destroyer or creator, reformer or revolutionary, ‘essentially Russian’ or ‘Westernizer’:




Returning from a call at the end of the English Quay, I saw the Chamberlain, Nicholas Besak, staggering through the thawing mud in a fierce and cutting north wind. I offered him a lift in my car . . .


When we reached the Holy Synod Square, crowned by the monument of Peter I, Falconet’s masterpiece, I once more expressed my admiration of the majestic effigy of the tsar legislator, who seems to be directing the very course of the Neva from the vantage point of a prancing horse. Besak raised his hat.


‘I greet the greatest revolutionary of modern times,’ he said.


‘Peter I a revolutionary? I always thought he was a fierce, impetuous and rabid reformer, without scruples or mercy, but possessed to a very high degree of creative genius and the instinct for order and authority.’


‘No, all Peter Alexeievitch liked was destroying things. That is why he was so essentially Russian. In his savage despotism he undermined and overturned the whole fabric. For nearly thirty years he was in revolt against his people; he attacked all our national traditions and customs; he turned everything upside down, even our holy orthodox Church. You call him a reformer. But a true reformer allows for the past, recognises the limits of the possible and impossible, is cautious with his changes and paves the way for the future. He was quite different. He destroyed for the sheer delight of destroying, and took a cynical pleasure in breaking down the resistance of others, outraging for conscience, and killing their most natural and legitimate feelings . . . When our present day anarchists dream of blowing up the social edifice on the pretext of reconstructing it en bloc, they are unconsciously drawing their inspiration from Peter the Great. Like him, they have a fanatical hatred of the past; like him, they imagine they can change the whole soul of a nation by ukases and penalties. Once more, I say that Peter Alexeievitch is the true ancestor and precursor of our revolutionaries.’





In sharp contrast to this view of Peter – almost heretical in identifying the Tsar with the ‘Asiatic’, Tartar, nihilism of Russian history – is the familiar image of Peter as the Western Enlightener, the opener of windows, the standard-bearer of young Russia’s imperialism. No more fervent disciple of this school existed than Russia’s greatest polemicist of the nineteenth century, Alexander Herzen, who described ‘the movement inaugurated by Peter, the whole gist of which lay in the secularization of the Tsardom and the diffusion of European culture’.* Herzen even claimed that Petrine Russia ‘was from the first more national than the period of the Muscovite Tsars’. Peter was a Russian Frederick II or Joseph II, a typically eighteenth-century Caesar, imposing his ‘Petersburg culture terrorism’ upon the Slavophils, Schismatics, Old Believers, clergy, patriots and dissidents of all kinds.


It was Nicholas I who, during his long reign from 1825 to 1855, reverted to becoming the ‘representative and leader’ of the Old Russian party, of the values of autocracy, nationalism and orthodoxy, of a pre-Petrine ‘ponderous Byzantine ritual formality’, obsessed by customs of ‘unalterable precedence’ or ‘rigid proprieties’ and ‘dignified formalities’. Patriotism was imposed by the knout (a particularly savage – even lethal – form of flogging) and the police; and it was easy for Nicholas to cow those subjects, for ‘Peter’s upheaval made us into the worst that men can be made into – enlightened slaves’† who were to people Petersburg’s palaces and prospekts. Education, such as that inculcated at Pushkin’s Lycée, was perverted, and ‘lay in instilling the religion of blind obedience, leading to power as its reward’.‡ So the legacy of Muscovite Russia was inherited by Peter’s successor only in the nineteenth century.


In his compelling analysis of Russia of the mid-1840s, the Marquis de Custine,§ to a degree, agreed with Herzen:




Petersburg, a city built rather against Sweden than for Russia, ought to be nothing more than a seaport, a Russian Dantzic. Instead of this, Peter the First made it a box, from which his chained boyars might contemplate, with envy, the stage on which is enacted the civilisation of Europe; a civilisation which, in forcing them to copy, he forbade them to emulate!


Peter the Great, in all his works, acted without any regard to humanity, time or nature.


All his ideas, with the faults of character of which they were the consequence, have spread and multiplied under the reigns that followed.





But de Custine did not condemn Nicholas’ nationalism out of hand:




Nicholas is the first who has endeavoured to stem the torrent, by recalling the Russians to themselves: an enterprise that the world will admire when it shall have recognised the firmness of spirit with which it has been conceived. After such reigns as those of Catherine and Paul, to make the Russia left by the Emperor Alexander a real Russian empire; to speak Russian, to think as a Russian, to avow himself a Russian – and this, while presiding over a court of nobles who are the heirs of the favourites of the ‘Semiramis of the North’ – is an act of true courage. Whatever may be the result of the plan, it does honour to him who devised it.





What desperately worried de Custine were the uses to which the ‘real Russian Empire’ would put its newfound powers. After Nicholas’ death, ‘Russia dashed once more upon the path traced out by Peter’, a phrase vividly echoing the clattering hooves of the Bronze Horseman. But there were, at least so Herzen believed, limits to the Superman: the Petrine Revolution was not just ‘the consequence of personal will and the caprice of genius’; rather it came ‘in response to the instinctive demands of Russia to develop its powers’.*


Very different views exist, therefore, of the Petrine achievement and legacy, and no historical anthology of Petersburg would be truthful without recognizing them.


And the Bronze Horseman, possessive, menacing,* provides yet another major theme in Petersburg’s history and literature: that of the tyrant indifferently viewing the struggles, sacrifices and annihilation of the individual, such as the crazed clerk Evgeny, or Dostoyevsky’s Raskolnikov, or Gogol’s Akaky of The Overcoat. Symbols of the underdog, shaking their fists powerlessly at the Idol, are the millions of poor labourers, soldiers, serfs, prostitutes, down-at-heel pen pushers and lowly bureaucrats, all that slave-labour upon whose bones the city was erected. As in a Dürer etching of Beauty holding hands with Death, so there lurks behind the pretty yellow and green façades of the palaces, a vast charnel-house.


It was these wretches who had to endure the deadly cold (or worse still, the Neva) in their cellars, the miasmas, fogs and other caprices of nature, in other words, every kind of climatic oppression; and there was another, even more insidious oppression to be endured, this time man-made: the chafing corset of Peter the Great’s Table of Ranks. For Peter the Great ‘could devise nothing better in his profoundly deep yet narrow penetration than to divide the herd, that is to say the people, into classes. Thus it is that Russia had become a Regiment of sixty million strong; and this is the Tchinn, the mightiest achievement of Peter.’†


As a consequence of this regimentation, the whole capital, this garrison universe, was consumed with the ‘fever’ of ambition, of promotion, the race for stars and ribbands, titles and ranks. It was said that Petersburg would be a desert without the Court. There was only one force exempt from this fever, that of cruel, indifferent Nature herself. Alexander I is made to exclaim, in The Bronze Horseman, as he mournfully sees the Neva flood of 1824 swirl about the caryatids of the Winter Palace: ‘Tsars cannot master the divine elements’.


But the argument applied only to those fortunate few galloping across the Millionaya or the Nevsky to keep rewarding appointments with fate. What of the impotent, servile rest? What of the Petersburg population which doubled between 1850 and 1890, piled pell-mell into a frantic industrialization? Out of these apparently mute masses – standing silently around the Decembrist mutineers of 1825 – were to come the characters of Russia’s great novels of the nineteenth century. The alienated, disaffected, unhappy, isolated, rootless nomads of the city now seem familiar to us. But their pedigree is not ‘Western’; it is Petersburgian. Their lives were a search for relief from the kicks of the Horseman, the corset of the Petrine system of ranks, the Muscovite disciplines of a Nicholas I. The search, as we know from Gogol, Lermontov, Dostoyevsky, Blok, and others, took these frenzied, solitary, trapped denizens of this ‘most fantastic’ city (the phrase is Dostoyevsky’s) into a world of illusions and dreams, of the half-truths of schizophrenia and, in the end, of madness. ‘Progress’, in our sense, meant nothing to them. The soul of Russia, of the ‘Eternal Maiden’, had remained, so the Slavophils asserted, in Moscow and in the country; Petersburg was but an administrative shell: as Gogol put it, ‘Moscow is necessary to Russia; Petersburg needs Russia.’ Murder and suicide stalked these frustrated Lizas and Hermanns. The city’s beautiful canals were convenient coffins. Pushkin had foretold all this in his dedication for The Bronze Horseman: ‘Pechalen budet moy rasskas’ – Sad will be my tale.


The more the city’s symmetrical gridiron sought to brand itself into their flesh, the more they would seek to escape it. The Founder in the 1710s certainly had not worried about this aspect of his creation; nor did his successors. For in their grand plan of huge squares and enormous prospekts, in conspiracy with the very width of the Neva, humanity is dwarfed and ‘there is in this city the pathos of space’. Even the golden spires of the cathedrals, fortresses and of the Admiralty shrink to a needle thinness lost in the winter skies.


For fleeting moments, the masses might take some kind of revenge on the Founder and his legatees, only to be shot down (as in 1905) or to triumph for a few hours (as in 1917) by investing the empty shells of power of an abandoned Winter Palace. Indeed, the ‘crawling, howling myriapod’ of humanity (in Andrei Bely’s striking phrase) would have had only one ironic consolation for all their humiliations, to see power transferred back from ‘Western’ Petersburg to ‘Asiatic’ Moscow. The ‘Dowager Empress’ would take her revenge.


It is to Russian literature that due recognition must be given for its deft unravelling of the skeins and bandages protecting the mummified soul of past Petersburg. Allowing for the crushing weight of a half Tartar, half Byzantine despotism, of a line of mainly German rulers, where else indeed would Petersburg find its living soul except through the liberating powers of literature? We Western visitors have, of course, no trouble in assimilating the Western aspects of Petersburg’s life: it is Russianized aspects of our own culture and civilization that are visually on show in the palaces, pictures and architecture; but to the impalpable, intuitive, irrational Russian Petersburg, literature is the best passport.


The subject is not an easy one. Even the Russian himself, confused by siren voices of ‘progress’ heard at his Western window, has suffered from a crisis of values and identity, though ultimately his patriotic loyalties reverted to powerful atavisms of steppe and forest, to a Mother Russia where the Bronze Horseman would find no place. For Gogol, the splendours of Petersburg’s façades were deceptions; nothing could be what it seemed to be; the straighter the prospekt, the madder its denizens. In Andrei Bely’s Petersburg (finished before 1914), an extraordinary description of these Petrine paradoxes is to be found, where these myths are brought to culmination.


Secondary themes, it is hoped, also enliven this anthology. After all, most visitors to Petersburg before 1917, or even acute observers living there, were not obsessed with questions of reform or revolution, of Western civilization and Eastern despotism, and were content enough to chronicle the pleasures of four frivolous Empresses, or those of the Court, aristocracy, and of the merchant class (one-third German, let it not be forgotten). Indeed, the formal festivities of the ancien régime (such as the Blessing of the Waters) deserve an honourable mention.


The anthology stops with the 1917 Revolution. To have done justice to Leningrad’s massive expansion since then, and heroic defence in World War II, would require a book at least a third as long again, which must remain a desirable project for the future.





_____________


* Russian Embassies to the Georgian Kings 1589–1605, ed. W. E. D. Allen, Cambridge University Press, 1970.


* Russia, abridged from the French, of the Marquis de Custine, 1854.


† Picture of Petersburg by H. Storch, 1801.


* My Past and Thoughts, vol. 4, by Alexander Herzen.


† Ibid.


‡ Ibid.


§ Op. cit.


* Herzen, op. cit.


* The lines from Pushkin are clear enough: ‘Terrible was he in the surrounding gloom! What thought was in his brow! What strength was hidden in him! And in this steed what fire! Where are you galloping, proud horse, and where do your hoofs fall? O mighty master of fate! Was it not thus, aloft on the very edge of the abyss, that you reined up Russia with your iron curb?’


† Custine, op cit.
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Alexander Pushkin’s comments about the ‘Russian blood’ of the later Romanovs, from An Ambassador’s Memoirs 1914– 1917 by Maurice Paléologue.



For years to come historians will go on arguing as to whether the Emperor Paul I was really the son of Peter III or whether he owed his birth to the brilliant officer who headed the interminable list of his mother’s lovers, Sergius Soltykov.


If the latter is true the successors of Catherine the Great cannot be the true heirs of the Romanovs. But whatever may be the solution of this conjugal puzzle, a problem remains. Does the Tsar Nicholas II trace his descent from the same family as his people? Is he of the same race? In a word, what proportion of Russian blood has he in his veins?


A very minute proportion.


This is his descent:


 1.  The Tsar Alexis Michailovitch (1629–1676) marries Nathalie Narischkin (1655–1694);
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