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I want to voice support to my friend Kirill Serebrennikov, an outstanding Russian filmmaker and theater director, who was arrested on August 22, 2017 on made-up charges. I hope he won’t share the fate of any character of this book.















PREFACE



I am not a historian, but a journalist. As such, this book was written according to the rules of journalism: as if the characters were alive and I had been able to interview them—rather like my previous book, All the Kremlin’s Men.


Fortunately, most of my protagonists told their own stories, having left behind detailed diaries, letters, memoirs, and public statements. In order to recreate the picture of early twentieth-century Russia, I tried to read as many of the available sources as I could. There is no doubt that although many people lied (especially in their memoirs), most did so sincerely, convinced that they were telling the truth.


My primary objective was to view the world through contemporary eyes. I did not have a ready-made answer to the question of why the Russian revolution happened. I did not have a theory that I wanted to prove to the reader; that would have required some fact-filtering. On the contrary, it took me a great deal of work to clear the picture of prejudices and stereotypes, and to peel away the layers of sediment deposited by dozens of professional historians. Many had their own preconceived concepts and off-the-shelf answers. Many looked upon Russia’s revolution as a single, irreversible process.


My protagonists knew—or rather, know—nothing about this. They live their own lives, little suspecting that many years later they will be considered grains of sand in the historical process.


The book starts at the turn of the twentieth century. It is a fascinating time. Many of Russia’s young metropolitan intellectuals—the “noughties” generation—are apolitical and totally unlike the older generation of dissidents. They consider politics to be yesterday’s game, something old-hat and unfashionable. But politics enters their lives uninvited as the tsarist regime stifles creative freedom, banning and blocking arbitrarily. The result is a gradual swelling of mass protest—the first in Russian history, which is only bolstered by the regime’s cack-handed response. During this brief window of opportunity, Russia has a civil society that is active, demanding, and self-aware. Many of the most vibrant figures from this time are forgotten or willfully misunderstood in Russia today.


Russian intellectuals are outraged by the unprovoked shooting of a workers’ demonstration on 9 January 1905, Bloody Sunday, after which the protest mood becomes overwhelming. The creative class demands general elections, a parliament, freedom of speech, and equality before the law. What’s more, it is sure that it will have its way. But the euphoria lasts barely a year. The authorities seem to reach out at first, but soon backtrack on their promises. Yesterday’s optimism gives way to bitter disappointment, and society braces itself for a crackdown. At that point, for many, the time has come to topple the regime.


Curiously, this period—from 1905 to 1914—is regarded by some contemporaries as the most prosperous time in the history of the Russian Empire, a “corpulent” decade, while others see it as a gloomy age of repression, electoral rigging, and nod-and-wink justice. Power and influence fall into the hands of religious radicals and witch-hunters, who demand that cultural figures be biblically “chastised with scorpions” for daring to insult the authorities or the feelings of Orthodox believers. Many intellectuals leave Russia for Europe, where they engage in endless debates about the fate of their homeland. Bizarrely, Europe is also home to many imperial family members and courtiers, who shock the locals with their lavish lifestyle. The intellectual and aristocratic Russian elites are hardly in Russia at this time.


This existence—carefree for some, forlorn for others—comes to an abrupt end with the outbreak of World War I, which no one expects. It is not the war itself that plunges Russia into the abyss, but the fact that the Russian state, with its veritable army of bureaucrats and officials, is unable to cope. The early frontline successes are derailed by corruption and incompetence.


Post factum, the course of history seems logical. Armed with hindsight, we are able to trace the hatching of plans and the exposing of plots; good and evil are clearly labeled. But on stepping into the shoes of history’s participants, our preconceived concepts turn to dust. Nothing is preordained. Everyone is fallible and error-prone. No one can foresee the future even a couple of days ahead. No one can map out their own life—let alone that of a dying empire—because the circumstances are in such flux. Even Lenin is convinced of his imminent failure just hours before his ultimate triumph.


In turning the stories of the dramatis personae into a narrative, I have not attempted to write a complete history of the Russian state. Russian history, in my view, already concentrates too heavily on the state, or rather on the Sovereign, in whatever guise. Russians are accustomed to viewing their history as a set of biographies of leaders—an elegant array of tsars, general secretaries, and presidents behind which Russian society is obscured. What did the people want? What did they fear? For me, what they did and how they went about doing it are far more important than the dreams and desires of the inhabitants of Tsarskoye Selo or the Kremlin. This book is an attempt to tell the history of Russian society, an attempt to study what it strove for and why, by force of popular pressure, the empire had to die.


I selected as my protagonists the most luminous members of society: the leaders and shapers of public opinion—not only politicians, but also writers, journalists, artists, and preachers.


This book is certainly not an academic work. For the sake of the reader, I have taken the liberty of using modern vocabulary and modern geographical names. At the same time, I do not adhere to the customs often found in historical literature: for example, I call the characters by the names that they called themselves and each other, and not as they are usually known in historical literature. Also, in order to speak to the reader in a clear and modern language I provided all the money sums with their today’s equivalents. It should be mentioned that these calculations do not pretend to be absolutely precise, giving only approximate numbers.


This work is the result of the efforts of a huge number of people. First of all, I would like to thank my friends and colleagues from the Future History Lab. We have spent the past two years developing Project1917 (project1917.com)—a unique database of diaries, letters, memoirs, and articles written by people in 1917. All the materials are structured as a series of social media exchanges, creating an online drama that offers a glimpse inside 1917 through the eyes of its inhabitants.


This book would not have been written without the editorial direction of Karen Shainyan, the tenacious editing of Anna Shur, or the help of Pavel Krasovitsky, who performed heroic research in the archives, and organizational efforts of Vera Makarenko. In writing this book, I was greatly assisted by the professional advice of the illustrious historians Kirill Solovyov and Boris Kolonitsky. I also wish to thank Clive Priddle and the whole PublicAffairs team for their patience and professionalism. And I am endlessly grateful to Thomas Hodson for his careful and creative translation of the book into English.


Finally, I would like to dedicate this book to my daughter, Liza. I hope that it will be of interest to her—and her generation. If they can avoid the mistakes that we and the people herein are guilty of, the world will be better for it.
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in which Leo Tolstoy becomes a symbol of the fight against the regime and the main ideologist of the opposition




A NEW CENTURY


On 24 February 1901 the Church Gazette, the official magazine of the prerevolutionary Russian Orthodox Church, publishes the text of an edict issued by the Holy Synod on the excommunication of the renowned Russian writer Leo Tolstoy. It is the church’s first excommunication in more than one hundred years, the turbulence of the previous century notwithstanding. But Tolstoy is a special case.


Petersburg society, which considers itself the epitome of modernity, is shocked by such archaism. “It must be the first time such news has been conveyed by telegraph,” quips Tolstoy’s friend, the journalist and writer Vladimir Korolenko. “Excommunication by telegraph is indeed a paradoxical start to the new century.”


The next day, 25 February, papers across the Russian Empire reprint the article in the Church Gazette, from which Tolstoy learns that he is now officially persona non grata. He is in Moscow at the time, on his estate at Khamovniki. According to his wife, Sofia Andreyevna, Count Tolstoy is deeply upset, and the whole family is at a loss: what next?


For many years Tolstoy has lived not so much outside the law as beyond it. His books have been banned, and people imprisoned and exiled for printing and distributing them. Tolstoy’s closest friend and loyal follower, the publisher Vladimir Chertkov, has been expelled from Russia. Yet the persecution has not yet extended to Tolstoy personally, perhaps because the writer is now seventy-two years old.


Formally, the Russian Orthodox Church is not separate from the state, which means that a lapse of faith is a crime punishable under secular laws, including exile or imprisonment. For the past two decades, rumors have circulated that the writer could be dispatched to the Suzdal Monastery, effectively a prison for religious offenders, including a number of Old Believers—members of the Russian Orthodox Church who refused to accept the liturgical reforms of Patriarch Nikon in 1653. But so far Tolstoy has remained at liberty. Will the new edict change that?


Tolstoy used to enjoy the patronage of Emperor Alexander III, who loved to read the writer’s early works in childhood. But the tsar passed away seven years ago, in 1894, at the tender age of fifty. Still very much alive, however, is the tsar’s former tutor and éminence grise, Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev, who is Tolstoy’s peer (just one year older) and sworn enemy. Pobedonostsev also tutored Nicholas II and retains a grandfatherly influence over the new emperor.


On learning of the Holy Synod’s decree, Tolstoy goes into town, where there is public unrest. It has nothing to do with his excommunication: student rioting began in Moscow and Saint Petersburg in 1899 when a university rector ordered that the most politically active students should be conscripted. Battles have been raging in Russia’s two capitals ever since, and February 1901 has seen a new surge. Tolstoy arrives at Lubyanka Square in central Moscow* and gets mixed up in a brawl between students and police. News of his excommunication has already spread through the city, and the writer is recognized by the students. In between throwing punches, they give him an ovation.


But not everyone is supportive. “Look, it’s the devil in human form,” someone shouts at Tolstoy on Lubyanka Square. “The mood of the crowd was split between adoration and loathing. Tolstoy hailed a cab and quickly drove off,” is how police officer Alexander Spiridovich later describes the scene. “If there hadn’t been so many students, I could have been beaten up,” recalls the writer himself.


Waiting for him back at the house are letters from total strangers. On opening them, he realizes that the persecution has begun: “You will die like a dog and rot in hell!”, “If the government doesn’t get rid of you, we will,” and “I’ll come and get you, you scum” are some of the more polite sentiments. “Even face-to-face some people expressed similar animosity,” writes Tolstoy.


Not all the messages are hostile, but Tolstoy does not note them in his diary.


The Ministry of Interior prohibits all discussion of the Holy Synod’s edict, and the ensuing lull generates plenty of rumor and speculation. Vladimir Chertkov, exiled in England, is frantic with worry about stories of Tolstoy’s arrest and showers his friend with telegrams. Pobedonostsev watches for the hateful (in his eyes) intelligentsia to react to the Holy Synod’s decision, despite the fact that officially all publications on this topic are forbidden by the censor. Even Emperor Nicholas II is perturbed by the hullabaloo surrounding Tolstoy, for he does not like scandals. He summons the ageing Pobedonostsev and asks indignantly why he was not consulted before the decision was taken to excommunicate Tolstoy. Pobedonostsev, whose official title is ober-procurator of the Holy Synod (essentially, “minister of the church”) smiles in reply: “What do you mean? I came and showed you the text. You just weren’t paying attention.”


Pobedonostsev, the personal tutor of two emperors, has a low opinion of Nicholas II. He often recalls how the young tsar would stand there picking his nose while being advised about state business.


AN OLD PROPHET


The now-excommunicated Leo Tolstoy’s position in Russia is undoubtedly remarkable. At the age of seventy-two he is one of the most famous people in Russia, yet for the past twenty years he has been at war with the state.


Step back to 1880, and Tolstoy is to be found about to undergo a spiritual revolution. “My father’s Orthodox faith ended quite unexpectedly,” describes Tolstoy’s son, Ilya. “It was Lent. A special meal was prepared for my father and others who were fasting, while the young children, governesses and tutors were served meat. A servant had just put the meat dish on the table when my father turned to me (I always sat next to him) and said, pointing to the meat: ‘Ilyushka, pass me a meat chop, there’s a good lad. No, I haven’t forgotten it’s Lent, but I’m not going to fast anymore, so no more Lenten fare for me.’ To everyone’s dismay, he ate it up and licked his lips. Seeing our father’s attitude to Lent, we soon became indifferent to religion.”


In terms of global cultural impact, those meat chops can be compared to the Ninety-Five Theses that Martin Luther allegedly nailed to the door of Wittenberg Church in 1517. By renouncing Lent, Tolstoy embarks on his own reformation of Christianity.


Having mastered Ancient Greek, Tolstoy writes his own version of the New Testament in 1880-1881 entitled The Gospel in Brief. At heart it is a psychological novel about a young Jesus who is not the son of God, rather his mother Mary knows only that his father is not her husband Joseph. Aware of this fact, Jesus experiences a profound internal drama. His conversations with the devil, for instance, are presented by Tolstoy as an inner dialogue between Jesus and himself. Tolstoy’s text makes no mention of miracles, for he does not believe in them, and his Gospel ends with Jesus dying on the cross—with no resurrection to speak of. Tolstoy’s Christ is an ordinary man, a teacher, and a philosopher, but possessing exemplary moral fiber. For Tolstoy, Christ’s gift to mankind lies in his love for humanity, ability to forgive, and rejection of violence, not in ecclesiastical rites.


Tolstoy rejects what the church has become, along with all its rituals, because all they do is divide the Christian world. He sees himself as the creator and founder of a new universal Christianity, free of impurities. Interestingly, in Tolstoy’s Gospel the word “Pharisees” is replaced with pravoslavniye, or “orthodox,” meaning those who worship correctly—which is not in fact a literal translation.


Tolstoy knows that The Gospel in Brief cannot be published in Russia, so the book is printed in Switzerland. It only appears in Russia in 1906, and even then not in its entirety. Tolstoy’s version of the New Testament is followed by the novel Confession, the treatise What I Believe, and other religious works. His spiritual transformation completely changes his life and upsets his wife. Countess Sofia does not accept her husband’s new religion and ceases to be his creative helper and muse. Tolstoy’s new “spiritual partner” and chief promoter of his ideas is now Vladimir Chertkov. Sometime in the 1880s, Chertkov and Sofia Tolstoy develop a mutual antipathy for each other, which lasts a lifetime.


Tolstoy’s attitude to his work, status, and success also changes. The copyright to all his works printed before 1881 he transfers to his family, and all those printed afterwards he declares to be in the public domain. The pre-1881 period, including War and Peace and Anna Karenina, he considers less important. Many years later, in response to guests eulogizing about his great novels, he would say: “It’s like praising Edison for being able to dance the mazurka.” Henceforth, he regards only his religious writings as worthy of attention.


And it is his religious musings that turn Tolstoy into an underground writer, for publishers are no longer allowed to print his works in Russia. Yet his teaching continues to spread. There is a spike in the number of army recruits who refuse to serve, citing that they are followers of Tolstoy and that violence goes against their religious beliefs. The “Tolstoyans,” as they are known, continue to multiply, despite the state’s persecution of them.


But Tolstoy himself remains untouched, which displeases him. All around, people are under threat, yet he seems to live in a vacuum. He himself would be happy to suffer punishment. In 1890 Tolstoy holds a conversation with the religious philosopher Konstantin Leontiev, a staunch opponent of his: “It’s a pity, sir, that there is so little fanaticism inside me,” an angry Leontiev says to Tolstoy. “For I would surely send a letter to Saint Petersburg, where I have connections, and ask that you be exiled to Tomsk, and for your wife and daughters not to visit you, and for you to be provided with very little wherewithal. You, sir, are positively harmful!” “My dear, Konstantin!” replies the writer. “For God’s sake, please do write that letter. That is my dream. I’m doing everything I can to endanger myself, yet the government turns a blind eye. I implore you to write it.”


Tolstoy’s protection comes from Emperor Alexander III himself, who values his worth as a writer and reasons that martyrdom would only disseminate his ideas even more. Although Tolstoy’s new works are not printed, his popularity grows thanks to his social activity. In 1891, central Russia is hit by a famine. Tolstoy travels to Ryazan and opens up a provincial network of soup kitchens, collecting huge amounts of money to help the starving. On one of his trips he learns that a local priest is telling the starving peasants not to accept help from Tolstoy, because he is the Antichrist. And many take it to heart. Tolstoy’s daughter, Tatiana, remembers being told by the starving, as she tried to help them, “Go away, my dear, and take your bread with you. We don’t need alms from the Antichrist.” Afterwards, the peasants begin to realize that Tolstoy does not mean them any harm and start to wonder why the clergy call him the Antichrist.


Just a few years later several thousand people will describe themselves as Tolstoyans in the Russian Imperial Census of 1897.


Meanwhile, the teaching is denounced as a harmful sect, and the struggle against it is headed by none other than the omnipotent “Minister of the Church” Pobedonostsev. Yet even he is powerless to do anything against Tolstoy himself. Censoring Tolstoy’s work brings him into conflict with the tsar. Alexander III overrides Pobedonostsev and personally allows the publication of The Kreutzer Sonata, despite the censor having banned it. Yet Pobedonostsev scores a minor victory by stopping a staging of The Power of Darkness, despite the fact that Alexander III has seen a rehearsal at the Alexandrinsky Theatre and is reported to have enjoyed it.


SENSELESS DAYDREAMS


But in 1894 Tolstoy’s protector dies. His successor, the twenty-six-year-old Nicholas II, is interested in neither politics, nor the elderly Tolstoy, nor the equally elderly Pobedonostsev, who intimidates the young tsar. Nicholas learns from Pobedonostsev one thing: imperial power comes from God and any form of constitution from the devil.


Nicholas II’s rule gets off to a bad start. After the coronation the tsar receives delegations from various provinces. During a meeting with a group of subjects from Tver, he reads out a written speech in which he says that all hopes for representative government are nothing but “senseless daydreams.”


Petersburg society is prepared to forgive the tsar’s poorly worded “mission statement,” but Tolstoy is enraged. He writes an article entitled “Senseless Daydreams”—perhaps the most complete exposition of his political views on record—in which he verbally lays into the young emperor.


Having condemned the “insolence of the young lordling,” Tolstoy concludes that the monarchy in its present form is a danger to Russia:




This huge country with a population of over 100 million is managed by one person. And this person is appointed by accident of birth, not according to merit.… No one of sound mind would get inside a cab or a train if the driver did not know how to control the vehicle, but the driver’s father supposedly did. And no one would board a boat with a captain whose only seafaring pedigree stems from the fact that he is the great-nephew of a man who once commanded the vessel. No sensible person would put his family’s life in the hands of such a driver or captain, yet all of us live in a state that is run—and absolutely at that—by the sons and great-nephews of rulers who were themselves no good at managing people.





After giving the monarchy a tongue-lashing, Tolstoy turns his attention to the bureaucracy, concluding that it is Russia’s army of civil servants, and not the emperor, that effectively rules Russia.


Tolstoy ends the article by naming the civil servant who irritates him the most: Pobedonostsev. He is a symbol of the regime, a man who “befuddles and corrupts the people.” It is a direct challenge to the state, as if Tolstoy were deliberately trying to humiliate the powers-that-be and provoke them into punishing him. But still the authorities do not react.


THE GREAT RESETTLEMENT


In the early years of the reign of Nicholas II, Tolstoy begins his most high-profile social campaign in defense of the Doukhobors, a Christian sect that is very close to him spiritually, since they reject the rituals of the Orthodox Church and any form of violence. In 1895, the Doukhobor community near Tiflis (today’s Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia) burns all the weapons it possesses as a protest against forced conscription. The oppression of them intensifies as a result, and they are put in prison, sent to serve in penal battalions, or exiled.


Tolstoy and Chertkov launch a wide-reaching campaign in support of the Doukhobors, whose persecution is soon global news. Tolstoy has the idea of helping the Doukhobors to emigrate to places where they will not be pursued. China, Cyprus, and Hawaii are among the options.


He begins raising money and even considers reversing his decision to forsake royalties. He quickly puts the finishing touches to a new novel Resurrection so that all the money from its publication can be given to the Doukhobors.


Tolstoy’s human rights activism goes unpunished, but his publisher Chertkov is exiled. In 1897 he moves to England (not the harshest punishment for a journalist fluent in English), where he becomes Tolstoy’s mouthpiece in the Western world. While in London, Chertkov seeks new ways to help the Doukhobors. The political émigré approaches another native of Russia, Prince Peter Kropotkin, who has lived in exile for more than twenty years, since 1876. The famous geographer, who uncovered the phenomenon of the Ice Age and wrote what are considered classics of anarchist literature, also supports the Doukhobors. Kropotkin’s scientific expeditions have repeatedly taken him to Canada, which, he concludes, is geologically akin to Siberia. He suggests that Canada be the new home of the Doukhobor community.


The great resettlement begins in 1898. At Batumi Port in modern-day Georgia, more than eight thousand people board ships chartered by Tolstoy for Quebec and Halifax. The massive operation to rescue the Doukhobors from state repression comes to an end in 1900, demonstrating that Tolstoy is virtually independent of the Russian authorities.


PRAYING FOR REASON


Nevertheless, the authorities, not to mention the church, are vexed. But still nothing happens. Until, that is, Tolstoy falls seriously ill. In 1899 press reports suggest that the writer’s days are numbered. The higher ranks of the Holy Synod are not quite sure what to do if Tolstoy dies. One member of the church hierarchy, the Archbishop of Kharkov, pens the first draft of what will become the edict to excommunicate Tolstoy from the church. In 1900, the oldest member of the Holy Synod, Metropolitan Ioanniky of Kiev, sends a secret letter forbidding all priests in Russia to perform a funeral service for Tolstoy. But the writer recovers, and instead it is the Metropolitan of Kiev who soon departs for the next world.


His successor as elder of the Holy Synod is Metropolitan Anthony of Saint Petersburg, who has a reputation as a liberal, and he decides to get things over and done with. Since the decision to excommunicate Tolstoy has already been made, he decides to publish the secret circular penned by his predecessor and have it approved by the state curator of the church (i.e., Pobedonostsev). But the latter amends the text, making it even more puritanical, and his is the version that ends up in the Church Gazette*, signed by seven bishops: Anthony and six other metropolitans. Pobedonostsev declines to put his name to the document.


The edict lists the charges against Tolstoy: preaching the overthrow of Orthodox dogma and denying the divinity of Christ, the virgin birth, the resurrection, life after death, the Day of Judgment, and all the sacraments of the church. Tolstoy is accused of having “consciously and deliberately torn himself from all communion with the Church,” so that he cannot be considered a member of the flock until he repents. The document ends with a short prayer for Tolstoy, asking God to make him see reason.


Even inside the imperial court, the seventy-two-year-old Pobedonostsev is not held in high esteem. “I’ve read the Holy Synod’s edict regarding Tolstoy. What a load of nonsense. It’s a personal vendetta. It’s clear that Pobedonostsev is behind it and just wants to attack Tolstoy,” writes Vladimir Lebedev, a legal adviser to the government.


Why does Pobedonostsev hate Tolstoy so much when the two men have never even met? Members of the intelligentsia believe they know the answer. Twenty-five years earlier, when Anna Karenina was published, readers began searching for prototypes. Konstantin Levin was clearly the author himself. But who was Karenin—the senior official (powerful, but titleless), whose wife’s infidelity is public knowledge? Pobedonostsev’s wife, Ekaterina, was twenty-one years younger than her husband and rumored to be in a relationship with a military officer. It was even said that after the novel’s publication Ekaterina had begun to dress like Anna Karenina.


Although Tolstoy and Pobedonostsev never meet, they do exchange letters on one occasion: five years after the appearance of Anna Karenina and twenty years before Tolstoy’s excommunication from the church.


In March 1881, on learning of the assassination of Emperor Alexander II, Tolstoy (the celebrated author of War and Peace) writes a letter to Pobedonostsev, seeking a pardon for the terrorists. Tolstoy asks for the letter to be delivered to the heir to the throne, the future Alexander III. The letter is a turning point in the history of Russia and in the lives of both Pobedonostsev and Tolstoy.



INESCAPABLE PUNISHMENT


On 1 March 1881 Saint Petersburg witnesses the assassination of Emperor Alexander II by a group of young activists from the terrorist cell known as People’s Will. The bomb that kills the tsar is thrown by the twenty-five-year-old Pole Ignacy Hryniewiecki, but the attack is orchestrated by Sofia Perovskaya, the twenty-seven-year-old daughter of the governor of Saint Petersburg. It is she who waves a white handkerchief to signal when to throw the bomb.


The emperor’s death shocks the Saint Petersburg elite to the core. Everyone knows that Russia is on the verge of adopting a constitution. Two months earlier, in January 1881, Interior Minister Mikhail Loris-Melikov writes and personally delivers a “most humble report” outlining the reforms. It is in fact a draft constitution, hailed by future historians as the “Constitution of Loris-Melikov.” The draft document foresees the phased introduction of a new parliament, and Alexander II approves it. On the morning of 1 March, just an hour before his death, the tsar informs Loris-Melikov that the document will be adopted by the Council of Ministers in just four days. The emperor’s son, the future Alexander III, is aware of the plans, since he is involved in all the discussions and also endorses the “Constitution.”*


The sudden death of the tsar changes everything. Society is stunned. Only Pobedonostsev, it seems, knows what to do. He targets his former pupil and now the new emperor, Alexander III, who falls under Pobedonostsev’s political hypnosis: “The hour is dark and time is short,” he writes to the tsar. “Either you save Russia and yourself, or both will perish. Do not be lulled by the sirens of liberalism calling for you to heed the so-called public opinion. For God’s sake, Your Majesty, remain vigilant.”


At a meeting on 8 March, Pobedonostsev delivers an even more impassioned speech against the liberal reforms. His opponents, fronted by Loris-Melikov, are stunned by the resistance. All of their ideas are rejected out of hand. “Thank God that this criminal step towards a constitution has been rejected by the Council of Ministers, if only by a tiny majority,” writes the spellbound Alexander III.


Pobedonostsev suggests placing the capital Saint Petersburg on a war footing and leaving the “wretched place” to take refuge in Moscow. He cannot stand the northern capital, considering it too secular and cosmopolitan in comparison to the patriarchal Moscow, the true center of Russia in his view.


Tolstoy is at Yasnaya Polyana, almost a thousand kilometers from Saint Petersburg. News of the attack arrives only two days later, on 3 March, and it comes as a shock. Caring little for court intrigues, his mind is drawn to the death sentence that is sure to be handed down for this act of regicide. For Tolstoy, regardless of the circumstances, capital punishment is a monstrous crime against the very essence of Christianity and in violation of the principle of “turn the other cheek.” He writes two letters: one to Alexander III, the other to Pobedonostsev. Yet both are delivered to the latter with instructions to pass the first letter to the tsar. After agonizing over them for more than a week, he finally sends them on 15 March. During this period, he suffers from nightmares, dreaming that he, not Alexander III, is about to execute the terrorists.


“I shall adopt a different tone to the one usually reserved for letters to the Sovereign, and do without flowery obsequiousness and spurious eloquence that only obscure thoughts and feelings. I shall write man to man,” begins Tolstoy’s first letter. The bluntness is part of a cunning attempt to expound to the emperor an alternative path of political and ideological development: a third way, neither liberal nor conservative.


It starts off simply enough, offering condolences to Alexander III for the “unimaginably terrible situation” in which he finds himself and the “overwhelmingly strong temptation to commit evil” against the perpetrators of the crime: “These enemies of Russia and the people are despicable godless creatures that have violated the tranquility of millions of believers and murdered your father,” he writes, implying that they cannot be pitied. However, says Tolstoy, Christ clearly instructs that they should be forgiven: “Do not hate your enemy, be charitable to him. Instead of fighting evil, learn to forgive,” Tolstoy paraphrases Christ. But moralism soon gives way to politics. Tolstoy recalls that radical opposition terrorists have been active in Russia for two decades, and so far only two methods have been applied to deal with them: conservative (execution, exile, censorship) and liberal (freedom, softly-softly measures, the offer of a constitution). Both methods have proven ineffective, asserts Tolstoy, because their proponents are divided into those who care about the interests of the state and those who care about the welfare of the masses: “Why not try a third option in the name of God? We should adhere to His law only, without thinking about the state or the masses.”


“Punishing three or four criminals only gives rise to thirty or forty more. Evil begets evil.” Tolstoy suggests that the tsar should give the assassins money and let them emigrate to America. The letter ends with these words: “As wax before the fire, every revolutionary struggle shall melt before the Tsar who accepts his own mortality and fulfills the law of Christ.”


Pobedonostsev, of course, does not show the letter to the tsar, for it employs Pobedonostsev’s own trick of using religious arguments, yet arriving, in Tolstoy’s case, at the most liberal conclusions. For Pobedonostsev, such an opponent is a real threat. Moreover, Alexander III’s former tutor knows something that Tolstoy does not—that the new emperor is very fond of the writer and adores War and Peace. For the emperor, Tolstoy’s word is law.


Instead, Pobedonostsev writes his own letter to Alexander: “There is an idea floating that appalls me. Some people are so corrupt in mind and thought that they advocate pardoning convicted killers. The Russian people are fearful that Your Majesty could be swayed by these perverted thoughts. Could this happen? No, no, a thousand times, no. It cannot be that You, in the face of all the Russian people, could forgive the murderers of Your father, the Russian Emperor, for whose blood the entire earth (save for those of feeble mind and heart) demands vengeance and groans that it is not swift enough. If this could happen, believe me, Sire, it shall be perceived as a great sin and will shake the hearts of Your subjects. I am Russian, I live among my fellow Russians and I know what the people are feeling and what they are demanding. At this moment they all crave retribution.”*


Alexander III tries to calm Pobedonostsev’s fears: “Do not worry. No one shall dare approach me with such a proposal. All six will be hanged, for that I can vouch.”


However, the emperor is wrong. For Tolstoy has written two versions of his letter. His friend, Fyodor Strakhov, having delivered one to Pobedonostsev, gives the other to the tsar’s younger brother, the twenty-three-year-old Grand Duke Sergei, who takes it to Alexander III.


Twenty-four years later, history will repeat itself. Grand Duke Sergei himself is killed by terrorists in exactly the same manner as his father, Alexander II. Sergei’s wife, Ella, follows the advice of Tolstoy and visits her husband’s murderer in prison, asking for him to be pardoned.


However, back in 1881 Tolstoy and the Grand Duke fail to persuade the tsar. Alexander III replies that if the attack had been against him, he could offer pardon, but he has no right to forgive the killers of his father. On 3 April five of the assassins are hanged. The day after the execution the minister-reformer Loris-Melikov is dismissed.


The sixth defendant, Gesya Gelfman, is granted respite, for she is pregnant. Her case becomes a cause célèbre. Alexander III receives letters in her defense from across the globe, including one from Victor Hugo.* Incidentally, she dies soon after giving birth from a lack of medical treatment.


“Pobedonostsev is a dreadful person. God grant that he does not answer me so that I shall not be tempted to express my horror and disgust at him,” writes Tolstoy on 3 April 1881, not knowing yet that the execution has taken place. Pobedonostsev has no time for letters just yet. He is busy writing his anti-constitution, the so-called “Manifesto on Unshakable Autocracy,” which is published on 30 April.


The essence of the document is simplicity itself: no more liberal reforms, no constitution, no parliament, no representative government.


So begins the Pobedonostsev era, which will last for more than two decades.




In those distant, deaf years 


Slumber and haziness reigned in the heart


Pobedonostsev’s owl wings 


Stretched over Russia


There was no day or night 


Only the shadow of those vast wings


He drew a spellbinding circle 


Around Russia, gazing into her eyes


With the vitreous stare of a sorcerer





These lines will be written forty years later by the poet Alexander Blok, who in 1881 is just one year old.


Finally, in June 1881, and in spite of Tolstoy’s prayers, Pobedonostsev responds to the former’s March-dated letter: “Do not hold it against me for not fulfilling your instruction,” he writes. “Such an important matter had to be guided by faith. After reading your letter, I saw that your faith and that of the Church are not one. Your Christ is not our Christ. Ours is a man of truth and virtue, a healer of the sick. Yours is weak-minded and in need of healing himself. Thus, my faith did not permit me to fulfill your assignment.”


Pobedonostsev wins in the end. He continues to push for Tolstoy to be punished, but is still thwarted by Alexander III.


Tolstoy, incidentally, gets his own back on Pobedonostsev in 1899, just two years before his excommunication. That year sees the publication of his final novel, Resurrection. It contains another thinly disguised Pobedonostsev—this time not the hapless Karenin, but the epitome of absolute evil in the form of “Minister of the Church” Toporov.




Toporov, like all those who are quite destitute of the fundamental religious feeling that recognises the equality and brotherhood of men, was fully convinced that the common people were creatures entirely different from himself, and that the people needed what he could well do without, for in the depths of his soul he believed in nothing, and found such a state very convenient and pleasant. Yet he feared lest the people might also come to such a state, and looked upon it as his sacred duty, as he called it, to save the people from it.… His feelings towards the religion he kept were the same as those of the poultry-keeper towards the carrion he fed his fowls on. Carrion was very disgusting, but the fowls liked it; therefore, it was right to feed the fowls on carrion.





This passage from Resurrection contains the essence of Tolstoy’s hatred of the church in general and of Pobedonostsev in particular. The censors, of course, expunge the offending chapter nine in its entirety before publication, but a privileged few, including Pobedonostsev, see the full version. By that time, however, Pobedonostsev is more than the “minister of the church.” He is now the alter ego of the emperor, the chief ideologist of the state.


A GREAT FALSEHOOD


During the life of Alexander II, almost no one in Saint Petersburg harbors any doubt that a constitutional monarchy is on its way and that change is inevitable. But through his iron will, Pobedonostsev single-handedly manages to stem the tide of reform. The most complete expression of his ideology comes in an article entitled “The Great Falsehood of Our Time,” written in 1884. The subject is democracy.




Amongst the falsest of political principles is the principle of sovereignty of the people, known as democracy. It is the principle that all power issues from the people and is based upon the national will—a principle which has unhappily become more firmly established since the time of the French Revolution. Thence proceeds the theory of parliamentarianism, which, up to the present day, has deluded much of the so-called ‘intelligentsia’ and, unhappily, has penetrated certain foolish Russian minds.





It is not that Pobedonostsev believes in Russia’s unique destiny and inherent incompatibility with democracy. No, he considers the very idea of “sovereignty of the people” to be insane no matter where in the world it manifests itself. Moreover, he believes that the idea is already showing cracks:




By the theory of parliamentarianism, the rational majority must rule; in practice, the party is dominated by five or six of its leaders who exercise all power. In theory, conviction is affirmed through clear arguments in the course of parliamentary debate; in practice, in no way do they depend on debate, but are determined by the will of the leaders and the promptings of personal interest. In theory, the representatives of the people consider only the public welfare; in practice, their first consideration is their own advancement and the interests of their friends. In theory, they are supposed to be the finest citizens; in practice, they are the most ambitious and impudent.… It is sad to think that even on Russian soil there are people who aspire to the establishment of this falsehood among us; that our professors glorify to their young pupils representative government as the ideal of statehood; that our newspapers pursue it in their articles and feuilletons under the name of justice and order, without troubling to examine without prejudice the workings of the parliamentary machine. Yet even where centuries have sanctified its existence, faith in democracy is decaying; the liberal intelligentsia exalts it, but the people groan under its despotism and recognise its falsehood. We may not live to see the day, but our children and grandchildren assuredly will, when this idol*, which contemporary thought in all its vanity continues to worship, is overthrown.





The article appears in the magazine The Citizen, published on government subsidies by Prince Meshchersky, a friend of Alexander III. Incidentally, for a brief period The Citizen’s editor-in-chief is none other than Fyodor Dostoyevsky, a friend of Pobedonostsev.


Emperor Alexander III fully concurs with his former tutor: “It is strange to listen to intelligent people talking earnestly about representative government in Russia,” he writes.


The Petersburg nobility pokes fun at Pobedonostsev. The dislike is mutual: Pobedonostsev believes that the main problem in the country is education. And by education he means education itself, not the lack thereof. The most untrustworthy and disloyal segment of the population, in his view, is made of the intelligentsia, students, professors, and civil servants. The knowledge and instruction that they receive do not promote loyalty to the emperor. However, church schools are another matter. Education, according to Pobedonostsev’s paradigm, should be limited to literacy and the word of God. Therefore, he devotes a good deal of his life to creating a network of church schools that do not teach history, mathematics, geography, or literature. In his lifetime their number increases tenfold from 4,404 to 42,884 and the number of students twentyfold from 104,781 to 2,006,847. At the same time, church newspapers and magazines double in number, all thanks to Pobedonostsev.


A KILLER AT THE WINDOW


On 8 March 1901, just two weeks after Tolstoy’s excommunication, Ober-Procurator of the Holy Synod Pobedonostsev is sitting near the window in his office at his government residence. The window overlooks Liteyny Avenue in central Saint Petersburg. Pobedonostsev is accustomed to working late, and his silhouette is easy to make out from the street. Late that evening Nikolai Lagovsky, a twenty-five-year-old civil servant and statistician from provincial Samara, approaches the window. He pulls out a gun and fires six times at Pobedonostsev.


The first five bullets hit the ceiling, while the sixth shot misfires. Amidst the uproar the terrorist tries to flee, but is seized by staff who have come running out of the building.


The police are at their wits’ ends, since this is not the first such incident. The Minister of Education Nikolai Bogolepov is still warm in his coffin, having been shot just one week before. But the “minister of the church” is not even scratched.


Following the unsuccessful attempt on his life, church services are held for Pobedonostsev across the country. Not everywhere do they go smoothly. During prayers in Ryazan, for example, local students shout out, “Hail the inquisitor!” The seventy-four-year-old Pobedonostsev is perhaps the most hated official in the country and the chief enemy of all oppositionists, students, revolutionaries, and the Petersburg intelligentsia. During his interrogation Lagovsky says that he “wanted to eradicate the main obstacle to progress and freedom”; for him, Pobedonostsev’s crime is to have “spread superstition and ignorance among the people through church schools.”


Lagovsky is sentenced to six years of hard labor and dies in Siberia. Pobedonostsev not only outlives him, but also survives several more assassination attempts. In the wake of the first attempt on Pobedonostsev, Saint Petersburg sees an epidemic of political killings.


THE BATTLE OF KAZAN


On 4 March 1901, three days before the attempt on Pobedonostsev’s life, a huge crowd gathers on the square outside Kazan Cathedral in Saint Petersburg that includes not only young people, but also persons of note, among them two young socialist writers. They are the exact opposite of each other. One is Peter Struve, from a “good” family, the son of the governor of Perm; the second, Alexei Peshkov, is a man of working-class origin who goes by the pseudonym Maxim Gorky. Struve is professionally engaged in politics in a country that has no politics (at least as far as ordinary citizens are concerned). The year before in the town of Pskov, he and his friends founded Russia’s first socialist newspaper Spark [Iskra]. Gorky has not yet read Spark or made the acquaintance of Struve or the two other founders, Georgy Plekhanov and a certain Vladimir Ulyanov. For his part, Gorky has written several short stories to great acclaim from the upcoming generation, but he has not yet moved to the capital. Struve is thirty-one, and Gorky is thirty-two, the same age as Tsar Nicholas II.


The rally at Kazan Cathedral is quite possibly the first mass public demonstration in Russian history. The crowd has gathered in defense of students’ rights and is demanding a repeal of the “provisional rules” that allow any politically active student to be expelled and called up by the army. Although the rally has been approved by the authorities, the murder of the Minister of Education Bogolepov changes everything. In light of the death of his colleague, Interior Minister Dmitry Sipyagin has decided not to allow the gathering to take place.


“We are on the square. The crowd is noisy, bustling and full of nervous excitement. There’s not a single policeman in sight,” later recalls the mathematics student Razumnik Ivanov, who at that time was twenty-two years old.




The police, both mounted and unmounted, along with Cossack units, are still hidden away in the surrounding courtyards. We are waiting for the signal. The midday cannon fires and everything kicks off.… A red flag is unfurled amid the dense crowd of young people in the middle of the square, when suddenly the gates on the side of Kazan Street and Ekaterina Canal swing open, releasing the Cossack troops. They smash into the crowd, striking people with whips. There are cries of pain and rage, blood spills, the wounded groan; even passers-by on the pavements, despite the shouts of indignation, are attacked by the police.





The battered crowd consists not only of students, but also the metropolitan elite. Gorky says that many commissioned officers refused to obey the head of city police, Kleigels, who was in charge of the dispersal, and many came to blows with the police and the Cossacks.


“I saw one officer break through the chain of gendarmes. He was drenched with blood, his face mutilated by whips,” writes Gorky in a letter to his friend Anton Chekhov. “Another was shouting: ‘They have no right to beat us, we are the public!’ All the while, officers were pulling women from under horses’ hooves, rescuing people from the clutches of the police and generally behaving very decently,” says Gorky.


A hero of the Kazan Cathedral rally is Prince Leonid Vyazemsky, the former governor of Astrakhan and a member of the State Council. On seeing the carnage, he runs up to Kleigels and yells at him to stop the brutality, accusing him of exceeding his authority. Kleigels does not respond.


The student Ivanov recalls that the protesters are crushed, beaten, and driven back to the steps of Kazan Cathedral. They stumble through the doors of the shrine, dragging the wounded, who are placed on the marble benches around the tomb of General Kutuzov, the conqueror of Napoleon. “The Sunday service at the cathedral was just coming to an end when we came bursting in,” says Ivanov.




The deacon appeared from behind the altar, saying: ‘Are you people or beasts? You ungodly creatures storm into a place of worship during a divine service, don’t even remove your caps and run amok.… Shame on you!’


‘Father, it’s not us running amok, but the police. Take a look at the blood. We were driven inside the cathedral. We didn’t mean to come here.’





He is broken off by a police colonel who has just entered the cathedral and declares that all present have half an hour to disperse and thus prove that they are law-abiding people. “We hadn’t come to demonstrate our civil obedience,” recollects Ivanov. Half an hour later the injured have been carried away and the rest of the crowd (around five hundred to six hundred men and a few hundred women) are arrested.


Gorky writes to Chekhov that, according to official figures, four people are dead, sixty-two men and thirty-four women have been assaulted, and fifty-four police, gendarmes, and Cossacks are wounded. “I shall never forget that battle! The fight was wild and savage on both sides. Women were grabbed by the hair and lashed with whips. A classmate of mine had her back beaten black and blue, another had her head smashed in, another lost an eye. But even soaked in blood, we weren’t defeated,” says the writer.


Struve is detained and exiled to Tver. Gorky escapes arrest. Prince Vyazemsky is exiled for resisting the authorities and inciting unrest. Tolstoy, who at this moment is in Moscow, is struck by what has happened. Once again he is ashamed that others, including the aristocrat Prince Vyazemsky, have been punished, yet he remains untouched.


“Dear Prince Leonid Dmitrievich [Vyazemsky],” he writes to the exile. “Your noble, courageous and philanthropic actions on 4 March outside Kazan Cathedral are known throughout Russia. We hope that you, like us, attribute the emperor’s punishment of you solely to the brutality and cruelty of those who surround and deceive him. You have done a good deed, and Russian society will be forever grateful to you. You chose to sacrifice yourself in the struggle against brutal violence and to serve humanity, rather than the conventional decorum demanded by your status. Your deed commands all the respect and gratitude that we extend to you in this letter.”


A few days later Tolstoy writes a letter “To the Tsar and his aides”—his most important and opinionated text since “Senseless Daydreams,” which sets out a political reform plan consisting of three proposals:


“First, grant the peasants the same rights as other citizens” (in particular, “outlaw the nonsensical, humiliating act of corporal punishment”). Second, reform the law enforcement agencies (since police omnipotence encourages denunciations, spying and brutal violence), and “repeal the unlawful death penalty that so corrupts the people, violates the Christian spirit of the Russian folk and represents a terrible crime against God and the human conscience. Third, remove all barriers to education, upbringing and learning,” (in particular, allow schools for Jews and other minorities, as well as private schools).


Tolstoy sends the letter to Saint Petersburg. It is not published and no one takes the proposals seriously, save for the metropolitan intelligentsia, who carefully study it. The letter is circulated widely, as indeed are the rest of Tolstoy’s prohibited works. They are published abroad by Chertkov and clandestinely distributed.


Alexei Suvorin, a friend of Anton Chekhov and the publisher of Russia’s most widely read tabloid, New Time, on reading Tolstoy’s letter, notes in his diary on 29 May:




We have two tsars: Nicholas II and Leo Tolstoy. Who is the stronger? Nicholas II cannot touch Tolstoy or shake his throne, while Tolstoy can undoubtedly shake the throne of Nicholas and his dynasty. He is cursed by the Holy Synod, yet Tolstoy’s response finds its way into manuscripts and foreign newspapers. Just try to touch Tolstoy. The whole world will cry out and our administration will turn tail. A new age is dawning. It’s already evident in the way the government is so hopelessly confused that it doesn’t know whether to wake up or go to sleep. How long will this muddle last? Despotism is on its last legs and will surely collapse at the slightest breeze, never mind a gale.





WAR AND ART


On the morning of 15 March 1901, the twenty-eight-year-old Sergei Diaghilev opens a newspaper and learns from the government news section of his dismissal from the Directorate of the Imperial Theatres “without petition or pension under article three”—the most terrible wording imaginable for a Russian official. Translated into modern language, it means expulsion from the civil service, blacklisting, and disgrace.


Diaghilev cannot believe his eyes. He has always believed that he has the Directorate of the Imperial Theatres in the palm of his hand; moreover, he supposedly has the support of the emperor himself and many other influential people. And now everything has been wiped out by a stroke of the pen of his pigheaded superior.


Prior to this morning, Diaghilev has served as the editor-in-chief of two artistic publications. One of them—the aesthetic World of Art—he created himself and publishes with the help of billionaire Savva Mamontov and other sponsors. The second is the state-run, semi-official Annual of the Imperial Theatres. It goes without saying that Diaghilev’s reputation in the capital city comes from the former.


Back in 1898, the twenty-six-year-old law graduate Diaghilev, together with classmate Alexander Benois, finds the money to publish a magazine devoted to modern art. The two young law grads intend to shake up the Russian cultural community. Traditional Russian art, typified by the realism of the Itinerants movement, seems boring and outdated. Diaghilev and Benois have absolutely no interest in the politics or social issues. They are looking for a new kind of voguish and provocative art—like in the West—and the new magazine will serve that purpose. In May 1898 Diaghilev and his sponsor Mamontov jointly announce their mission: “The magazine will revolutionize the art world and shake up the public, which has hitherto fed on trends that Europe has long outgrown,” reads the bold statement.


The editorial board of World of Art includes the twenty-six-year-old Dima Filosofov, who happens to be a (male) cousin and lover of Diaghilev, and the thirty-five-year-old artist Léon Bakst. At the same time, Diaghilev arranges exhibitions of works by progressive artists, including his friends Benois and Bakst, as well as Mikhail Vrubel, Konstantin Somov, and other young innovators.


Both the exhibitions and the very first issue of the magazine manage to offend the older generation. But not all are insulted by Diaghilev. Russia’s preeminent artist of the age, Ilya Repin, has a soft spot for the young and promises to contribute articles to World of Art. But the classical landscapist Vasily Polenov is beside himself with rage. The infuriated old guard is backed by Vladimir Stasov, the most influential literary critic in Russia and a close friend of Leo Tolstoy and the now late Fyodor Dostoyevsky. He is indignant that the young generation is so “irresponsible” and “insensate” (“There is no socio-political content in their work at all”).


“An orgy of debauchery and madness” and “decadent absurdities and deformities” is how Stasov describes anything and everything that appears in World of Art, while Diaghilev is labeled the magazine’s “decadent warden.”


The resentment of the older generation raises public interest in Diaghilev and his team, but discourages sponsors. Their money runs out, and former backers keep their distance. However, help arrives from unexpected quarters. The artist Valentin Serov, seemingly unattached to the Diaghilev circle, decides to help the young provocateurs. The thirty-five-year-old Serov is the most sought-after portraitist in Russia and the emperor’s favorite. In the spring of 1900 he is commissioned to paint the portrait of Nicholas II, during which he tells the tsar about Diaghilev’s problems. “I don’t understand finance,” remarks Serov naively. “Me neither,” echoes the emperor, who subsequently makes arrangements for World of Art to receive the sum of 15,000 roubles.*


Royal patronage turns Diaghilev from a rowdy maverick into a respected innovator overnight. Sensing that World of Art is gaining cultural weight, officials start to curry favor, and by autumn he has been appointed to an important post: Officer for Special Assignments under the Directorate of the Imperial Theatres. One of his duties is to produce the annual journal, and he turns the para-governmental almanac into a sumptuous art brochure.


Diaghilev’s career takes off. He conceives bold and innovative projects, one of which is the staging of the ballet Sylvia by Léo Delibes. Sergey Volkonsky, the director of the Imperial Theatres, gives the go-ahead, but despite everything still fears a backlash from the “cultural community” if Diaghilev is credited, so the press release says that the new ballet is being staged by the director himself, with no mention of Diaghilev.


The ambitious Diaghilev is not one to give ground. Believing that he enjoys the patronage of the emperor himself, he informs his superiors that, if he is not officially appointed to an artistic role, he will have nothing more to do with the ballet or the Annual of the Imperial Theatres. Filosofov, Bakst, and Benois pledge to go with him if he walks. The young artists are sure of their invulnerability, since Diaghilev has the ear of an admiring grand duke who personally intercedes for him with Nicholas II. “Diaghilev has no reason to leave,” is the tsar’s alleged response. But the cultural functionaries are more tenacious than the fickle emperor, and so Diaghilev learns of his dismissal from the papers.


TWENTIETH-CENTURY HIPSTERS


On 8 October 1901 Pobedonostsev receives a visit from a group of young people; at least to Pobedonostsev they seem young, yet all but one are over thirty and roughly the same age as the tsar. The visitors consider themselves professional journalists, but, in the presence of the grey cardinal of the Russian Empire, they are daunted. The oldest of them is forty-five, but he is shy and does not say a word. He is Vasily Rozanov, the future philosopher and essayist. The youngest, Dima Filosofov, is twenty-nine. It is mostly the thirty-five-year-old Dmitry Merezhkovsky who does the talking.


The purpose of their visit is to obtain permission for a public debate to take place between the metropolitan intellectual elite and the clergy. The goal at first sight is naive. Church censorship is rife in Russia, all discussion of religious issues is banned, and not a single one of Tolstoy’s books about religion can be published legally. Yet this group of youngsters is petitioning the country’s chief suppressor of freedom to relax one of the most ingrained prohibitions. They ask of the “ideologue of censorship” nothing less than freedom of speech and freedom of assembly. Pobedonostsev, however, does not shoo them away.


Oddly enough, for these young people Pobedonostsev is not the monster he is to the older generation of Russian intellectuals. The “elders,” whose youth and maturity came and went with the reforms of Alexander II, back in the 1860s and 1870s, are horribly politicized. The shestidesyatniki, or “sixtiers,” spend their time endlessly reading, writing, and conversing about politics, government, censorship, and the press. A mark of the older generation is their division into rival camps.


Compared to this set of venerable intellectuals, the generation of the 1890s is extremely apolitical. Many of the young provincials newly arrived in the Russian capital have no intention of recognizing the established circles. Merezhkovsky’s young wife Zinaida Gippius writes that they visit liberal journalists, conservative journalists, and even censors. On one occasion, at a social function, Gippius notices a wizened figure in the corner, but fails to recognize him. The figure stares at her through his Scrooge-like eyes, as if studying her. Only when he departs does Gippius ask the host who it was: Pobedonostsev, the all-seeing, all-knowing state ideologue.


Merezhkovsky, who has come to talk to the ober-procurator, knows Pobedonostsev only too well, but is not prejudiced against him in any way. For Merezhkovsky, he is not the medieval inquisitor who six months ago excommunicated Tolstoy from the church. Besides, this younger generation does not hold Tolstoy in any particular reverence.


Pobedonostsev has no great liking for the company assembled before him, but decides not to create problems for them just yet. He sends them to Metropolitan Anthony—let him decide, he thinks. The young men immediately depart for Alexander Nevsky Monastery. With the consent (or at least without the opprobrium) of Pobedonostsev, persuading the liberal metropolitan will be a cinch.


The idea for a public discourse on religion is the brainchild of Gippius, who happens to be a rather hip poet and journalist (officially she is known by her husband’s surname Merezhkovsky, but usually publishes under her maiden name). In September 1901, shortly before the visit to Pobedonostsev, she and Dmitry go for a stroll in the woods near their summer dacha at Luga outside Saint Petersburg and discuss returning to the capital in autumn. “What are we going to do this winter? Continue these conversations of ours?” she asks. Merezhkovsky nods.


By “conversations” Gippius means the weekly meeting of Petersburg bohemians at their apartment in Muruzi House at 24 Liteyny Avenue. The Merezhkovskys host receptions for the most celebrated young literati and artists, among them Sergei Diaghilev and friends: Filosofov, Benois, Bakst, Lanceray, and others. And every Wednesday the entire company, including the Merezhkovskys, visits Diaghilev, the editor of World of Art, at his spacious flat. The apartments of Diaghilev and the Merezhkovskys attract the Petersburg in-crowd. They host get-togethers for the capital’s most “with-it” people, where views are exchanged on everything under the sun from art to literature to religion—everything, that is, except politics. Politics and social problems are for the older generation. The young hipsters despise all of that.


Sergei Diaghilev is interested in art and Dmitry Merezhkovsky in religion and philosophy, but they rebel as a team—not against the government, but against the older generation, against dull social affectation, against old-fashioned journalism. The future belongs to them.


Merezhkovsky at this moment in time is working on his Christ and Antichrist trilogy, the first two parts of which have already been published. He and his wife want to create an “open, semi-official society of people of faith and philosophy for the free discussion of Church and cultural issues.”


The only one in their bohemian company who is acquainted with the clergy not simply by hearsay is Vasily Rozanov—also a well-known journalist and critic, although somewhat outside their circle. Rozanov likes to play the fool and pranks around in both print and conversation. He obliterates stereotypes and clichés, making fun of everyone, especially himself. He has no qualms about insulting friends or (unusually for the time) writing frank and unflattering things about himself. Rozanov is fond of internal contradictions in his arguments and often defends both points of view. “Morality? Don’t even know how to spell the word.”


Rozanov’s offensive nature is partially explained by his background. He used to be married to Apollinaria Suslova, the former mistress of his idol, Fyodor Dostoyevsky. She is sixteen years his senior. During their seven-year marriage she terrorizes Rozanov, physically beats him and then dumps him, without granting an official divorce, so that he is forced to live in a civil partnership with his new “wife” and the mother of his five children.


Rozanov does not mix with high society and lives in comparative poverty—even as a renowned journalist he still works on the side as a civil servant. In between government tasks he pens endless articles for all kinds of magazines, even ones he would rather not touch (“I write trifles for peanuts,” Rozanov says apologetically about his journalistic endeavors).


For the Merezhkovskys, Rozanov is valuable because he is visited not only by bohemians, but also by men of the cloth. Gippius and her husband use these social gatherings to test the waters for their new project.


The first meeting of the Religious-Philosophical Assembly (to which Metropolitan Anthony gave his consent) takes place on 29 November 1901 in the small hall of the Russian Geographical Society. Inside stands a huge statue donated to the Society after a recent expedition, but it is covered with a cloth so as not to distract the participants. From the outline Gippius guesses that the figure belongs to the Buddha—and that is how she refers to it in her memoirs. But she is wrong. The curious Alexander Benois decides to take a peek and discovers that the silent witness is “not the Buddha, but a gigantically fearsome Mongolian shaitan [devil], with horns, fangs and shaggy hair.”


The chairman of the meeting is the dependable rector of the Theological Academy, Bishop Sergius Stragorodsky. Forty-two years later, during the Great Patriotic War, he will become the Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia appointed by Stalin. But in 1901 the thirty-four-year-old pontiff belongs to the same generation as Merezhkovsky and Gippius, although he effectively speaks on behalf of last century’s overlord, Konstantin Pobedonostsev.


Almost all the top hierarchs of the Russian Orthodox Church are present. The assemblies (twenty-two are held in total) spark an intellectual revolution: for the first time the Russian cultural elite has an opportunity to converse with the top echelons of the church (although not the government just yet). Officially the assemblies are not considered public events. If they were, a police presence would be required and the proceedings could be broken up at any moment. In theory only official participants are allowed to attend, but in practice the Merezhkovskys and company hand out membership cards to all comers.


Saint Petersburg’s liberal mainstream does not wholly approve of the meetings, recalls Gippius, because everything connected with religion seems backward and reactionary to liberal journalists. That said, the liberal press considers anything outside politics, including the young aesthetes and idealists of World of Art, to be backward and reactionary.



A BAD MONK


Merezhkovsky and friends are not the only young supplicants that Pobedonostsev receives in his office. Back in the summer of 1898 he is visited by a forlorn priest from Poltava who is desperate to enter the Saint Petersburg Theological Academy (which will be headed by the future patriarch, Bishop Sergius). The priest presents his graduation certificate from a local seminary, showing poor grades. It allows him to work in a provincial backwater, but is not sufficient to enroll at the capital’s premier academy. The petitioner understands that without Pobedonostsev’s personal approval the road to further education is barred to him. He sits and waits for the “minister of the church” in the latter’s empty office for what seems like an eternity.


“‘What can I do for you?’ a voice suddenly rang out behind me,” recalls the priest.




I turned round and saw the ‘grand inquisitor’ creeping towards me through a secret door concealed by the curtains. He was of medium height, skeletal, slightly stooped and dressed in a black coat.


‘Who is your father? Are you married? Do you have children?’ The questions rained down on me, and his voice was harsh and dry. I replied that I had two children.


‘I see,’ he exclaimed. ‘I don’t like that. What sort of monk has children? A bad one, that’s what. I can’t do anything for you,’ he said and promptly went away.





The young priest is shocked by Pobedonostsev’s abruptness, but calls out after him: “But, Your Excellency, you must listen to me. This is my life. All I want is to study and learn how to help people. I cannot accept rejection.”


The applicant’s voice sounds so desperate that it stops Pobedonostsev in his tracks. His temper softens, and he begins to question the priest in detail.


“Remind me, what’s your name?”


“Georgy Gapon,” replies the young man. Pobedonostsev has, of course, already made inquiries before Gapon’s arrival. Gapon is an ardent Tolstoyan, which is the root of his problems. Pobedonostsev is aware of that.


Gapon’s poor grades from the Poltava seminary are not because he was a bad student. On the contrary, he was the best student, but too feisty. While at ecclesiastical school in Poltava, one of his teachers, Ivan Tregubov, a prominent Tolstoyan and a friend of the count, gives the fifteen-year-old Gapon some of Tolstoy’s religious writings. The books have a powerful influence on the young priest: “My eyes were opened to the fact that the essence of religion lies not in external forms, but in spirit—not in ritual, but in love for one’s neighbor,” remembers Gapon. He becomes so immersed in Tolstoyism that he changes his mind about becoming a priest. Warned that he is about to lose his scholarship, he makes a point of rejecting it himself and starts giving private lessons to finance his studies.


After graduating from the seminary, Gapon intends to get married. His future wife convinces him that the priesthood is not incompatible with his Tolstoyan principles. “A doctor treats the body,” she said, “but a priest heals the soul.… People need the latter far more than the former.” Gapon argues that his beliefs contradict the teachings of the Orthodox Church, but his wife insists that “the main thing is not to be faithful to the Orthodox Church, but to Christ, who taught us how best to serve humanity.”


In the end, Gapon combines the two and becomes a Tolstoyan priest. For five years he serves at a rural cemetery church in Poltava province and becomes so popular that people from neighboring parishes join his congregation. But his wife dies in 1898, and Gapon decides to start a new life. He leaves his small children with his parents and travels to Saint Petersburg to ask (or beg) Pobedonostsev to make an exception and allow him to enter the academy.


All contact with the church establishment appalls Gapon. At the Trinity-Sergius Lavra, where he stops by on his way to Saint Petersburg, he encounters the entourage of the Moscow Metropolitan consisting of “obese monks” who banter with each other during the church service he attends. “Their insincerity in the house of the preacher of righteousness Saint Sergius filled me with disgust, and I left without waiting for the end of the vigil and without genuflecting before the holy relics, as I considered it blasphemy to do so in front of these Pharisees,” says Gapon.


In Saint Petersburg, Gapon requests an audience with Pobedonostsev from his deputy, V. K. Sabler, who has made a career for himself because “as a student at Saint Petersburg University he regularly attended the same churches as Pobedonostsev and caught the latter’s eye by praying fervently.”


“We know about your disruptive behavior at the seminary,” Pobedonostsev’s deputy greets Gapon. “We know what ideas you nurtured back then. But the bishop tells me that you are a reformed man since becoming a priest and have abandoned all your silly notions. All right, we will accept you and we trust that you will become a faithful servant of the Church.” Gapon nods. He decides to conceal his true beliefs from the church officials and enrolls at the academy.


However, just one year later Gapon becomes utterly disillusioned with his studies. He sees that his dream will never materialize. He attends church services for workers on the outskirts of Saint Petersburg and hears sermons all about the Last Judgment and nothing else. He tries to put forward his own ideas, but the ecclesiastical authorities resist. He becomes depressed.


“I felt that the work I was doing contradicted my views. I felt unable to do anything for the very people I was ordained to instruct,” he recalls. “In desperation I abandoned my missionary work and started to dream of a peaceful life in a monastery where I could pray to my heart’s content in nature’s bosom. My mood and health deteriorated. My friends were concerned and decided to send me somewhere I could recover. The Academy itself contributed to the cost.”


His doctors suspect tuberculosis and send Gapon to Crimea, where he resides not in the “bosom of nature,” but at a monastery outside Yalta, the most sumptuous city in all the empire. Back then, Yalta is the focal point of the Russian beau monde: Livadia Palace is the summer residence of the tsar; the entire court relocates there during the warm season. “Not far from the luxury homes oozing wealth and grandeur, the city was home to thousands of unfortunates—hungry, cold and homeless. Indeed, the impressionable soul is struck by the contrast between the resplendent palaces in the center and the horrible shacks in the suburbs,” writes Gapon. He is interested in all walks of life and makes the acquaintance of both the poor and the vacationing bohemia. In particular, he befriends Vasily Vereshchagin, at that time the most famous Russian artist in the world.


Vereshchagin is at the zenith of his fame and, unlike most of his peers, very politicized. Had he been born a century later, he would most likely have been a photojournalist or a war reporter: Vereshchagin’s trademark is to travel to hot spots to capture on canvas the horrors that he sees. Although his antiwar paintings are exhibited all over the world, in his homeland he is accused of sympathy for the enemy and lack of patriotism.


When Vereshchagin, aged thirty-two, held his first exhibition in Saint Petersburg, the future Emperor Alexander III is said to have remarked: “His tendentiousness goes against national pride. One might conclude that Vereshchagin is either a brute or quite mad.” In the summer of 1899, the now fifty-seven-year-old Vereshchagin forms a fatherly relationship with Gapon.


“I clearly see that you have gone through some kind of inner turmoil. Let me give you my advice. Ditch the cassock!” the artist urges the priest during one of their walks together. “You don’t need it! There are better ways to spend your energy in this world.” But Gapon does not listen to the celebrity painter. Having rested, he returns to Saint Petersburg in October 1899 and keeps the cassock firmly in place. Vereshchagin, meanwhile, sets off on a world trip: first to the Philippines, then to the United States and Cuba, and four years later to Japan.


PREPARING FOR THE TRANSITION


In August 1901, six months after his excommunication, Tolstoy again falls seriously ill. His family fears that he will not survive the winter and decides to send him to Crimea in the hope that the local climate will help the old man recover.


Countess Panina, a fan of Tolstoy’s works, rents a luxury dacha for him at Gaspra, which on one side borders the Crimean estate of the richest family in Russia—the Yusupovs (richer than the Romanovs)—and on the other Ai-Todor, the manor of a childhood friend of the emperor, Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovich (known as Sandro by his relatives). A stone’s throw away is Livadia Palace, the summer residence of the tsar himself. The excommunicated outcast travels with his family to the most upmarket resort in the empire.


The entourage travels by train. On the way, the train stops in Kharkov, where Tolstoy is given an ovation on the station platform. Ovations in Tolstoy’s honor have become a tradition this year: when news of his excommunication first breaks, admirers in the Russian capital gather inside an art gallery in front of his portrait by Ilya Repin and rapturously applaud their idol. Immediately afterwards the portrait is removed and the exhibition closed down.


Tolstoy writes a short note to The Petersburg Gazette about his relocation to Crimea, whereupon Interior Minister Sipyagin prohibits the sale of this issue of the newspaper. The publisher Suvorin notes in his diary that the minister is upset with Tolstoy for having mentioned him in the “Letter to the Tsar and his aides.” Tolstoy did indeed write that the Interior Minister is mistaken if he believes that “were the police to fire into a crowd in good time, it would disperse peacefully.”


The young writer Maxim Gorky is not so lucky as Count Tolstoy. Back in April he is sued for an article about the “Battle of Kazan” and exiled to a district town in Nizhny Novgorod province (not far from his home, but away from the action). Gorky writes an appeal asking that he be allowed to serve his exile in Crimea, since he has tuberculosis. Permission is granted with the caveat that he must not reside in Yalta, a large city full of the metropolitan elite. Also in Yalta is Anton Chekhov, and Tolstoy has just relocated to Gaspra, a nearby spa town. Gorky moves into a house close to Alupka, next to Tolstoy and not far from the summer residences of the grand dukes.


In Crimea Tolstoy’s health continues to deteriorate. He is diagnosed with malaria, a potentially fatal disease. Tolstoy is seventy-three years old. He is sure that he is about to die and describes his condition as “preparing for the transition.” He is suffering from a fever and cannot get out of bed. Those brave enough come to bid the great writer farewell.


On 12 September Tolstoy receives a visit from Anton Chekhov, followed by a neighborly social call from Grand Duke Nicholas Mikhailovich, the great uncle of the tsar, who, like Chekhov, is only forty-two years old. He has a reputation as an enlightened member of the royal family, a historian and writer. Tolstoy is perplexed as to what the tsar’s relative wants from him. Later, when Tolstoy recovers, Chekhov brings with him Maxim Gorky.


Tolstoy is thirty-two and forty years older than Chekhov and Gorky, respectively. He considers them the best young writers in Russia and receives them warmly and paternally. “It pleases me that Gorky and Chekhov are much to my liking, especially the former,” writes Tolstoy after their visit on 29 November.


As for his “transition,” Tolstoy is wrong. His condition abates. The three great Russian writers spend the winter of 1901-1902 together. Gorky at this time is writing The Lower Depths, his most successful play, which will bring him worldwide fame. Chekhov has come up with the idea for his final play The Cherry Orchard and begins work on it, which will last for three years. Tolstoy slowly puts the finishing touches to Hadji Murad, but his thoughts are firmly elsewhere.


Both ill with tuberculosis, Chekhov and Gorky have spent a considerable amount of time over the past few years in Crimea. It is here that Chekhov recovers from his literary failures. The fiasco of The Seagull, staged in Saint Petersburg in 1896 to boos and catcalls from the audience, prompted him to head south and forget about the theatre.


However, two years later Chekhov’s friend, the director Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko, persuades him to stage a new production of the play in Moscow. The writer knows the new theatre founded by Nemirovich-Danchenko and his partner Konstantin Alexeyev (who uses the stage name Stanislavsky), and agrees. Moreover, Chekhov is besotted by the thirty-three-year-old actress Olga Knipper, who is due to star in the new production. “I’d marry her if I lived in Moscow,” says Chekhov only half-jokingly.


The production of The Seagull at the Moscow Art Theatre is a triumph, and Olga Knipper becomes a sensation. In 1900, the cast makes a special trip to Crimea to show the play to Chekhov, who has not yet seen it. He likes the production very much and attends all the performances together with Gorky, including plays by other writers. After a staging of Hedda Gabler by Henrik Ibsen, Chekhov and Gorky go backstage to meet the leading lady, Maria Andreyeva.


“God damn it, you’re great,” says the celebrated but overawed Gorky at the sight of the young actress, and shakes her hand rather violently.


“I looked at him with deep emotion, awfully glad that he liked the play. Everything about him seemed strange: his profane language, his suit, high boots and loose-hanging shirt, his long straight hair, coarse facial features and reddish moustache. Not the way I’d imagined he should be,” says Andreyeva. “And suddenly those blue eyes lit up under the long eyelashes, his lips curved into a charming childlike smile. His face seemed more beautiful than beauty itself, and my heart skipped a beat. I was wrong. He was exactly the way he was supposed to be, thank God!”


After that first acquaintance, they begin to meet more often. On the next occasion, Gorky visits Andreyeva with the twenty-seven-year-old opera singer Feodor Chaliapin—they are collecting money for the Doukhobors to help Tolstoy send the persecuted sect to Canada.


Chekhov, for his part, is seeing more of Olga Knipper. In 1901, they marry and spend their honeymoon at a tuberculosis sanatorium in Bashkiria. However, they soon part company, at least physically: he spends most of his time in Yalta, while she is in Moscow at the theatre.


Tolstoy is warm yet critical towards the young writers. About The Seagull, he has this to say: “It’s a bit cluttered, not sure why. Yet Europe cries that it’s amazing and that Chekhov is the most talented of them all. But The Seagull is in fact very poor.” When Gorky reads the first scene of his play The Lower Depths, Tolstoy “listens attentively and then asks: ‘What are you writing it for?’”


Although Tolstoy is affable, both Chekhov and Gorky tremble before him. Chekhov makes sure to dress properly before visiting Tolstoy, whatever the season or time of day. “Just think,” Chekhov says to Gorky, “it was he who wrote: ‘Anna felt her eyes glow in the dark.’”




“I once saw him as maybe no one had ever done before,” says Gorky.




I was on my way to his house on the coast at Gaspra, just below Yusupov’s estate. On the beach among the rocks I saw this small, angular figure in grey tattered rags and a crumpled hat. He was sat with cheekbones cupped in both palms, the silvery strands of his beard flowing through his fingers, staring far out to sea, the greenish wavelets rolling obediently at his feet, as if telling the old sage about themselves. Suddenly, the mad thought possessed me that he would rise up and wave his hand, and the sea would freeze and glass over, and the stones would stir and cry out, and all around nature would come to life, rustling and murmuring to itself in different voices. I cannot describe in words what I felt at that moment. My soul was full of rapture and horror, but then everything merged into a happy thought: ‘I am not an orphan in this world as long as this man is in it.’





The atheist Gorky practically deifies Tolstoy: “He looks like a god. Not like Jehovah or Zeus, but a sort of Russian god who sits on a maple throne under a golden lime tree. Although not very majestic, he is more astute than any other god. I, a non-believer, look at him and for some reason think, somewhat timidly, that this man is godlike!”


According to Gorky, not only the waves, but also royal personages step aside to let Tolstoy pass. He recalls one incident when Tolstoy, on the road to Gaspra, discovers that his way is blocked by three grand dukes, all uncles of the tsar: Alexander Mikhailovich (Sandro), Georgy Mikhailovich, and Peter Nikolaevich. Tolstoy “fixed the Romanovs with an inquisitive stare,” writes Gorky. The Romanovs looked away at first, but the horse of one of them, withering under Tolstoy’s gaze, moved aside to let Tolstoy by. “Even horses understand that Tolstoy must be allowed to pass.”


“LYOVOCHKA IS DYING”


In January 1902, after a long walk on a cold, windy day, Tolstoy falls ill with pneumonia. He desperately wants to write, but his health does not permit it.


On 26 January, his wife Sofia notes in her diary: “My Lyovochka [Leo] is dying.” The next day the papers write about Tolstoy’s “dangerous, hopeless illness.” Back in Saint Petersburg, Suvorin writes in his diary that Tolstoy’s health is the talk of the town. He sends a telegram to Chekhov to inquire about the count’s health. Chekhov replies: “Inflammation of the lungs. It’s dangerous, but there’s hope.” Afterwards a friend explains to Suvorin that he was lucky to get any news from Crimea, since all letters and telegrams mentioning Tolstoy are being intercepted on the Interior Ministry’s orders: not only newspapers are being censored, but correspondence too.


Suvorin also mentions that instructions have been issued in the event of Tolstoy’s death: obituaries and articles about his work can be printed, but any mention of his excommunication is prohibited. In addition, the Ministry “requires that all news and articles about Count Tolstoy be objective and circumspect.”


Tolstoy’s relatives are panicking. Manuscripts and letters are put in a suitcase and deposited with Gorky for safekeeping, just in case Tolstoy’s death prompts a search of his dwellings. Negotiations begin on the purchase of a plot of land in Crimea to bury Tolstoy without the knowledge of the authorities.


But the dying Tolstoy has his own idea to write a “political will” in the form of a letter to Emperor Nicholas II. He remembers Grand Duke Nicholas Mikhailovich, who once came to visit him, and sends a telegram asking if the duke is prepared to mediate between him and Tsar Nicholas. The duke immediately agrees. Tolstoy strains every fiber to compose the letter to the tsar. It is not a political message, rather a lecture from an elder to a pupil, a word of advice passed from one generation and one century to the next.


“My dear brother,” writes the count.




I consider this form of address to be most appropriate because I am writing to you not as the tsar, but as a man and a brother. Moreover, I am writing to you as if from the next world in anticipation of my imminent demise.… Most likely, you are under the delusion that the people love autocracy and its representative, the tsar. Everywhere you go, crowds of people greet you with cries of ‘hurrah’. Do not take it as an expression of loyalty. The masses are merely curious and would behave likewise if treated to any other spectacle. Often, these same people you take to be expressing adoration for you have simply been handpicked by the police to play the part of loyal subjects. The same as when your grandfather in Kharkov visited a cathedral full of people, yet all were plainclothes policemen. If you were able, as I am, to mingle with the peasants arranged behind the troops all along the railway and listen to what they are saying as they stand there in the cold and slush for days waiting for your train to pass by, you would hear from these genuine representatives of the people, simple peasants, an entirely different speech wholly at variance with love for autocracy and its representative.





However, Tolstoy is unlikely to be heard, even less understood. The emperor, tutored by Pobedonostsev, firmly believes in autocracy.


“Autocracy is an obsolete form of government,” writes Tolstoy, “suitable only for people somewhere in central Africa, separated from the world, but not for the people of Russia, who are becoming part of the global enlightenment. Hence, this form of government can only be maintained through violence: heightened security, exile, executions, religious persecution, prohibition of books and newspapers, distorted education and all kinds of cruel and foolish doings.”


Next, he turns to the abolition of private ownership of land. For some reason, the deathbed-ridden Tolstoy decides to counsel the emperor on this particular topic:




Your advisers will tell you that the abolition of private land ownership is a fantasy.… I personally think that in our time landed property is a blatant injustice, as serfdom was fifty years ago. I think its destruction would grant the Russian people a high degree of independence, prosperity and contentment. I think also that such a measure would surely eradicate the socialist and revolutionary petulance that is erupting among the workers and poses a grave threat to the people and the government. But perhaps I am mistaken, and maybe this issue can only be resolved by the people themselves if they have an opportunity to speak forth.





On 31 January 1902 Suvorin learns that Interior Minister Sipyagin has banned all portraits of Tolstoy from being exhibited. “Tolstoy will not have to wait [long] for a monument, nor Sipyagin for a stigma on his stupid forehead,” writes the outraged pro-government publisher Suvorin in his diary. “Does this gentleman take advice from anyone? Do others simply acquiesce to his stupid orders?”


The ban is followed by guidelines on how to proceed on the occasion of Tolstoy’s likely burial: processions and marches are prohibited, and the coffin is to be placed on the back of a wagon, covered with a black cloth, and carried to his estate at Yasnaya Polyana.


But yet again death retreats and Tolstoy recovers. He does not, however, receive a response from the tsar.




* One of the central squares of Moscow known for housing the headquarters of the KGB.


* 100 years later, the Russian Orthodox Church is still not independent. Despite being formally separated from the state it functions, essentially, as a state department under Presidential Administration control.


* The unofficial title “Constitution of Loris-Melikov” is given to the document later, after its publication in 1905, although Alexander III himself referred to the document by that name as early as 1881.


* This is a very common phenomenon: Russian officials in the twenty-first century are still sure that they know what people really want and that they can speak on their behalf. Opinion polls held in highly questionable ways only give them more confidence.


* The participation of the international community in the destiny of Russian fighters against the regime will become a long-lasting tradition. Western political and cultural figures will ask to release prisoners and mitigate their sentences both in Soviet and post-Soviet years. The Pussy Riot affair is one of the most recent examples.


* Pobedonostsev’s words are surprisingly similar to the Russian TV propaganda in the early twenty-first century. One of its main theses is that democracy does not exist at all, and all Western countries only simulate it: in fact all elections in the world are rigged, all politicians and courts are corrupt, all policemen brutally suppress demonstrations, and there are no democratic values at all. Many cynical Russians and, even more importantly, most Russian officials believe in this sincerely.


* About $197,750 in 2017.
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in which Sergei Witte fails to stop Russia from invading China and seizing Beijing





RUS OR ROUBLE


On a winter’s morning in 1895, Finance Minister Sergei Witte receives a batch of newly minted gold coins at his office in Saint Petersburg. He looks at them with a satisfied smile. Witte himself has “coined” a name for Russia’s new currency: the rus [an old name for Russia].


He believes that the rouble is overvalued. The official exchange rate against the French franc is one to four, and on the black market one rouble is selling for 2.5 francs. It is unprofitable for both industrialists (who buy equipment abroad) and for the state (which pays interest on loans). Therefore, the minister of finance wants to introduce a new gold standard and devalue the currency “to make life cheaper,” in his own words. After admiring the new coins, he ponders the backlash that will surely follow his monetary reform. He has no allies in the civil service—all members of the State Council oppose Witte’s plan. Also opposed are Russian landowners who sell agricultural produce abroad (to them the exchange rate is beneficial), as well as Russia’s most important foreign partner and creditor, France.


Witte makes a special trip to Paris to discuss his plans with French ministers and Alphonse Rothschild, the head of the financial empire. Rothschild is critical of Witte’s plans. He believes that the switch to gold is a mistake and advises Witte to go for the bimetallic standard: a currency based on gold and silver. But Witte does not trust silver, believing that it will soon be devalued and cease to be a precious metal. French Prime Minister Jules Meline is also against Witte and even writes a letter to the Russian tsar, asking him to make his finance minister see sense. But Witte stands firm.


“The educated classes of Russia oppose the reform almost unanimously,” recalls Witte. “Firstly, due to ignorance; secondly, out of habit, and, thirdly, for personal, albeit imaginary, interests. Thus, I had to swim against the tide that wanted somehow to preserve the status quo.”


In view of the scale of the opposition, he decides to sacrifice his new name for the currency. Let it be the rouble as before, then people probably won’t even notice. It will just be devalued.


Realizing that it will be easier to go through the tsar, rather than the many-membered State Council, he decides to ask Nicholas II to approve the monetary reform. Nicholas obliges. Witte’s authority in economic matters carries weight, since he was the favorite minister of Alexander III. Not only that, he is greatly respected by Maria Feodorovna, the mother of Nicholas. On 15 January 1897, the emperor signs a decree to mint the new gold rouble. “I have only one ally, but the only one that matters—the emperor,” says Witte.


Witte enjoys a good deal of influence in the early years under Nicholas II. In the second half of the nineteenth century, Russia becomes increasingly tied to the global financial markets, so the minister in charge of the country’s coffers wields clout. One of his colleagues is reported to have said: “Witte holds everyone in contempt because he knows he can buy the lot of us.”


Witte’s predecessors have borrowed heavily from abroad. The humiliating defeat in the Crimean War has highlighted Russia’s economic backwardness compared to Europe and the urgent need to modernize the economy. French bankers have stepped in. The thrifty Alexander III is grateful, describing France as Russia’s number one partner. During the visit of a French squadron to Russia, Alexander III listens humbly to the revolutionary anthem La Marseillase (at that time it was a crime to perform the tune in Russia, but French loans have changed all that).


It is Alexander III who appoints Witte as Russian finance minister, and he proves to be even more pragmatic than his predecessors. Many, including Nicholas II, subsequently describe Witte as a chameleon. Indeed, Witte’s political views do change radically over his thirty-year political career.


Emperor Alexander II’s assassination in March 1881 is a turning point in the career of the young provincial Sergei Witte, as indeed it is for Konstantin Pobedonostsev. Witte at the time is only thirty-one years old, nearly half the age of Pobedonostsev.


Witte has not yet entered the civil service and works as a manager for a private corporation in charge of the railway line to the southwest corner of the empire (modern Ukraine). But after the assassination of Alexander II, the young careerist Witte immediately decamps to the capital Saint Petersburg with the idea of setting up a secret society to protect the new monarch from the revolutionaries. He proposes to deal with the nihilists by applying their methods. The plan is to create a secret organization made up of the tsar’s most loyal servants to destroy the monarch’s opponents. He outlines his idea to Minister of Imperial Properties Count Vorontsov-Dashkov, who approves. The organization is called the “Holy Militia.”


Alexander III knows about the organization and showers it with public money. Even though the Holy Militia eventually disbands after two years with limited success, Witte catches the imperial eye. Of all the tsar’s “men-at-arms,” it is railwayman Witte whose career is assured.


In 1889, he moves to the Ministry of Finance, and in 1893 becomes transport minister. It is Witte who starts building the Trans-Siberian Railway and develops a reputation as a pochvennik [nationalist loyalist] and a Slavophile. The conservative entourage of Alexander III lobbies for Witte’s appointment as finance minister in the hope that, as a patriot, he will keep the protectionist customs tariffs introduced by his predecessor. However, on finding himself in the finance minister’s chair, Witte begins to borrow even more from the West than his predecessors did, and invests the money in a sweeping industrial modernization program. He opens up the country to foreign capital.


The Russian economy starts to develop rapidly. Awash with cash, Witte decides to create a newfangled stabilization fund—for a rainy day or (just as likely) a war.


“I was constantly criticized for holding too much cash in hand,” recalls Witte. “Many people, especially the papers, thought the national reserves would be better spent on industry. They said that no other country has a ‘cash storage system’, including those with well-managed finances, such as France, England and even Germany. I maintained that, for the Russian Empire, the concept of holding reserves worth hundreds of millions of roubles* was not only sound, but necessary.”†


Another of the new finance minister’s innovative reforms is the introduction of a state monopoly on vodka production. One of Witte’s advisers on this issue is the great chemist Dmitry Mendeleev. Witte acts as Mendeleev’s patron after the latter is kicked out of Saint Petersburg University for being too quarrelsome. The chemist is appointed to a specially created position where he will cause minimal trouble: head of the Bureau of Weights and Measures.


The Witte-Mendeleev alcohol reform does not go down too well, metaphorically speaking. The vodka lobby tries to resist and even complains to Nicholas II’s uncle, Grand Duke Vladimir, that it could lead to public disorder in the capital. But Witte convinces the duke and the tsar that all talk of unrest is exaggerated. “Reforms in Russia should be carried out quickly and urgently, otherwise they will stall,” says Witte. And he is right. There is no unrest in Saint Petersburg. Further south in Moscow, however, the introduction of the new state monopoly is delayed. According to the journalist and publisher Alexei Suvorin, Grand Duke Sergei, another of the emperor’s uncles, takes a bribe of two million roubles‡ to postpone the introduction of the proposed liquor monopoly. Both Witte and the tsar are aware of this, adds Suvorin suggestively.


Having started his political career in the Holy Militia, Witte becomes more liberal with age, yet he retains an authoritarian streak. Suvorin, who is well versed in governmental affairs, asserts that Witte was one of the masterminds behind the crackdown on students in 1899–1901, and that Minister of Education Bogolepov issued his brutal order to dispatch rowdy students to the army at Witte’s behest. According to Suvorin, even the old Pobedonostsev had opposed that measure: “No, Sergei Yulievich [Witte], that is too much.”


In his memoirs, Witte paints himself as the main liberating force in the country. He does in fact become a liberal—but only later, in 1905, when forced to draft the first Russian constitution.


THE GILDED YOUTH


Russia’s economic growth in the latter half of the nineteenth century produces a burgeoning merchant class, which plays the role of the bourgeoisie. The new Russian middle class is made up of former serfs who have gone into trade and become rich. However, according to the census of 1897, merchants account for just 0.5 percent of the population; even nobles outweigh them with 1.5 percent. Generally speaking, the most powerful merchant dynasties come from Moscow and belong to the Old Believer clans.


The merchant dynasties appeared in Russia only at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The founder of the Morozov dynasty, Savva Morozov Sr., was a serf who redeemed himself (in the original sense) and then made a vast fortune from selling fabrics—assisted by Russia’s alliance with Napoleonic France and the continental blockade of England. The disappearance of cheaper English cloth from the Russian market and the need for import substitution enriched domestic producers. Savva Morozov Sr. eventually purchased English looms and his cotton-producing enterprise turned into a textile empire.


The Old Believer merchants are far more conservative in everyday life and in economic policy than the nobles. They are in favor of protectionism and import substitution and against the opening of Russia’s economy and the influx of Western capital—not only because they believe in Russia’s “special way,” but also because foreign bankers are their direct competitors. In the early twentieth century, memories of how the Old Believer merchants defended traditional values are anathema to the reformists.


Put simply, the nineteenth-century mores and moral precepts of the Old Believer merchants are much closer to the peasantry than to the nobility. “Merchants had almost no affinity with their children,” says Zinaida Morozova. “I think it’s because peasants demand respect for parents. For them, fear before God and fear before parents are paramount.”


At the turn of the century, when the new generation of merchants comes of age, the situation changes. The captains of Russian industry, who became fabulously wealthy during the reforms of Alexander II, are replaced by the “gilded youth,” who do not resemble the children of “semi-literate peasant traders” at all. They are well educated, travel to the West, and have a very different outlook on their position in the world.


The heir to his family’s textile empire, Savva Morozov, studies in Cambridge. Another Savva (a popular name in those days), the third son of the vodka merchant, railway builder, and “king of state procurements” Ivan Mamontov, is so beguiled by the theatre that he goes to Milan to study opera singing and even performs on stage at La Scala. The children of the austere Old Believers discover the Impressionists and make them fashionable all over Europe. Industrialist Ivan Shchukin’s son Sergei and the cousins of Savva Morozov, Ivan and Mikhail, are the first in the world to start collecting French Impressionism art. Meanwhile, the heir to the Tretyakov “paper empire,” Pavel Tretyakov, and silk manufacturer Kozma Soldatenkov (nicknamed “Kozma Medici”) assemble a huge collection of Russian art.


But when it comes to passion for the arts, no one beats the son of the merchant Sergei Alexeyev, a close relative of both the Mamontovs and the Tretyakovs. Konstantin decides not to go into the family business (there’s no need, since he has nine brothers) and instead devotes his life to the theatre. Alexeyev becomes an actor and a director, taking the stage name Stanislavsky.


Zinaida Morozova recalls that at the beginning of the twentieth century the merchant class represented the beau monde of Moscow: “The nobility had begun to withdraw from the limelight. The merchants were the ones interested in the arts. The Philharmonic Society consisted almost entirely of members of the merchant class. Merchant ladies were beautiful, well dressed and well-traveled, and their children studied foreign languages and attended to balls.”


Such a radical change in lifestyle, notes Zinaida Morozova, affected the psyche of the gilded youth, or, in her words, “the third generation” (i.e., the grandchildren of the founders of the merchant dynasties, the generation of Savva Morozov and Zinaida herself). “Most members of the third generation were not touched by culture. Most went through university and came out neurotic; only a tiny percentage came out normal.… The culture change was overwhelming. Our grandfathers didn’t know how to read and write. They were former serfs and self-made men who set up large factories. They gave their children governesses and tutors. The children had to study, but their brains couldn’t cope with the load.”


The psychological dissonance between external freedom and the patriarchal setup experienced by the “third generation” can perhaps only be compared with, say, the current crop of princes in today’s Saudi Arabia, who have to combine a forced respect for the traditions of their own country with a fascination for Western pop culture. “Some families preserved a peasant wildness, while others rapidly degenerated into nervous angst,” says Zinaida Morozova. “The older generation believed in God and had a moral compass, while the young rejected everything and didn’t find anything to replace it.”


The gilded merchant youth, unlike their parents, do not believe that they owe everything to the authorities. They argue with officials, defend their interests, and give Finance Minister Witte a headache. The relationship between the “Petersburg liberals” in the government, headed by Witte, and the Moscow “oligarchs”* is becoming increasingly strained.


In 1896 Nizhny Novgorod hosts the Congress of Industrialists, at which excise tariffs are discussed. In attendance is the sixty-eight-year-old Dmitry Mendeleev (the author of the Customs Tariff Act), who, wishing to put his opponents in their place, states that arguing with him is futile because he has the backing of the emperor. The hall falls silent. But suddenly one of the young participants pipes up: “Scientific findings underpinned by the opinion of the tsar are not persuasive and a discredit to science.”


Sitting in the audience is the twenty-eight-year-old Maxim Gorky. He asks the people next to him: Who is this upstart? He is told that he is the heir to Russia’s largest textile empire, Savva Morozov. Morozov is thirty-four years old, half the age of Mendeleev.


Just a few days later Morozov becomes embroiled in another scandal. Members of the Nizhny Novgorod Fair, a major annual trade event, learn that Finance Minister Witte has refused the Committee of Industrialists an extension on its state loans. Morozov begins by delivering a rousing speech: “The state must be built on iron girders.… Our straw monarchy is not viable.… When officials talk about helping factories and workers, you all know it’s about helping them to an early grave.” Gorky reproduces Morozov’s words. Morozov subsequently writes a much more acerbic telegram to Witte, demanding more credit from the state banks. Other business leaders approve it, despite their reservations that the text is provocative. The next day Witte acquiesces to their demand.


OPERA, DRAMA, TRAGEDY


Konstantin Stanislavsky recalls that, when he was very young, Moscow was home to two popular domestic theatres: one owned by his family, the Alexeyevs, the other run by Savva Mamontov, who was also the artistic director. But it is at Mamontov’s theatre that the seventeen-year-old Kostya [Konstantin] Alexeyev begins his acting career under the stage name Stanislavsky.


“Mamontov had this amazing ability to work with people and do several things at once,” Stanislavsky recalls.




He was in charge of the whole production, yet found time to write dialogue, dictate telegrams about his railway business, and laugh and joke at the same time. As a result, the two-week job of staging a play was a kind of performance in itself. It was delightful and frustrating at the same time. On the one hand, the wonderful scenery was decorated by the finest artists of the day [for example, Viktor Vasnetsov], and the director’s creative vision ushered in a new era in the theatrical arts, forcing Moscow’s best venues to take note. On the other hand, it was full of amateurs who didn’t rehearse or even learn their lines properly.





According to Stanislavsky, Mamontov lacks patience. He becomes infatuated by an idea, then loses interest before seeing it through to completion. “It is strange that Mamontov, himself a sensitive artist and a painter, adopted such a slapdash approach to his theatrical work. We constantly quarreled with him about it. It created antagonism,” writes Stanislavsky.


Fascinated by Italian opera, the “railroader” Mamontov decides to create his own private opera, thereby encroaching on the state monopoly: hitherto all opera in Russia has been funded by the government.


This is Mamontov’s finest hour. He invites his fellow artists to design the scenery, including Valentin Serov, Mikhail Vrubel, and Konstantin Korovin. His opera singers are mostly Italian. One exception is Tatyana Lyubatovich (with whom he is having an affair) and the twenty-three-year-old Feodor Chaliapin, whom he met in 1896 and immediately invited on board.


“Fedenka [Feodor], at my theatre you can do whatever you like! If you need costumes, there’ll be costumes. If you want to stage a new opera, just say the word,” Chaliapin recalls the theatre owner’s invitation.


In 1897 Mamontov brings in the twenty-five-year-old Sergei Rachmaninoff as an assistant conductor. “Mamontov was a great man and had a great influence on Russian operatic art,” remembers Rachmaninoff. “In a way, Mamontov’s influence on opera was similar to Stanislavsky’s on drama. Mamontov was a born director. Many times I heard him give advice, even to Chaliapin. His tips were generally very brief: a casual remark, a general comment, a short phrase. Chaliapin immediately grasped what he meant.”


But Rachmaninoff also recalls that Mamontov often rushed things: “I remember the first performance of the opera Sadko, which Rimsky-Korsakov had just finished. Mamontov’s stage decorations, costumes and makeup were magnificent, but the orchestra was bad and the choir even worse,” says Rachmaninoff of the choristers who awkwardly hid sheet music up their sleeves. On one occasion, recalls Rachmaninoff, when the character Sadko is about to depart for the kingdom of the Sea Tsar, a wooden plank falls off the ship into the “water” with a terrible crash, and the “fish” swim across the stage facing the wrong way, so the audience doesn’t know what they are. Despite all this, Rimsky-Korsakov’s new opera is a huge success.


At the same time, other wealthy merchant families are busy setting up their own theatres. In 1898, the thirty-five-year-old Konstantin Alexeyev (Stanislavsky) makes the acquaintance of the thirty-nine-year-old playwright Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko, and together they come up with the idea of creating a private drama theatre, free of pomp and affectation and with a topical, contemporary repertoire. The first performance, a staging of Tsar Fyodor Ivanovich by Alexei Tolstoy, is attended by the thirty-six-year-old textile mogul Savva Morozov. Morozov enjoys the show so much that he buys out all the other investors in the theatre, leaving himself, Stanislavsky, and Nemirovich-Danchenko as the sole shareholders; he soon starts building a new home for the theatre.


The Moscow Art Public Theatre is the name given by Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko to their new venture (the word “public” is later dropped from the title). They use it to stage contemporary drama: Chekhov, Ibsen, Tolstoy (Alexei and Leo). Problems arise with Leo Tolstoy, since his plays are in the clutches of the censor.


At the time when Savva Morozov is in charge of Nizhny Novgorod Fair, a large annual trade event, a fierce cholera epidemic breaks out across the whole province. It requires a superhuman effort from Morozov to keep it in check, and he is left exhausted. According to his wife, on returning to Moscow, he lies on the floor of his office and says: “I’m tired. I can’t work any more.” It is then that he decides to see a play at the new Moscow Art Theatre, after which Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko invite him to join them. His wife opposes his new hobby, writing in her memoirs that she foresaw many of the problems that her husband would face: “Savva, I know the [Moscow Art] theatre is like a holiday for you, but I cannot accept that you will swap it for the factory and the people. The workers love and admire you. You have no right to abandon them. You will become a stranger to them.” He replies: “I have to follow my feelings.” Zinaida insists that “people have duties as well as feelings,” but her husband ends the conversation with the words: “I’m tired.”


He does not grow tired of the theatre, however. He helps to build it, takes an interest in the set design and lighting, and even makes sure that the paint is thinned to achieve the right “moonlight effect” on stage. Not only that, Savva Morozov falls in love with one of the company’s rising stars, the actress Maria Andreyeva.


Morozov and Mamontov’s social and charity work is renowned not only in Moscow, but also in the capital Saint Petersburg. They make the acquaintance of Witte and try to take advantage of it: Morozov seeks permission from the censorship committee to stage prohibited plays, while Mamontov tries to secure railway construction contracts for his firm. He soon wins a tender for the construction of the Donetsk coal railway followed by another to extend the Yaroslavl railway (built by his father) to Arkhangelsk. Witte is very grateful to Mamontov for taking on this project and awards him the Order of Saint Vladimir, Second Class, for services to the Russian Empire.


In 1899 Mamontov and Morozov decide to set up a joint newspaper to challenge Alexei Suvorin, the owner of the country’s most popular tabloid, New Time. They lure Suvorin’s best journalist, Alexander Amfiteatrov, offering him the post of editor. The new paper is called Russia.


However, despite Witte’s patronage, Mamontov’s business ventures do not go too well, perhaps because he spends too much time and money on the theatre instead of on his railway company. The railroad to Arkhangelsk, though important for the development of Russia’s far north, is not profitable. Mamontov comes up with a new idea to build a mighty corporation that will include not only railways, but also wagon- and ship-building plants, and a steelworks.


The new enterprise requires money, which he withdraws from the accounts of other companies he owns and channels through various business structures. To keep the enterprise afloat, various shady schemes are employed by Mamontov (and, more likely, his assistants). “Through fictitious transactions, fake accounts and reusing entries in the books, they contrived to transfer money from the railways to the factories and back again, while making it all seem creditworthy on paper,” then-Prosecutor of Moscow Aleksander Lopukhin describes the process.


Mamontov’s proximity to Witte soon helps him find a better solution. His company, the Society of the Moscow-Yaroslavl Railway, wins a concession to build an important railroad from Petersburg to the Volga region. The results of the tender are approved by the State Council, and Mamontov is sure that the high profitability of the new line will compensate his losses from the Arkangelsk project. But because he does not have the money to build it, he takes out a loan secured against the as-yet-unconstructed railway.


Suddenly, in 1899, the economy nosedives. Several railway companies in the United States go bust, and Europe suffers a stock market crisis. “The banks, the gold standard and Sergei Witte are all coming apart at the seams,” writes Suvorin in his diary.


In order to save his position and with it the banking system, Witte goes on the offensive against yesterday’s friend Savva Mamontov. He orders the banks to reclaim the loan. If Mamontov cannot pay it back, then his Vyatka concession will be forfeit. What’s more, the decision is taken in circumvention of the State Council, simply by obtaining the signature of the emperor.


“Witte launched criminal proceedings against Mamontov and his colleagues for their illegal financial dealings. But not only had the Ministry of Finance been fully aware of them, it had petitioned the State Council to award a concession to the very people it then decided to put in the dock,” recalls Prosecutor Lopukhin. “It was not so much that these people were dishonest, they had simply overreached themselves. Their actions were hardly moral, but the Ministry of Finance’s decision to throw them to the lions was incomprehensible.”*


Subsequent events play out like a bad opera. Savva Mamontov cannot repay the loan to the bank, and Witte forces him to sell his shares in the Moscow-Arkhangelsk railway to the state for a symbolic price. Mamontov is bankrupt and charged by the state with embezzlement. He is arrested and paraded on foot all the way through Moscow to Taganka prison.


Mamontov tries to save his business. His friends, led by Savva Morozov, want to pay his bail, but the authorities demand an exorbitant 5 million roubles.*


His fellow artists—Serov, Vrubel, Repin, Surikov, Polenov, Levitan, Vasnetsov—publicly support him. The portraitist Valentin Serov even approaches Nicholas II to let the unwell Mamontov be put under house arrest. The emperor concurs, but nothing happens. Feodor Chaliapin, however, who has walked away from Mamontov’s opera, declines to support the disgraced businessman.


Before his trial, Mamontov is finally allowed home. The court session is attended by Gorky. In a letter to Chekhov he describes the scene: “I saw Mamontov—what an unconventional figure! I don’t believe he’s a crook at heart. He simply got carried away by it all.”


Mamontov’s fate hangs in the balance. The courtroom awaits the jury’s decision with bated breath, no one more so than Stanislavsky. When the jury delivers a not guilty verdict, “the hall broke into applause. People tearfully rushed to hug their beloved [Mamontov],” he recalls. However, it is Mamontov’s swan song. He is bankrupt and unable to return either to business, the theatre, or his wife, who has not forgiven his affair with an opera singer.


Witte, too, is washed up. The Russian economy sinks into a recession from which it emerges only in 1907, when Witte himself is no longer in government—thanks to his sworn enemy, Stolypin.


ARTISTS AND SLAVES


Sergei Diaghilev, although dismissed from the Directorate of the Imperial Theatres, continues to receive financing for his magazine. In July 1902, it is officially announced that World of Art will continue to be subsidized, albeit to the reduced tune of 10,000 roubles a year†—out of the emperor’s own pocket. At the same time, Diaghilev believes that the young artistic community should unite against the moribund authorities in line with global cultural trends: Germany has the Secession, France the Champ de Mars, and England the New Gallery. He urges all young Russian artists to rally round him because he will bring them glory. “I want to nurture Russian painting, purify it, and glorify it in the West,” he writes to his friend Alexander Benois. But Benois considers it delusional.


Diaghilev’s personal relations are complicated, none more so than with the one closest to him—his cousin and lover Dima Filosofov. He is caught up in a “love quadrangle.” Dima is becoming very close to the family of Zinaida Gippius and Dmitry Merezhkovsky. Filosofov becomes a permanent guest at their home and goes to all their religious-philosophical get-togethers. Merezhkovsky and Gippius contribute to World of Art. Filosofov is in charge of the literature section, for which Gippius writes literary criticism under male pseudonyms.


Intimate friendship with the Merezhkovskys distances him from Diaghilev. They describe their alliance as a “trinity.” Gippius is very attracted to Filosofov, even though she knows about his homosexuality. Moreover, their threefold relationship is far more equal than Filosofov’s partnership with Diaghilev: “Dima is Sergei’s slave,” say the Merezhkovskys.


Filosofov is not the only one who wants to break free of “Diaghilev’s enslavement.” Other artists also think that World of Art is run like a dictatorship; they want more say in its editorial and exhibition policy. Diaghilev’s authoritarianism irks the Moscow artists most of all, since they are always given less space than Diaghilev’s Saint Petersburg chums.


On 16 February 1903, after World of Art’s latest exhibition, the finest artists of both Saint Petersburg and Moscow pay a visit to the magazine’s office, Diaghilev’s apartment. The meeting turns into a revolt against Diaghilev. They talk about his dictatorial ways and demand that decisions be taken by a standing committee. Diaghilev is particularly wounded by the fact that his friends Benois and Filosofov are not on his side. When the former says that a new society is needed, the latter adds, “Amen to that.”


Diaghilev realizes that the only way to save his project is to bring in new stars to replace the ones on their way out. Filosofov’s departure means that he needs a new literary editor. His eye falls upon Anton Chekhov, and he showers the playwright with letters. But the latter writes a long and very polite refusal to every one of them. The reason is twofold: for health reasons, he cannot move to Saint Petersburg (“and the magazine cannot move to Moscow”), and he cannot work with Merezhkovsky because of the latter’s attitude to religion. “How could I get along with Dmitry Merezhkovsky, whose faith is didactic, while I lost mine a long time ago. I am bewildered by intelligent believers.”


But Diaghilev does not give up. Though he fails to lure Chekhov, he manages to pull Filosofov away from the Merezhkovskys. In the spring of 1902, after much persuasion and the odd scandal, Filosofov leaves the married couple, writing the following note: “I am withdrawing from our union not because I no longer believe in it, but because I personally cannot partake in it.” Diaghilev is pleased. He and Filosofov immediately go on a long trip to Italy together.


CONSTANTINOPLE IS OURS


Nicholas II has inherited from his father the imperial court, the government, the military—and countless problems. As his first major foray into global affairs, he sets his sights on capturing Istanbul (then Constantinople, but known in Russian as “Tsargrad,” an Old Church Slavonic rendering of the Greek name).


The “return of Constantinople” (even though it never belonged to Russia) is a highly voguish idea in Russian society in the late nineteenth century. Russian forces already stood at the threshold of the ancient city, during the Russian-Turkish war in 1878, towards the end of Alexander II’s reign. The “Slavophile patriots” dream of seizing Constantinople, and the press covers the idea widely. The most ardent supporter was Dostoyevsky: “The Golden Horn and Constantinople will all be ours, but there will be no capture or violence,” wrote Dostoevsky in his Diary of a Writer. “It will happen by itself, because the time has come or is at least very close. The signs are there. It cannot be otherwise. Nature has spoken.”


Witte recalls that, ever since the time of Alexander II, the Russian military has harbored thoughts of seizing control of the Black Sea straits and the Ottoman capital. The plan involves dispatching Russian troops through the Bosporus on rafts. However, Alexander III, later called a peacemaker, refrained from going to war with Turkey (although he liked the idea of taking Constantinople, but could not find the right time). The arrival of Nicholas II rekindles hopes of “hoisting an Orthodox cross over the Hagia Sophia.”


Shortly after the coronation of Nicholas II, the Russian government discusses whether to proceed with plans to take Constantinople. The talks are initiated by the Russian ambassador to Turkey, Alexander Nelidov, who predicts an imminent political catastrophe in the Ottoman Empire, which Russia should exploit by capturing the Bosporus.


Almost all those at the meeting are in favor, including the head of the general staff, the military and navy ministers, the foreign minister, and Nicholas II himself. “The only one to object, and very forcefully at that, was me,” says Witte. “I pointed out that it would lead to a European war and shake the great political and financial foundations of the Russian Empire bequeathed by Alexander III.”


Nicholas II listens to all the arguments—and gives the nod to proceed with the operation. The plan is to dispatch a landing force from Odessa and Sevastopol to Turkey, provoking unrest in Constantinople that could become the pretext for an invasion. Finance Minister Witte insists on a special entry in the minutes of the meeting outlining his position: “According to minister Witte, given the present circumstances, the occupation of the Upper Bosporus without the consent of the Great Powers is very risky and could have disastrous consequences.” The tsar ignores Witte.


But Sergei Witte is an experienced bureaucrat. He has been in the government for many years, knows the imperial court, and enjoys good relations with the emperor’s mother and older ministers. He takes his grievances to the tsar’s uncle, Grand Duke Vladimir, commander of the Imperial Guard and the Saint Petersburg Military District. Vladimir is a veteran of the aforementioned Russian-Turkish war, when Russian troops could have taken Constantinople, but stopped within striking distance. Grand Duke Prince Vladimir is both the country’s top military authority and a patron of the arts. A man of culture, he heads the Imperial Academy of Fine Arts.


After talking to the tsar’s uncle, Witte goes to see Pobedonostsev. The tsar’s mentor, despite his friendship with Dostoevsky, does not share the writer’s vision that Russia, as the “leader of Orthodoxy” and the “capital of pan-Slavism,” has a duty to seize Constantinople. “God have mercy on us,” Pobedonostsev writes to Witte on learning of the tsar’s approval of the proposed military operation. Pobedonostsev fears upheaval of any kind.


Witte’s efforts bear fruit in the end, and the elder statesmen manage to bring Nicholas II round to their point of view. Having just arrived in Constantinople, Ambassador Nelidov receives instructions to do nothing. The war is called off. The tsar finds himself unable to gainsay his uncle or Pobedonostsev, whom he fears. He calls off the Tsargrad operation—and blames Witte for everything, including his own indecision. He is particularly annoyed by Witte’s public criticism and belittlement of his royal ambitions. The emperor wants glory, and Witte is the spoiler-in-chief.


THE NOT-SO-GRAND DUKES


“What will I do?! What will happen to Russia? I’m not ready to be tsar! I can’t rule an empire. I don’t even know how to talk to my ministers. Help me, Sandro!” Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovich (Sandro) recalls the words of Tsarevich Nicholas immediately after the death of his father, Alexander III. It is October 1894, and the twenty-six-year-old Nicky (as he’s known in the family) is not mindful of state affairs.


His father, Emperor Alexander III, never took his son and heir seriously. An official recalls how one day at dinner, during a discussion of government business, the young Nicky tried to take part, whereupon his father began throwing bread rolls at him.


In 1894 Nicholas is certainly not interested in politics: he is in love. In the spring of that year he travels to Germany to propose to a young German princess called Alix. The engagement is announced on 7 April. Nicholas spends almost the entire summer with his fiancée in London before returning home in September. Alexander III is seriously ill and his doctors advise him to go to Crimea. But he ignores the quacks and instead goes hunting in Poland. There his condition worsens, after which the imperial family does indeed go south to Crimea.


However, there at Livadia Palace, the forty-nine-year-old tsar’s condition deteriorates further; the best doctors are called in from all across Russia. His relatives gather round, including Nicky and Alix, who has traveled to Russia specially. Also summoned is Father John of Kronstadt, Saint Petersburg’s most respected priest with a reputation as a healer and miracle worker.


On 20 October 1894 John of Kronstadt administers the Eucharist to Alexander III, after which (despite Father John’s legendary healing abilities) the tsar dies. The sudden death of the hardy, middle-aged monarch is a shock. And in the words of Grand Duke Sandro, the heir to the throne flies into a panic.


In 1901, five years after his coronation, Nicholas II still feels insecure. Even after his father’s death he is not the head of the family. Alexander III had four brothers: Grand Dukes Vladimir, Alexei, Sergei, and Pavel. In addition to them, Nicholas has more than ten uncles once removed—the grandsons of Nicholas I (of which Sandro is one, even though he is only two years older than Nicholas II).


And while in public the uncles behave respectfully, inside the family each grand duke has his own area of authority and expertise: Vladimir is commander of the Imperial Guard and president of the Imperial Academy of Fine Arts; Alexei is commander of the navy; Sergei is governor-general of Moscow. They all consider themselves to be far more competent than their nephew and do not hesitate to say so. The young emperor is afraid to contradict them.


Witte recalls an incident during the early days of the reign of Nicholas II. He is about to approve an order from the tsar to establish a new base for the Russian fleet at what is today the city of Murmansk. Originally it was Alexander III’s decision, of which Nicholas is aware. However, his uncle Grand Duke Alexei intervenes, suggesting that the base should be sited at Libava (now Liepaja in Latvia). The young emperor has already assured Witte that he will implement his father’s decision, but now signs another order at the behest of his uncle, effectively behind the minister’s back. This decision proves to be a fatal mistake: during World War I the Russian fleet is trapped in the Baltic Sea by German vessels, forcing all supplies from Britain and elsewhere to come through Arkhangelsk; a railway to Murmansk is hastily constructed only in November 1916.


“It is regrettable that the grand dukes really do believe that they are grand,” writes Sergei Witte in his memoirs. “But the role they play is incommensurate with their limited knowledge, talent and education. Their influence on the Sovereign is mostly malign.” It should be noted, however, that Witte has no scruples about exploiting that very influence in his own interests.


Sergei Witte considers himself an expert on the Far East and is proud of his ability to establish relations with the Chinese. As transport minister, he initiated the construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway, known originally as the “Great Way.” It was in fact the long-dead Alexander III who first entrusted him with the project, and Witte treats the assignment as his life’s mission.


In 1895, the First Sino-Japanese War comes to an end. The Chinese army is defeated and, just before her sixtieth birthday, the Empress Dowager Cixi seeks and signs the infamous (in Chinese eyes) Treaty of Shimonoseki, ceding Taiwan and the Liaodong Peninsula to Japan. Taiwan and the city of Dalian on the peninsula are a long way from the Russian heartland, yet Witte believes that his pet project is at risk. Japan’s incursion into mainland China threatens the construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway. Moreover, Witte is pondering two options: the railway to Vladivostok can either remain within the borders of the Russian Empire and skirt around the Amur River, or it can cut through the Chinese territories of Mongolia and Manchuria. He prefers the second, more direct alternative.


So Witte issues an ultimatum to Japan: it must not violate the territorial integrity of China and must (despite the recently signed treaty) return the Liaodong Peninsula to the Chinese. Other members of the Russian government are indifferent to the proposal, since, according to Witte, they are only interested in the West and have no concept of Chinese geography. But Nicholas II supports it. He has a personal grudge against the Japanese dating back to a visit he made there as heir to the throne, when an attempt was made on his life (the so-called Otsu incident). He likes Witte’s idea to suppress Japanese expansionism.


France and Germany also back Russia’s ultimatum—the European powers are averse to a powerful Japan, since they want to build relations with China themselves. In the end, Japan backs down and withdraws from the peninsula, accepting monetary compensation in return. Witte helps the Chinese government secure a loan from French banks to pay off Japan.


During the course of Witte’s highly successful talks with China, it is agreed with the Chinese court diplomat Li Hongzhang that the Trans-Siberian Railway will follow the shortest route through China, yet remain Russian property under the protection of the Russian military. This agreement (which is crucial for Witte) is part of a wider Russian-Chinese security alliance: Russia undertakes to protect China if attacked by Japan.


The negotiations between Witte and Li Hongzhang are overshadowed by a tragic incident. A Chinese delegation, headed by the latter, comes to Russia to attend the coronation of Nicholas II. On 18 May 1896, shortly after the coronation, there is a major stampede at Khodynka Field near Moscow. Witte and Li Hongzhang are practically eyewitnesses.


Witte says that the post-coronation festivities at Khodynka got underway early, before the arrival of the tsar. Food and gifts were being handed out. People rushed forward and stumbled. In the resulting melee two thousand people were crushed. “I was tormented above all by what to do with all the injured and how to deal with all the corpses,” writes Witte. “Would there be time to take the dying to hospital and move the dead to a place where they wouldn’t be in full view of the Sovereign, his retinue and foreign guests, and the jubilant crowd? The next question was, will the emperor cancel the celebrations and hold a liturgy for the dead instead?”


The Chinese envoy Li Hongzhang arrives at the scene at about the same time as Witte. “Is it really the case that the details of this misfortune will be reported to the emperor?” he asks.


Finance Minister Witte replies that the tsar has already been informed, that very morning.


“Your statesmen are inexperienced. When I was a governor, our province was hit by the plague. Tens of thousands of people in my area perished, but I always wrote to the emperor that everything was in order. When asked about disease, I replied that there was none. Tell me, how could I disappoint the emperor by announcing that the people were dying? If I was a dignitary of your Sovereign, I would conceal everything from him,” Witte paraphrases the Chinese envoy. “Well, we’re far removed from China in that respect,” the finance minister notes to himself with satisfaction.


However, the festivities are not cancelled, and everything proceeds as if nothing has happened. The emperor attends the royal concert as planned, although looking sadder than usual, according to Witte.


In the evening that same day, 18 May, a ball is held at the residence of the French ambassador, Count Montebello. Witte arrives and goes straight to the Moscow governor-general, Grand Duke Sergei, one of the tsar’s uncles. The latter says that the emperor has been advised to request that the ambassador cancel the ball and not to attend in any circumstance, should it go ahead. But Nicholas II ignores the advice, saying that the coronation should not be clouded by the Khodynka tragedy. Witte recalls the words of Li Hongzhang and realizes that Russia is not so far removed from China after all. Nicky and Alix arrive at the ball; the tsar dances the first contredanse with Countess Montebello, and the tsarina with the count.


Almost concurrently with the China agreement, Russia signs a treaty with Japan on joint actions in Korea. Korea, until recently considered a Chinese protectorate, is now in the zone of privileged interests of both Russia and Japan.


According to Witte, the young tsar is desperate to spread Russian influence in the Far East: “The emperor is fond of this idea because he came of age, so to speak, on a trip to the Far East. But he has no specific program, only an elemental desire to expand into the Far East and take control of the countries there.”


Witte indulges such fantasies, painting the Far East as the Russian Empire’s answer to British India. According to Witte’s memoirs, Nicholas dreams of adding emperor of China, Korea, and perhaps even Japan to his list of titles.


However, a problem soon arises in the shape of Kaiser Wilhelm II. The German emperor pays his first official visit to Saint Petersburg, staying at the Peterhof residence outside the Russian capital. The two monarchs are riding together in a carriage one day when Wilhelm suddenly asks: “Does Russia need the Chinese port of Qingdao?” Wilhelm explains that Russian ships never use the port, but German vessels, on the other hand, need a place to drop anchor. Germany, of course, would never enter the port without the consent of the Russian emperor, says Wilhelm.


Nicholas is taken aback and recounts the episode to his uncle, Grand Duke Alexei, the commander of the Russian fleet, adding that the German emperor has placed him in a very awkward position, since he is a guest and it would be impolite to refuse his request.


A few weeks later Saint Petersburg learns that the German fleet has captured Qingdao. It seems that Wilhelm took Nicholas’s diplomatic tiptoeing as consent. The tsar convenes a meeting of the Committee of Ministers at which Foreign Minister Muravyov proposes that Russia follow Germany’s example by grabbing one of the Chinese ports on the Liaodong Peninsula: Port Arthur or Dalian. Witte argues that Russia, a “friend of the Chinese,” cannot break the freshly signed agreement with China so abruptly. Moreover, it would throw down the gauntlet to Japan, since Russia only recently demanded that the Japanese show “respect for China’s territorial integrity.” Just because Germany has seized a Chinese port is no reason for Russia to do the same, says the finance minister. The emperor vacillates, but ultimately concurs.


A few days later, when Witte reports to Nicholas, the tsar remarks casually: “Do you know, Sergei Yulievich [Witte], I’ve decided to take Port Arthur and Dalian and have dispatched a flotilla. I did it because the foreign minister informed me that English ships are cruising in the areas around Port Arthur and Dalian, and that if we do not seize the ports, the British will.”


The emperor appoints a new minister of war: the young General Kuropatkin, celebrated in the press as a former chief of staff under the legendary General Skobelev, hero of the Russian-Turkish wars. Kuropatkin is known as an ardent supporter of taking Constantinople. But on becoming Russia’s new war minister, he quickly shifts his focus to the Far East. He wants to seize not only Port Arthur, but also all the adjacent territories along the Liaodong Peninsula, otherwise it will not be possible to protect the port. China is sent a demand to transfer the entire Liaodong Peninsula to Russia for a period of twenty-five years rent-free.


Witte says that he desperately resisted these plans, threatening to resign in protest. Yet this contradicts the memoirs of other officials. They claim that Witte was captivated by the idea of assimilating the Far East, and his Ministry of Finance allocated huge sums to build a new port in China. It was also Witte who came up with Dalian (Dalny in Russian, meaning “far”) as the name of the port.*


But Witte’s version of events is that on receiving the emperor’s order to occupy Port Arthur he instructed the Ministry of Finance’s envoy in Peking (Beijing) to give Li Hongzhang a bribe of half a million roubles† (according to some officials, all contracts signed between Witte and Chinese officials involved a backhander; Witte himself denies it). As a result, the Chinese government agrees to transfer the peninsula to Russia for twenty-five years rent-free. Russian troops immediately land at Port Arthur and occupy the entire region. Not a single shot is fired, since the Chinese admirals at Port Arthur have also been given a sweetener.


“Capturing the port has severed our traditional relations with China forever,” reflects Witte. “The capture itself and the events that followed have led the Chinese Empire to its present state: it will crumble and be replaced by a republic. The fall of the Chinese Empire will shake up the Far East, and the consequences will be felt by Russia and Europe for decades to come.”


YELLOW RUSSIA


At the turn of the twentieth century Russia is not overly prosperous, yet many of its neighbors are in far greater trouble, none more so than the ancient Chinese Empire. As in Russia, the ruling dynasty has been in power for three centuries: the Qing are the Chinese Romanovs. For much of the nineteenth century the empire has been engulfed by a struggle between the supporters of reform, modernization, and open relations with the West on one side, and the adherents of isolation, tradition, and China’s “special way” on the other. The antagonism runs deep, because free and unrestricted trade with the West has brought China a lot of problems. Great swathes of the population are addicted to opium, shipped in aboard British and Indian ships. The drug epidemic is accompanied by an outflow of hard currency (silver), since almost all the money is being spent on opium imports.


In 1839, Chinese opponents of opium take the extreme measure of closing all the country’s ports to foreigners. In response, the British navy prepares to land at Nanjing, the country’s southern capital. The Chinese army, equipped with medieval weapons, cannot compete with the British. In 1842, at the end of the First Opium War, China and Britain sign a treaty guaranteeing access to all Chinese ports and ceding Hong Kong as a British colony. Nanjing is the first of several humiliating treaties that China is forced to sign over the coming decades.


To add to its woes, China has leadership problems. The last adult emperor, Daoguang, dies in 1850 (aged sixty-eight), whereafter China is headed for half a century by youngsters. Xianfeng becomes emperor at the age of nineteen and dies at thirty; Tongzhi takes over aged five and dies at nineteen. Guangxu rules from the age of four to twenty-seven (when he is removed from power and placed under house arrest). Lastly, Pu Yi manages to rule from the age of two to the ripe old age of six.


Against the backdrop of successive child emperors, the country is effectively ruled by Empress Dowager Cixi (the former consort of Xianfeng), who skillfully takes over the reins of power. Like Empress Alexandra, she comes to the throne by chance, but believes that she is God’s chosen one and that a thirst for power and suspicious nature are prerequisites for a successful leader.


In the 1890s China’s rulers are split into two opposing camps: the conservatives (led by Cixi) do not want reform and favor closer ties with Russia; the other (smaller) group wants to modernize and looks instead to Britain and Japan, the latter having opened up to the West in the 1860s-80s under Emperor Meiji. The young Chinese emperor wants change, but is afraid of his adoptive mother, Empress Dowager Cixi.


Germany’s occupation of Qingdao is a turning point. Chinese society is outraged, and patriotic sentiment starts to swell. The philosopher Kang Youwei appeals to the Chinese emperor for liberal reform, essentially proposing a constitutional monarchy. Six months later, Emperor Guangxu starts to act. In June 1898, carefully so as not to alarm his adoptive mother Cixi, he begins to issue reform decrees: to set up Peking University, build railways, reshape the Chinese army along European lines, translate foreign books, purchase steam engines and machinery, combat systemic bribery, and publish government budgetary figures, among others. The reforms last for one hundred days and end in September, when Cixi stages a coup. The emperor is arrested and put under house arrest inside the Forbidden City. Almost all the decrees issued during the “Hundred Days’ Reform” are scrapped, and a wave of anti-reform repression begins. The emperor’s closest advisers are executed without trial.


Russia strongly supports the coup. Foreign Minister Muravyov informs Empress Cixi that she can rely on Russia’s help in the fight against the pro-Western reformers.


The reprisals against the pro-reformists degenerate into a state-sponsored pogrom. The empress and her court blame all of China’s ills on external enemies, the humiliating treaties, and the painful reforms. This is the start of the Yihequan [Harmony and Justice] Rebellion, which is less a rebellion and more an orchestrated uprising on the part of the authorities, which prompts a wave of attacks against foreigners and “national traitors,” in particular Chinese Christians. “Let us all strive to protect our homes and our ancestors’ graves from the dirty hands of foreigners. Let us spread the word to every corner of our domain,” reads a decree issued by Empress Dowager Cixi. In Europe the uprising goes by a different name: the Boxer Rebellion.


The situation soon flies out of control: diplomats in the capital Beijing are killed and Christian churches across the country are set on fire.


“This is the consequence of our occupation of the [Liaodong Peninsula],” Russian Finance Minister Witte says bitterly to War Minister Kuropatkin on learning of the unrest in the Chinese capital. But Kuropatkin, on the contrary, is pleased that he now has an opportunity to seize Manchuria.


Witte argues in his memoirs that he opposed the annexation of Manchuria, although he acknowledges that economic expansion into Korea appealed to him at the time.


The Boxer Rebellion erupts across China, and the European press describes monstrous pogroms on a daily basis. The European powers set up an international coalition to invade China and suppress the movement. Russia, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Austria-Hungary, the United States, and Japan all send troops. On 20 June, the “Boxers” lay siege to the Legation Quarter in Beijing, and the next day Empress Cixi declares war on the eight-nation alliance. The night of 23-24 June witnesses what is described as the “Chinese St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre”: the brutal extermination of almost all Christians in the Chinese capital.


On the same day as the massacre, Russian Foreign Minister Muravyov, whom Witte blames for the capture of Port Arthur and the war in China, pays the latter a visit. Witte recounts that Muravyov was in a reconciliatory mood. According to Witte, Muravyov arrived drunk and drained another large bottle of champagne during the conversation with Witte and (mostly) his wife. “What a jolly life this Count Muravyov leads. If I’d made such a mistake, come morning I’d be dead. But he just drinks and makes merry. It’s all water off a duck’s back to him,” Witte recalls his thoughts that evening, without knowing that the next morning the foreign minister will indeed be found dead in his office.


War Minister Kuropatkin insists that Russian troops be dispatched to Beijing to punish the instigators of the pogroms. Witte objects, arguing against antagonizing the Chinese even further—let the Japanese handle the reprisal, he reasons. But Nicholas II takes the side of Kuropatkin, and Russian troops enter the Chinese capital and plunder its palaces. The Russians are joined by the Americans and the British. Empress Cixi flees the city, taking with her the arrested “emperor-reformer” Xianfeng. The commander of the Russian force, General Linevich, who received the Order of Saint George for his role in the operation, will return with ten chests full of stolen jewels.


Meanwhile, anti-Russian sentiment in Manchuria is on the rise, and the construction workers laying the railway line to Port Arthur are coming under attack. Witte demands a stronger military presence in Manchuria. Kuropatkin’s dream of occupying the region is about to come true. Officially it is announced that the occupation will last only until the Boxer Rebellion is put down, but in reality the Russian military has no plans to leave Manchuria, even when its mission is accomplished.


The first, most successful, and least known war of Nicholas II, the so-called Chinese campaign, comes to an end, leaving Russia in de facto control of northeast China. The tsar is pleased, not least because he has expanded his dominion. Members of his inner circle ponder the idea of creating a “Yellow Russia” by resettling Russians or even setting up a local Cossack corps in the region.


Only Leo Tolstoy is indignant and writes an “Address to the People of China”:




You have been invaded by armed Europeans, who, like wild animals, attacked, ravaged, pillaged, raped and killed you. These people describe themselves as ‘enlightened’ and (it pains me to say) Christians. Do not believe them. Not only are these people not enlightened (if by ‘enlightenment’ we mean an understanding of the eternal universal virtues of morality, temperance, humility, diligence and kindness), they are feral, corrupt, idle, selfish and evil, serving only their worldly lusts. Not only are they not Christians, they are the mortal enemies of Christianity. As they rampage among you, committing self-righteous evil deeds, their rulers, parliaments, ministers, kings and emperors sit at home and indulge in debauchery and lust, prescribing all the horrors that are perpetrated against you.





BATTLING DEATH AND THE REGIME


In March 1902, the young writer Maxim Gorky receives a telegram from Saint Petersburg. The Department of Russian Language and Literature of the Imperial Academy of Sciences has elected him an honorary member. Just shy of thirty-three, he is the youngest academician in the country. He immediately reports the good news to his neighbors in Crimea: Anton Chekhov and Leo Tolstoy, both of whom are already academicians.


Tolstoy is feeling better. His fever has abated, yet he still does not leave the house. “The doctors say I’m recovering, but I’m still very weak. I do very little, scribble a few words here and there, and ponder all kinds of ideas that I will never be able to finish. But my soul is at rest, and I am surrounded by peace and tranquility,” he writes. His friends and family think about applying for a passport to send him abroad for treatment.


It doesn’t happen. Having only just recovered from pneumonia, the count falls ill with typhoid fever. But after ten days the seventy-two-year-old writer’s condition improves slightly. For the third time in three months he has cheated death.


Chekhov and Gorky continue to visit the convalescent Tolstoy. One day, at the end of March, Gorky arrives in a puzzled frame of mind. The governor of Crimea has just sent a telegram requesting that he return the notification about his election as an academician. There is something strange going on, which the three vacationing writers do not understand.


Meanwhile, Saint Petersburg is in a state of commotion. On learning of the “dissident” Gorky’s election, Interior Minister Sipyagin presents the tsar with a report on the writer’s activities. Nicholas II studies the document (he has never read Gorky, of course) and delivers his verdict: “More than peculiar.” He proceeds to dictate a letter to his education minister:




What guided the venerable sages in their decision, we cannot say. Neither Gorky’s age nor his brief works constitute grounds for his election to this honorable title. Far more serious is the fact that he is under investigation. How can the Academy of Sciences elect such a person in these troubled times? I am deeply disturbed by this and command that Gorky be deselected forthwith. I hope that this will help to sober up the Academy’s thinking.





The education minister (having replaced the murdered Bogolepov) is the seventy-nine-year-old General Pyotr Vannovsky, himself a former war minister. He hurriedly and blushingly informs the president of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Grand Duke Konstantin Konstantinovich, of the tsar’s decision.


Grand Duke Konstantin is not only another of the tsar’s uncles, but also a refined and distinguished poet, publishing works under the pseudonym KR. However, he does not stand up for his fellow writer or try to convince his nephew of the young Gorky’s merits.* On the contrary, he requests that the Crimean governor withdraw the telegram informing Gorky of his election to the academy. Gorky refuses, saying that he will return the notice only if the academy itself asks for it.


The forty-seven-year-old Vladimir Korolenko, also an academician and Gorky’s number one admirer, tries to persuade the academy to stick by its decision, but to no avail. He is ignored and Gorky’s election is annulled.


Korolenko and Chekhov both resign from the academy in protest against Gorky’s expulsion. The apolitical Chekhov asks Tolstoy to support their démarche, but the ageing count says that he would prefer not to partake in bureaucratic squabbles and, in any case, he does not consider himself an academician, despite being an honorary member.


Chekhov, who has always avoided politics, is terribly offended. “Tolstoy is a weak man,” he complains to his friend Suvorin, the publisher of Russia’s main pro-government newspaper. “I know he considers himself an academician.”


A TRENDY PRIEST


The thirty-year-old priest Georgy Gapon returns to Saint Petersburg. Having recovered from his illness, he goes to serve in a church at Galernaya Gavan—a very deprived neighborhood not far from the Baltic shipyards, where workers, beggars, the homeless, and the unemployed all live next to the factories—in short, the protagonists of Gorky’s The Lower Depths. They adore Gapon’s sermons and pack the church full every time he preaches. Gapon, for his part, goes out of his way to communicate with his parishioners and listen to their grievances. After each service, Gapon visits the homeless shelters of Saint Petersburg and tries to come up with ways to help them (including financially), but his ideas are rejected by the church authorities.


Gapon simultaneously works as a teacher and priest at two orphanages, including the Olginsky asylum—a special children’s home patronized by Empress Alix and whose board of trustees includes many wealthy ladies. The thirty-year-old priest from the outskirts of Poltava becomes acquainted with the capital’s socialites, who fall for his simple charm: he is handsome, charismatic, well-spoken, and, in the words of his female admirers, “Christ-like.”


One of the priest’s new acquaintances is Senator Anichkov, the main custodian of children’s shelters in the capital and effectively Gapon’s boss. He often invites the priest to his home for a chat about charity work, plies him with good food and wine—which, he says, is all stolen by his uncle, who is in charge of procurements at the Winter Palace. Gapon is amazed by such an open admission.


Gapon unsettles his secular friends—especially women—with stories about the lives of the poor. He does not do it to shock. He passionately wants to alleviate the plight of the poor by getting them to do community work. Gapon’s admirers pass the word to Saint Petersburg Governor Kleigels, who summons the priest and asks him to write a report on the social rehabilitation of the unemployed.


Gapon writes a treatise entitled “On Measures to Combat Abject Poverty and Parasitism.” It is, in essence, a detailed program for setting up corrective institutions for homeless people. The report makes Gapon even more famous, and the text does the rounds with enlightened officials—and especially their wives—so that it soon ends up in the hands of the empress, who likes it, too. Alexandra intends to hold a special meeting to discuss Gapon’s proposals. The Tolstoyan from Poltava is on the cusp of fulfilling his dream.


However, no serious discussion of Gapon’s ideas takes place. A few months later the society ladies’ eyes and ears have wandered elsewhere, and Gapon is out of fashion. “I had the opportunity to observe the way high society works and did not envy it,” says Gapon. “Their conversations and actions were never sincere. Their lives were dull, boring and pointless. Their interest in charity was fleeting and superficial.”


However, those are Gapon’s later words. In 1902, he gets along with the beau monde and thinks he can utilize it. The church authorities are irritated by Gapon’s new existence and come into conflict with him. As a result, he decides to quit the orphanages and takes up a job offered by one of the society ladies, who is the head of the Russian Red Cross.


But again everything falls flat. Senator Anichkov, who has gotten to know some of the details of Gapon’s private life during their conversations, reports him to the authorities. No doubt he is offended by Gapon’s unflattering remarks in his widely read report about Saint Petersburg’s orphanages (for which Anichkov is responsible). He informs the church and the secular powers-that-be about the real life of Georgy Gapon. It turns out that the widower priest is in a relationship with an orphan at the shelter where he worked—the eighteen-year-old Alexandra Uzdaleva. Moreover, they are living together in a civil marriage, which the church forbids.


Anichkov’s revelation destroys Gapon’s reputation: in July 1902, he is expelled from the Theological Academy and officially defrocked. The thirty-year-old priest, who was so close to his life’s aim, has lost everything. He says goodbye to his parish and on 2 July 1902 delivers an impassioned farewell sermon: “Brothers, I am being forced out, but so be it. I am a martyr, yet for all my suffering the Lord has heard my prayer and provided a dwelling place. It is not far from here. Come and visit.”


But having nearly ruined Gapon, Anichkov inadvertently saves him. He writes a second denunciation to the secret police (Okhrana, a forerunner of the KGB). Gapon is paid a visit by a member of the secret police by the name of Mikhailov, who conducts an informal interrogation. The conversation plays a decisive role in Gapon’s fate, for Mikhailov offers him a job as a police informant.


As a child, Gapon was greatly moved by the tale of Saint Ioann of Novgorod, who was said to have straddled the devil and flown to Jerusalem (in a story by Nikolai Gogol, born in the same province as Gapon). According to his own memoirs, Gapon the little boy dreamt of the day when he would be able to “straddle the devil.” Now a stoolpigeon, that day has arrived.


Mikhailov not only commends Gapon to his superiors, but also writes a letter to Metropolitan Anthony of Saint Petersburg requesting that he be reinstated at the academy. Anthony immediately complies. Henceforth, Gapon begins a new life independent of the church authorities and never looks back.


THE ADMIRAL OF THE PACIFIC


Following the successful Chinese campaign, Nicholas II is brimming with confidence. Yearning for new adventures and victories, he pays ever less attention to warnings and ever more to risky undertakings. The retired officer Alexander Bezobrazov comes up with a plan to take over Korea by “creeping occupation.” His idea is for Russia gradually to buy up as much land as possible in and around the country, and then seize control before Japan does.


To begin with, Bezobrazov sets up a private timber company to develop forestland in the Yalu River basin between Korea and China. He buys a logging concession from the renowned Vladivostok merchant Yuliy Brynner (grandfather of the Hollywood actor Yul Brynner).


Witte recalls that Bezobrazov first tries to pitch his plan to Grand Duke Sandro, a childhood friend of the tsar. The latter agrees to press ahead with the idea. Sandro is a former sailor, has toured the world, knows the Far East reasonably well, and, importantly, does not like Japan. Adamant that the Japanese are dangerous and hostile to Russia, he advocates making preparations for war. Bezobrazov’s project appeals very much to the grand duke, who dutifully puts it to his nephew, the tsar. Nicholas II is easily swayed by the idea and offers Bezobrazov every kind of assistance. Not content with being the emperor of Great Russia, Little Russia (Ukraine), and White Russia (Belarus), Nicholas aspires to be the emperor of “Yellow Russia,” too.


Witte, although in favor of Russia’s economic expansion, writes in his memoirs that Bezobrazov’s idea is not to his liking and says that he refused to allocate money from the budget.


However, public opinion is sure of the opposite—that Witte supports the idea. It is he who “squandered millions on the city of Dalny (Dalian) and used public money to set up the Russian-Chinese Bank, which funded fraudsters in the Far East, such as Admiral Abaza, the crazy Bezobrazov and their chum Vonlyarlyarsky,” thunders Alexei Ignatiev, an army general. “Nothing good will come of this venture.… They’ve taken forest concessions from under the noses of the Japanese, who consider themselves the rightful owners of the Yalu region. Such greed will cost Russia dear.”


In the summer of 1902 Nicholas II travels to Tallinn (now the capital of Estonia, then known as Revel) to observe a naval exercise. In June he is joined by German Emperor Wilhelm II, who is a friend and cousin of Empress Alix. Witte says that when Wilhelm’s yacht was departing for Germany, it sounded the horn. “Translated into human language, the Admiral of the Atlantic Ocean was giving his regards to the Admiral of the Pacific Ocean,” writes Witte. “Wilhelm was saying: I intend to dominate the Atlantic, and I advise you to dominate the Pacific.”


According to Witte, Nicholas is a little bemused, but finds the idea of taming the Pacific irresistible. The Korean expansion continues. When the Japanese envoy Marquis Ito pays a visit to Saint Petersburg, Nicholas does not receive him. Ito brings a proposal that Tokyo will accept Russia’s occupation of the Liaodong Peninsula and Port Arthur, but in exchange Russian troops are to be withdrawn from Manchuria, especially since officially they were due to leave after the Boxer Rebellion, which is long over. He does not get a response. Even Witte does not seek a meeting with him. Witte considers himself an expert in negotiations with the Chinese, but has no empathy with the Japanese. The envoy leaves insulted.


In the fall of 1902, aware that the Far East is now the most important realm of Russian politics, Witte goes on a tour of the region, stopping over in Vladivostok, Port Arthur, and Dalian. The reality is sobering. It dawns on the pragmatic financier that negotiations with Japan are imperative, or else there will be serious trouble. On his return to European Russia, he immediately heads for Crimea, where the emperor is on vacation. Blindly believing Bezobrazov’s affirmations that everything is under control, Nicholas is irked by Witte’s intervention. He does not trust his finance minister, considering him to be a schemer. The tsar even refuses to hear Witte’s verbal report of his fact-finding trip to the Far East, asking him to send it to him in writing.


But Witte, ever the arch-bureaucrat, goes to see Prince Meshchersky, the publisher of the ultra-conservative newspaper The Citizen, and implores him to make the tsar see sense. Meshchersky, one of the most popular journalists even under Alexander III, is on first-name terms with the tsar. He promises to help. The prince writes a letter to the emperor, but receives a mysterious phrase in reply: “On 6 May [everyone] will see what opinion I hold on this matter.” Meshchersky and Witte wait for 6 May with bated breath. On the fateful day a royal decree is issued appointing Bezobrazov as Russia’s new secretary of state. His view of the Far East is well known: no troop withdrawal from Manchuria, no concessions to Japan, no step back in Korea.


In July 1903 Nicholas goes ahead with another of Bezobrazov’s ideas. The Liaodong Peninsula is transformed into a Far East governorship. The only other region in the Russian Empire to be classified as such is the Caucasus, where a “Russification” policy is in full swing. On the rare occasions that the emperor is asked whether he fears that his actions could lead to war with Japan, he replies: “There will be no war, because I do not want one.”




* About $1,318,333,333 in 2017.


† A similar argument is given by Finance Minister Alexei Kudrin a century later when the decision is taken to create a stabilization fund from oil and gas revenue.


‡ About $26,366,666 in 2017.


* The word was not in vogue back then, and in any case the merchants and industrialists of the early twentieth century were not oligarchs in the full sense of the word—if only because they had very little political influence. Incidentally, today’s oligarchs also have little political influence.


* The case of Mamontov in some ways resembles the first trial of Mikhail Khodorkovsky and the Yukos affair of 2003. In both cases market participants are profoundly surprised by the prosecution, as it contradicts the established rules of the game. Everybody committed fraud, and the colleagues of Mamontov (Khodorkovsky) do not understand why is he the only one who got punished. In both cases a biased trial resulted in business bankruptcy, even though initially it could have been saved.


* About $65,916,666 in 2017.


† About $131,833 in 2017.


* Witte wrote his memoirs after the Russian-Japanese War and is therefore sure that he foresaw that everything would end in disaster and asserts that he always persuaded Nicholas II to refrain from expanding into the Far East. This adjusted view of reality was probably designed to demonstrate his prescience in the eyes of the reader.


† About $6,591,666 in 2017.


* In Soviet times the head of the Union of Writers also often failed to stand up for its members.
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