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    Introduction




    Theo Woodall first looked at his birth certificate in 1969, when he was forty-seven years old.

    An elderly aunt had suggested he do so. ‘You should have been told earlier,’ she added. The document told Theo why. His ‘parents’, Philip and Linda Woodall, were really

    his aunt and uncle. Linda’s sister, Theo’s glamorous Aunt Dorise (she had added the final e some years earlier), was his true mother.

    That’s the kind of news that would shake any man, but what really struck him was the name of his father – on the birth certificate, despite Theo’s illegitimacy – Nicholas

    Fabergé. Theo’s paternal grandfather had been the world’s most famous jeweller, supplier to the Romanovs and half the nobility of Europe, Carl Gustavovitch Fabergé.




    For the previous thirty years Theo had been a production engineer. In 1967, two years before he discovered

    his true parentage, he had co-founded a coil-winding firm, Theobar Engineering. It was the culmination of a technical career that had started with an apprenticeship at General Aircraft at the

    London Air Park in Feltham. The information on his birth certificate, however, changed everything. Within a few years Theo had sold his share of Theobar and found a new vocation as a woodturner

    and, eventually, jewellery designer. Reclaiming his father’s name, he died in August 2007 as Theo Fabergé; his daughter, born a Woodall, is now known as Sarah Fabergé. Her St

    Petersburg Collection is sold from a shop in London’s Burlington Arcade, around the corner from Tiffany’s and Asprey’s. Its limited edition pieces sell for thousands of pounds.

    As a family, they’ve come a long way from coil-winding.





    How can the discovery of a birth certificate make such a difference to a life? What is it about

    the knowledge of descent from Carl Fabergé that could wreak such a change? It is not as though the goldsmith’s products are universally admired as icons of good design. Some may have

    been copied and admired by successive generations of jewellers, but others, even the deepest aficionados would admit, are fabulously over-the-top concoctions. An elaborately decorated parasol

    handle or rhinoceros-shaped match container may make you laugh, but that is no reason for the respect, even semi-deification, that their maker now enjoys.




    A typical piece of Fabergé is not particularly rare; Carl was no lone artisan; his workshops employed

    hundreds of workmen turning out thousands of objects every year. Nor is it usually the diamond-studded ornament of popular imagination. Fabergé’s creations may have come to symbolize

    the enormous wealth of his clientele – the aristocracy of Europe’s golden age – but they were made with relatively unexciting materials. Carved hard-stones and enamel were

    Fabergé’s stock-in-trade, not fabulous diamonds or enormous rubies.




    Even the name Fabergé is hardly redolent of unambiguous luxury. For fifty years it has been most

    commonly used as a name attached to – at best – mid-market toiletries. For Britons of a certain age it is indelibly linked with a brand of aftershave, whose television advertisements,

    fronted by a boxer who had once knocked down Muhammad Ali, advised users to ‘Splash it all over.’




    Nowadays, of course, the price of Fabergé alone commands attention. It is difficult not to be

    impressed when an enamelled silver desk clock made in 1903 and less than five inches high sells for £100,000 at auction. Few investments outpace inflation by something like a factor of

    forty. Yet price alone is no reason for respect. In the words of one modern Fabergé dealer, ‘There’s only really one price that’s significant with a work of art and

    that’s what the patron pays; the rest is just completely ephemeral.’ Besides, value is surely a consequence, not the cause, of whatever makes this particular jeweller’s works so

    special.





    One reason for the mystique attached to Fabergé’s name can be found in the sheer

    quality of his work. As Queen Mary, wife of Britain’s King George V and one of the jeweller’s most fervent admirers, once put it, ‘There is one thing about all Fabergé

    pieces, they are so satisfying.’1 The click of a well-closed case, the perfection of a

    flawless surface, the sense of solidity when holding even the most apparently ethereal piece: all speak of an attention to detail and devotion to quality that demands admiration. But

    Fabergé’s craftsmanship is hardly unique. Several of his contemporaries maintained similar standards, and there is no ripple of excitement when their fabrications appear in the

    saleroom.




    No. If there is one reason why we have all heard of Carl Fabergé, it is because we have all heard of

    his most famous creations. He is, to put it bluntly, the ‘egg guy’, famous above all for the eggs made by his firm for Russia’s tsars to give as Easter presents to their

    tsarinas. In a little over thirty years, fifty of these ‘Imperial’ eggs were completed – each one unique. And now their reputation is legendary, enough to overshadow all the

    jeweller’s other pieces, but also to give them lustre.




    Even modern imitations benefit from the originals’ reflected glory. In March 2006 the story that

    supermodel Kate Moss smuggled the drugs Ecstasy and Rohypnol in a ‘£65,000 gem- encrusted’2 Fabergé egg – clearly a replica – made headlines around the world. And the St Petersburg Collection’s most sought-after products, by far, are its

    eggs, notably those designed by Sarah Fabergé to celebrate footballers like Jimmy Johnstone and George Best.




    As for the original Imperial eggs, each tells a story. Their individual designs inevitably reflect something

    of what was then happening in the lives of the tsarinas. Fabergé’s relentless search for novelty, for something that would interest his royal Romanov patrons, makes certain of that.

    And, since the fall of the tsars, they have accumulated anecdotes. Eggs have been smuggled past border guards, used to repay favours among communist sympathizers and stolen from

    exhibitions – only to be recovered months later in a high-speed car chase. Most tantalizing of all, perhaps, are the eggs for which there is no history, those which disappeared in the

    Revolution or soon afterwards. They raise the possibility, however remote, of eventual discovery, of the classic attic treasure trove. It is no wonder that in films from Octopussy to Oceans Twelve, a Fabergé egg has acted as immediate shorthand for desirability,

    glamour and intrigue.




    As a group, too, the overall history of the Imperial eggs is equally fascinating. Whether fairly or not,

    their opulence and occasional vulgarity mean they have come to symbolize the decadence of the court for which they were made. ‘Now I understand why they had a revolution’ is the

    common remark of someone viewing these creations for the first time. They may be masterpieces, but they also embody extravagance that even the Romanovs’ most ardent supporter would find

    hard to justify. After 1917’s inevitable cataclysm, the eggs disappeared in the chaos of the times. Most eventually emerged, carefully preserved in the Kremlin’s vaults, only to be

    earmarked for sale in Europe and America by communists eager for foreign exchange. Since then they have been bought and sold by monarchs, entrepreneurs and collectors. And they have acquired a

    new status: immensely personal, yet gloriously flamboyant, they have become perhaps the most tangible surviving symbols of the last tsar and his family, and of the gilded lives they led before

    their final tragic end in a Siberian basement.




    Now, apparently closing the circle, the eggs have begun returning to post-communist Russia, bought back by an

    oligarch who might be considered a modern-day successor of the Romanovs. Their narrative illustrates the development of Russia’s relationship with the West, from tsarist cosmopolitanism

    through communist insularity to its current ambivalent embrace of capitalist freedoms. It is a remarkable story, and it begins in 1885, with the first egg that Fabergé made for Tsar

    Alexander III.


  




  

    

       

    





    
1. ‘Christ is

    risen!’





    FOR RUSSIAN Orthodox Christians in the nineteenth century,

    no date in the religious calendar was more important than Easter day. The long fast of Lent would have been strictly observed – no meat, milk, butter or eggs for over seven weeks –

    until the solemn celebrations of Holy Week built steadily to their joyful climax at a midnight service finishing early on Easter Sunday morning. Throughout the day itself, friends and family

    greeted each other with the traditional three kisses, and responded to the jubilant ‘Christ is risen!’ with a reply of equal certainty: ‘He is risen indeed!’ And then, in

    a ritual whose symbolism stretches back to pagan spring festivals, they would exchange eggs.




    So Tsar Alexander III was simply following tradition when, in 1885, he gave his beloved Tsarina, the popular

    Marie Fedorovna, an apparently unexciting white enamelled egg. About two and a half inches high, it had the size and appearance of a large duck egg, but with a gold band around its middle. Only

    when the Empress opened the Tsar’s present did it reveal its true nature: like an elaborate Matrushka doll it contained a perfect yolk, made of gold; within that was a golden hen, sitting

    on a nest of golden straw; and inside the hen was a diamond miniature of the imperial crown, concealing a tiny ruby pendant. Every detail was exquisitely rendered – the craftsmanship

    unparalleled, the creativity inspired. It was the first egg made by Carl Fabergé for the Russian court.




    

      FABERGÉ was not even forty when his firm made that

      first egg for the Tsar, but his family had, in a sense, spent more than a lifetime preparing for this moment. Not only was his father, Gustav, a jeweller, but it is safe to

      assume that his more distant ancestors were craftsmen too. Their surnames alone give that away: Favry, Fabri and Fabrier all appear to have been used at some point and all, like Fabergé

      itself, are derived from the Latin word faber, meaning smith or maker. In the eighteenth century these ancestors had been living in France,

      but their Protestant religion marked them out for persecution by another absolute monarch, the Roman Catholic Louis XIV (1638–1715). At least two hundred thousand Huguenots, many of them

      skilled artisans, fled France following Louis’s repeal in 1685 of the Edict of Nantes, which had until then guaranteed religious toleration. Carl’s ancestors were among them, and

      chose to go east.




      By 1800, Peter Favry had settled in Pärnu, in current-day Estonia, where he had taken Russian

      citizenship, a move that gave his family freedom from further religious intolerance. Gustav was born here in 1814, and by 1820 his surname was already Faberge. He seems to have added the accent

      to the final e in 1842. The gradual name change smacks of an attempt at social betterment. The aristocracy of nineteenth-century Russia still spoke in

      French and looked to Paris as the fount of culture. It would have done the former Favrys no harm to stress their Gallic origins.




      Gustav’s ambition is evidenced by his early move to Russia’s capital, St Petersburg. Here he

      trained with some of Russia’s most eminent jewellers, including I. V. Keibel, the firm which only a few years earlier had reset the crown jewels for Tsar Nicholas I. Soon enough he was

      ready to set up on his own as a master goldsmith, and in 1841 he had opened his own shop – only a basement, but located on Bolshaya Morskaya, one of the smartest streets in St

      Petersburg.




      Five years later, on 5 May 1846,*1 Gustav’s son Carl Gustavovitch Fabergé was born. He would become the vehicle for his father’s dreams, not only attending one of the

      most fashionable schools in St Petersburg but also spending long hours in the workshop. Here he started to learn the basics of jewellery-making from his father’s senior employee, Finnish

      workmaster Hiskias Pendin.




      Then, in 1860, when he was still only forty-six, Gustav Fabergé retired. Leaving Pendin and a

      manager in charge of the business, he took his family to Dresden, the capital of Saxony. It seems a bizarre decision. Gustav was not apparently ill; he lived for another thirty years. It may be

      that he could no longer stand the marshy atmosphere of St Petersburg – the houses sealed tight against the cold of winter, the quagmires of spring and the baking heat of summer. Or it may

      be that he had become aware of his son’s talent and realized that for it to flower Carl would need to be educated in a manner that Russian schools simply could not provide. If Gustav was

      to remain in at least nominal contact with his business in St Petersburg, there was no better place both to expand his son’s horizons and to develop his skills than Dresden, the

      ‘Florence of the Elbe’.




      Certainly, Carl’s education from 1860 bears the hallmarks of a carefully plotted trajectory. It began

      at Dresden’s Handelsschule, literally, trade school. This was where the sons of Saxon merchants went to learn the rudiments of business

      administration. A subsequent grand tour gave Carl the opportunity to visit jewellers in England, Italy and, above all, Paris, where newcomers like Cartier and Boucheron were turning out designs

      that married traditional craftsmanship with creative flair. In Paris too Carl spent more time in a commercial college. Finally, he took up an apprenticeship with a goldsmith in Frankfurt, but it was only a short attachment, one that gave him the opportunity to see a master at work, not to perfect every technique. In short, Carl seems to have spent his

      years outside Russia in pursuit of two main aims: exposure to Western culture and preparation for a life in business. The son of Gustav Fabergé was destined to be the head of a firm: an

      employer, not an employee.




      In 1864, four years after his father had taken him to Dresden, Carl Fabergé returned to work for the

      family firm in St Petersburg. He was only eighteen; his education continued. Partly this would have involved learning at the side of Hiskias Pendin, but Carl also did his best to seek out the

      works of earlier, more European, master jewellers. He found them in the Hermitage, the great museum attached to St Petersburg’s Winter Palace. Here, treasures accumulated by previous

      generations of tsars had been on display to the public since the 1850s. Carl developed friendships with members of the Hermitage directorate and in 1867 began unpaid work there. The museum had

      started to receive items of ancient jewellery discovered during archaeological investigations; they needed someone to repair them and assess their materials; Carl volunteered.




      By 1872, when he was twenty-six, Carl Fabergé was ready both to take over his father’s

      business and to marry. His wife was also his cousin, Augusta Jacobs, the daughter of a cabinet maker. Three sons followed in quick succession, born between 1874 and 1877: Eugène, Agathon

      and Alexander. A fourth son, Nicholas, died aged only two in 1883; and a fifth and last son, again called Nicholas, was born the following year. Later employees of Carl Fabergé would

      tell of him welcoming his customers’ children and setting out animals carved from semi-precious stones for them to play with, unconcerned with the fragility of a chosen toy. This suggests

      a kindly and interested father, and his sons all eventually chose to join him in the company. Nevertheless, whatever the distractions of family life, Carl remained focused on the business

      entrusted to him by his own father. He moved it to larger premises, still on Bolshaya Morskaya, and began the changes that would transform what his eldest son Eugène

      later called ‘a dealer in petty jewellery and spectacles’ into the premier jeweller in Europe.




      Fabergé’s time in Europe and the Hermitage had inspired him; he wanted to make pieces of

      jewellery that were more than the sum of their parts – to elevate design and craftsmanship above mere materials. In his own words, much later, ‘Expensive things interest me little

      if the value is merely in so many diamonds or pearls.’1 In nineteenth-century Russia this was

      groundbreaking. Everyone knew the story of how Count Orlov had secured his position at Catherine the Great’s court with the gift to her of a single massive diamond, smuggled from India.

      The purchase had bankrupted him, but favours from a grateful empress soon proved it a wise investment. Little had changed in the century since Catherine’s death. According to an English

      diplomat, Lord Frederic Hamilton, who spent much of the 1880s in St Petersburg, ‘A stone must be very perfect to satisfy the critical Russian eye, and, true to their Oriental blood, the

      ladies preferred unfaceted rubies, sapphires and emeralds.’ 2 Carl Fabergé’s

      great achievement was that he not only made beautifully designed jewellery, but succeeded in selling it to the Russian aristocracy. He changed the taste of St Petersburg.




      Very few pieces of Fabergé survive from these early years, so it is hard to trace the development of

      Carl’s ideas or of his skills as a designer. By 1881, however, he had achieved enough recognition among his peers to be appointed a ‘master of the Second Guild’. In keeping

      with the commercial flavour of his education, the title marked him as a merchant or retailer, rather than a craftsman. It allowed him to use his own hallmark confirming precious metal content

      without submitting his pieces for official testing. It is probably no coincidence that this was the year that Hiskias Pendin died. The firm might still be called Gustav Fabergé, but its

      owner remained in Dresden. Carl was now formally acknowledged, by all, as its head.





      The business was already reasonably substantial, employing about twenty people, but it was

      the following year, 1882, that brought Fabergé his first major breakthrough – the attention of the Imperial family. The occasion was an exhibition in Moscow of artefacts from all

      over Russia. Fabergé had been invited to participate because of his work at the Hermitage Museum. The articles he had helped to restore included Greek and Scythian jewellery dating back

      to the fourth century BC, which had been found at Kerch on the Black Sea coast. Fabergé had obtained permission both to copy them and to incorporate

      their designs in more modern objects; he made the results the focus of his display at the exhibition. It was an inspired decision; Fabergé could show off creativity then unexpected in a

      jeweller, while rooting it in a tradition so ancient that no Russian could fail to be impressed. A notice in the magazine Niva was suitably ecstatic:

      ‘Mr Fabergé opens a new era in the art of jewellery. We wish him all the best in his efforts to bring back into the realm of art what once used to be a part of

      it.’3 The same article carried a final, telling paragraph: ‘Her Majesty honoured

      Fabergé by buying a pair of cufflinks with images of cicadas which, according to Ancient Greek belief, bring luck.’




      A decade after taking over his father’s business Carl Fabergé had achieved royal recognition.

      Nevertheless, he was only one jeweller among many supplying the Russian court; at least five firms feature in the Imperial accounts for the following year, 1883, and the amount paid to

      Fabergé – just under 6,400 roubles (£640, £43,000)*2 – was by far

      the smallest. The next year his friends at the Hermitage tried to get him an Imperial warrant, formal acknowledgement of his position as a royal supplier and a hugely valuable affirmation of

      status in a capital city where life still revolved around the Court. The request was refused; that sort of honour was not given away lightly.




      Only one year later, however, in 1885, the Tsar gave his wife her first Easter present from Fabergé

      – the Hen Egg. He had given her jewelled eggs on previous Easters; he cannot have known that this gift would be the first of a series that would

      eventually span over three decades. Nor was the cost of this first egg – 4,151 roubles (£400, £28,000) – such that the decision to order it needed very much thought. It

      represented a tiny fraction of the Tsar’s annual income – an estimated nine million roubles (£900,000, £70 million). Fabergé may simply have been chosen for the

      commission because it was his turn. Nevertheless, there is evidence that this year at least the Tsar wanted an egg that was designed to be more than just a collection of precious stones. It

      comes from a pair of letters, now in the Russian State Historical Archives, exchanged between the Tsar and his brother the Grand Duke Vladimir.




      The first letter is from the Grand Duke. Sent on 21 March 1885, three days before Easter, it clearly

      accompanied the egg, which Vladimir must have picked up from Fabergé on his brother’s behalf. The note contains detailed instructions on how to open each successive layer within

      the egg and gives his opinion of it as ‘a complete success . . . praiseworthy for its fine and intricate workmanship’.4




      In his reply, written the same day, the Tsar agrees: ‘I am grateful to you, dear Vladimir, for the

      trouble you have taken in placing the order and for the execution of the order itself, which could not have been more successful.’ There is enough here to suggest that it was the

      cosmopolitan Vladimir who had first conceived the idea to order an egg from Fabergé. It is the closing sentence of the Tsar’s letter, however, that truly intrigues: ‘I do

      hope the egg will have the desired effect on its future owner.’ What ‘effect’ on his wife did the Tsar have in mind? What, in fact, was the nature of their relationship?


    




    

      



      ALEXANDER III had taken the throne following the gruesome

      assassination of his father, Alexander II, a few weeks before the Easter of 1881. On Sunday 1 March the old Tsar was on his way back from the ceremonial changing of the guard at the

      Mikhaelovsky Riding School in St Petersburg when a bomb was thrown under his carriage. The explosion damaged the vehicle, killing and injuring part of the escort, but the Tsar himself was

      unharmed. Ignoring his driver’s pleas to speed on, he stepped down from the carriage and began speaking to the wounded men, questioning the captured bomb-thrower and praising his good

      fortune at a lucky escape. Almost immediately a further assassin ran forward. Shouting, ‘It is too early to thank God,’ he launched a bomb that exploded directly at the Tsar’s

      feet.




      Alexander was still alive, but only just. His legs had been torn away and his stomach ripped open, yet he

      still had enough strength to whisper a last command: ‘To the palace, to die there.’ He was obeyed. Dripping blood up the marble staircase, his body, not yet a corpse, was carried

      into the Winter Palace. There the Imperial family gathered around his deathbed. Among them were the future Alexander III, his wife Marie Fedorovna, still clutching the ice skates she had been

      about to put on when the news of the bomb had reached her, and their son Nicholas, aged thirteen and dressed in a blue sailor suit. All were there when the surgeon made the expected

      announcement: ‘The Emperor is dead.’




      Russia had a new tsar: Alexander III. Hearing the surgeon’s words, he turned from the window through

      which he had been staring, nodded and gave a few swift instructions to the chief of police. Then he and Marie walked out of the palace and stepped into a waiting carriage. In the words of his

      cousin Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovitch, another witness to the deathbed scene, ‘In less than five minutes he had acquired a new personality. Something much bigger than a mere

      realization of the Imperial responsibilities had transformed his massive frame.’5





      Of all the nineteenth-century tsars, Alexander II had come the closest to being a modernizer.

      A pragmatic statesman, he had responded to Russia’s disastrous defeat in the Crimean War by overseeing a series of reforms to its judiciary, censorship, education and the armed forces.

      Most famously, the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 had earned him the title ‘Tsar Liberator’. Twenty years later, on the morning of his assassination, Alexander had signed a

      document convening an elected national council; it had been on its way to the printers when the terrorists intervened. By itself this ‘manifesto’ would have made little difference

      to Russia’s constitution, but it would have been a first step down a road that might, eventually, have culminated in Alexander turning his empire into a parliamentary democracy.




      None of Alexander’s reforms was enough for his more radical opponents. In 1879 a small clique of

      students had formed Norodnya Volya – People’s Will – a nihilist movement dedicated to revolution. Only by destroying all existing hierarchies, it believed, could a new, fairer

      society be rebuilt. The death of the Tsar, the man at the centre of the government, was at the heart of all its plans. For all his apparent liberalism Alexander remained an absolute monarch;

      aided by a vast bureaucracy, he wielded ultimate power over every Russian. He was the state, and therefore the ultimate target of every revolutionary. There had already been several attempts on

      his life before that final bloody success in 1881.




      Alexander III, like his father, had been a liberal. If he had come to the throne in different circumstances

      he might have carried on with the reform programme. Assassination, however, was hardly likely to foster constitutionalism in the murdered man’s son. Rumours circulated of a meeting at the

      Winter Palace on the evening of the murder. Supported by his younger brothers, the new Tsar determined to withdraw his father’s last manifesto; only a weak tsar would ask his people for

      advice; the printing presses were stopped. Alexander deliberated for a few more weeks and then, on 9 May, issued his accession manifesto, firmly repudiating any hint of

      liberalization: ‘The voice of God commands Us to place Ourself with assurance at the head of the absolute power. Confident in the Divine Providence and in His supreme wisdom, full of

      faith in the justice and strength of the autocracy which We are called to maintain, We shall preside serenely over the destinies of Our empire which henceforward will be discussed between God

      and Ourself alone.’6 Alexander III would rule in the manner of his predecessors, with all

      power centred on himself as Tsar. His reign would be characterized by counter-reform and repression.




      St Petersburg was not, however, a safe environment for the Tsar. He moved his family to the Gatchina

      Palace, about thirty miles south-west of the capital. The high wall surrounding the five square miles of its park gave the palace some security, which the permanent presence of a brigade of

      cavalry reinforced. By day, sentries patrolled the grounds a hundred yards apart; at night the distance between them shrank to twenty-five yards. Outside Gatchina’s walls Russia turned

      into a police state, with conspiracies – real or imagined – around every corner. Constantly threatened and under permanent guard, Alexander frequently, and with justification,

      referred to his vast empire as his prison.




      Gatchina itself was a fairy-tale castle, its extravagance typical of the man who commissioned it, the

      diamond-loving Count Orlov. In 1783 Catherine the Great had bought the palace from his estate, and subsequent generations of tsars had added wings so that by the time Alexander III came to

      occupy it, Gatchina had over 900 rooms. His youngest daughter, Olga, particularly loved the Chinese Gallery; the huge vases it contained, placed there by her great-great-grandfather, Paul I,

      were ideal for hide-and-seek. To her cousins it was Gatchina’s special odours that were particularly memorable: a mixture of turpentine, Russian leather and cigarette smoke for Queen

      Marie of Rumania, and a scent ‘like clean wood’ for the Grand Duke Cyril Vladimirovitch.





      Amid this magnificence, Alexander chose to live on a mezzanine floor, whose cramped rooms and

      low ceilings had little to do with the popularly imagined lifestyle of a tsar. Here, following a practice established by Peter the Great, the Imperial family lived in what seems like wilful

      simplicity. The children slept on army beds with hard pillows and rough blankets; they took cold baths in the morning and had porridge for breakfast. The theme was self-restraint; outward

      emotion was to be avoided as much as unnecessary luxury. Alexander treated himself little better: he rose at seven, splashed his face with cold water and, armed only with a pot of coffee,

      settled down to work at his desk. Later, he and Marie might share rye bread and eggs for their morning meal. Immensely strong, Alexander’s party trick as a young man had been to tear a

      pack of cards in half. Now, as a middle-aged autocrat, he found nothing more relaxing than an afternoon spent chopping wood or a night fishing.




      It is hard to know what the new Tsarina made of all this. By the time Marie married Alexander, her father

      was Christian IX, King of Denmark, her elder sister Alexandra was married to the Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII, and her brother Wilhelm was King of Greece. Yet when she was born in

      1847 the young Dagmar, as she was then called, could have expected little of this glory. Her family lived in relative poverty in a small grace and favour mansion in Copenhagen, minor cousins of

      Denmark’s King Frederick. Their situation only improved in 1852, when the childless King adopted Christian as his heir. For the first five years of her life, therefore, Dagmar was almost

      a commoner. She could hardly fail to be aware of the luck behind her sudden elevation. She revelled in her good fortune; her vivaciousness would eventually make her the most eligible bride in

      Europe.




      So, in 1864, the sixteen-year-old Dagmar had become engaged to the Tsarevitch, heir to the Russian empire.

      Deeply in love, the young couple recited poetry to each other and scratched their names on the window of the castle in Denmark where they courted. Their future as

      Europe’s golden couple seemed assured. Dagmar’s fiancé, however, was not Alexander but his elder brother Nicholas. He had less than a year to live.




      Early in 1865, while on holiday in Cannes, Nicholas was thrown from his horse. Meningitis set in, and it

      was soon clear that he would die. Hurrying to his side from Copenhagen, Dagmar was just in time, so the story goes, to accede to her dying fiancé’s last wish: that she should marry

      his brother Alexander instead. Understandably, both parties to the new arrangement had considerable doubts. From Marie’s point of view, the younger brother, by comparison with Nicholas,

      was a boor of little obvious charm. As for Alexander, he was in love with one of his mother’s maids of honour, Princess Marie Mebtchersky. Gradually, however, duty asserted itself. More

      than a year after that deathbed promise Dagmar and Alexander announced their betrothal. In October 1866 Dagmar converted to orthodoxy, taking the name Marie Fedorovna,*3 and one month later she and Alexander married.




      Husky-voiced, dark and petite, Marie was pretty rather than beautiful, but she charmed all who met her.

      From the moment of her arrival in Russia she was the queen of society. At Imperial balls she danced the high-spirited mazurka in front of two or three thousand guests, and showed off her

      jewels: tiaras, earrings, chokers, necklaces, brooches and bows of rubies and diamonds ‘so large’, according to the wife of the American envoy to St Petersburg in the 1880s,

      ‘they would not be handsome worn by any other person, as in that case, they would not be supposed to be real’.7




      The sense of responsibility that had begun Marie and Alexander’s marriage would eventually deepen

      into something more. That he grew to love her was hardly surprising, but she came to appreciate his steadfastness and sense of purpose. The Anitchkov Palace in St Petersburg

      became both a glittering court-in-waiting and, according to a later letter from Marie, a ‘beloved, cosy home’. After the birth of their eldest son, the future Nicholas II, in 1868,

      five more children followed: three sons, of whom one died in infancy, and two daughters.




      By the time his last child, Olga, was born in 1882 Alexander III was already Emperor. Marie had lost her

      husband to the labours of autocracy far too early. She can scarcely have appreciated it, nor did she enjoy her semi-exile from St Petersburg to the cramped quarters at Gatchina. Whenever

      possible she escaped back to the capital, occasionally dragging her husband along, for the social functions that were to him a duty and to her a pleasure. Here, they could return to the

      Anitchkov. Even their son, Nicholas, noticed his mother’s preference for this palace, writing in his diary there in 1893, ‘We had tea with Mamma upstairs. Thank God, she is in good

      spirits. I believe that the height of the rooms does her a lot of good.’




      Overshadowing any discomfort or frustration that Marie felt in Gatchina, however, there must have been

      fear. Those ice skates that she still held by her father-in-law’s deathbed somehow symbolize the change in her that his assassination wrought. She had picked them up in happy anticipation

      of a morning spent skating with her family, but it was with horror that she continued clutching onto them, hours later. In the months and years that followed terrorist threats would be aimed at

      her as much as at her husband. Notes would be left for her to find. The threats they contained were alarming enough, while their locations – a coffee table in her private salon or a

      private photograph album – provided proof that even within the palace walls she could not consider her family safe.




      In 1883, the year Alexander III was to be crowned in Moscow, Easter brought a particular shock. Among the

      jewelled eggs sent as gifts and awaiting his inspection was one that was especially beautiful. Marie was the first to open it. Inside she found a little silver dagger and two

      skulls carved from ivory. The gilt-edged card beside them carried the usual Easter message – ‘Christ is risen!’ – but also another: ‘You may crush us – but

      we nihilists shall rise again!’ On the same day Moscow’s prefect of police received a basket of painted hens’ eggs. Several were stuffed with dynamite, although none exploded.

      This time the accompanying note read, ‘We have plenty more for the coronation.’




      Warned of the terrorists’ intentions for the ceremony, the Tsar’s secret police justified its

      existence by uncovering a number of conspiracies. One was intended to exploit one of the more modern features of the festivities: a plotter had apparently wired bombs into the lighting circuits

      that lined the route of the procession. Another was more basic: revolutionaries were to be given cloth caps stuffed with dynamite for throwing in apparent over-exuberance straight at the

      coronation coach. Although the day eventually passed without incident, for many this was little short of a miracle.




      So we can start to imagine what kind of effect the Tsar was seeking when he wrote that letter to his

      brother in 1885. He wanted an Easter egg that would surprise and delight his wife, one that would divert her, for a moment, from the cares of her position. In looking to Fabergé,

      moreover, Alexander had made the perfect choice. Here was a goldsmith with little interest in ‘so many diamonds or pearls’. He could produce a design that would provide the perfect

      bridge between the Tsar’s taste for simplicity and his wife’s for ostentation.




      The true brilliance of that first egg, however, was that it met the Tsar’s requirements by being both

      more and less than a piece of brilliant creativity: less because it was not an original design, but more because the model it copied is one that Marie would have recognized. The Danish Royal

      Collection still contains what must have been Fabergé’s inspiration: an egg dating to the early eighteenth century. It is made of ivory rather than the enamel

      that Faberge used, and its final surprise is a ring rather than a pendant, but otherwise it is remarkably similar to the Hen Egg. The young

      Princess Dagmar would certainly have seen it; perhaps she was allowed to look inside. Marie had enjoyed a famously happy childhood. Even as Tsarina she returned to Denmark whenever she could,

      joining her brothers and sisters for summer holidays when her parents played host to half the royal families of Europe. The genius behind Fabergé’s first egg was that it reminded

      the Empress Marie of a carefree past. It was the ideal antidote to the bad memories of recent Easters.




      Six weeks after Alexander gave Marie the egg, on 1 May 1885, the Court issued the following announcement:

      ‘His Majesty the Emperor has granted his Supreme permission to St Petersburg 2nd Guild Merchant jeweller Carl Fabergé, with a store at 18 Bolshaya Morskaya, to bear the title

      Supplier to the Imperial Court with the right to bear the State Coat of Arms in his shop’s sign.’8 Fabergé’s formal relationship with the tsars had begun.


    


  




  

    

       

    





    
2. ‘As precious as an egg on

    Christ’s own day’





    On 17 October 1888 the Tsar, the Empress and their five children were on their way back to St

    Petersburg from holidaying in the Crimea. The Imperial train that carried them was the last word in contemporary travel – multiple coaches dedicated to providing the royal family with every

    conceivable luxury. The family was in the dining car, working through a pudding prepared in the onboard kitchen. Suddenly, and to the accompaniment of a deafening crash, the train was lifted from

    the rails and plunged down the embankment, turning over as it did so.




    With debris and devastation all around, it seemed clear to all that the terrorists had, once again, succeeded

    in striking at the heart of Russia’s government. Even the realization that no member of the Imperial family had been hurt was scant consolation. Several attendants had been killed. Above

    all, it is the cry of the six-year-old Olga that still resonates, more than a century later: ‘Papa, now they’ll come and kill us all.’1




    In fact, the train had probably just been travelling too fast on poorly maintained track, but it is

    understandable that Olga was nervous as the family waited for rescue on a remote stretch of Ukrainian railway. Eighteen months before, on the anniversary of the murder of Alexander II, another

    assassination attempt had been discovered only just in time, when the books of three university students on the route of the commemorative procession were found to be crammed

    with explosives.*4 Despite all the precautions, it seemed inevitable that one day the terrorists

    would be successful.




    There was, however, one time of year when cares could be set aside: Easter. Many years later Olga would

    remember each year’s festival as ‘a busy, happy day. And how it reflected the truth of an ancient saying of ours, “As precious as an egg on Christ’s own day.”

    ’2




    That ‘ancient saying’ long predated Fabergé, of course, but there is no doubt that in the

    course of Alexander’s reign an Easter egg from the jeweller became an integral part of his family’s Easter celebrations. That first egg in 1885 had been good enough for the Emperor to

    commission a successor the following year. Questions went back and forth between the jeweller and the minister to the Court about design and materials, even deadlines – ‘It is

    preferable to have it finished by Easter but not if this is detrimental to the quality.’3 The

    archives describe the result as a golden hen, set with rose-cut diamonds, holding a sapphire egg in its beak, above a gold and diamond basket. It cost just under 3,000 roubles (£300,

    £22,000). There is no direct evidence that the gift was appreciated except that in 1887 the Tsar requested a third egg. At some point the reordering must have become automatic. A tradition

    had begun.




    Apart from the 1885 Hen Egg, only one other Fabergé egg has

    survived from the 1880s: the 1887 Blue Serpent Clock Egg. It is a beautifully enamelled table ornament on which the tongue of the eponymous serpent points

    to the time on a band of roman numerals as they gradually rotate around the circumference of the egg. By comparison with its predecessor from two years before, it is remarkably elaborate, but

    there is little about it that makes it personal to Marie Fedorovna. Nor do the archival descriptions of the missing eggs make them sound particularly exciting. It is hard to

    escape the feeling that Fabergé’s creativity was cramped by protocol, by having to communicate with his client through ministers and a committee.




    With each year, however, the jeweller was given greater freedom in how he addressed his annual commission.

    The Tsar might have been an autocrat but he knew when to delegate. Only three rules were established: that each annual Easter gift should be egg-shaped; that designs should be not be repeated;

    and that each egg should contain a surprise for the Empress. Beyond that, not even the Tsar himself was allowed to know more. Fabergé would respond to enquiries with a smooth ‘Your

    Majesty will be pleased.’ Marginally less exalted interrogators would be met more sharply. An inquisitive grand duchess famously received the acerbic response: ‘This year the egg will

    be square.’




    The increase in Fabergé’s autonomy may have been a gradual process, but by 1890 it was largely

    complete. That year’s egg is so elaborate that it must have taken at least twelve months to make, evidence that by 1889 the following year’s commission had become pretty much

    automatic. It is a glorious and flamboyant piece. About four inches high, the egg is made of coloured alloy gold covered with perfectly smooth enamel, whose milky-pink translucence sets off the

    rose-cut diamonds and emeralds that form a grid around the egg. At each end there is a medallion of gold leaves, of which one surrounds more diamonds and an unfaceted, or cabochon, sapphire.




    It is the surprise, however, that shows how Fabergé was starting to understand his real client, Marie

    Fedorovna. The egg opens to reveal a gold screen with ten mother-of-pearl panels. Each carries an exquisite watercolour painted by the Court miniaturist Konstantin Krijitski. Five show Danish

    royal residences: Bernsdorff Castle, which became the young Princess Dagmar’s home after her father was named King Frederick’s successor; the Amalienborg Palace, to which she moved

    after her father’s accession to the throne in 1863; Fredensborg Castle, where the extended family would gather each summer; and the villa on the same estate that

    Alexander bought for himself as a very necessary retreat from his in-laws. Only the fifth – Kronborg Castle at Elsinore – seems rather out of place. Although officially a royal

    residence and famous as the setting for much of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, it had been an army barracks since the eighteenth century. Two

    further central panels depict views of the Cottage Palace at Peterhof, the summer residence given to Marie as a wedding present by her father-in-law, Alexander II. And one panel shows the

    Gatchina Palace itself, where Marie received the egg and where it would be displayed. Finally, the succession of views is bookended by pictures of the two imperial yachts – Polar Star and Tsarevna – on which the Imperial family would take Baltic cruises every

    summer.




    Nowadays, the whole creation is known as the Danish Palaces Egg. Like

    the Hen Egg five years before, it referred back to Marie’s childhood, but this time Fabergé had explicitly personalized the Tsar’s Easter

    gift, making it a unique portrayal of its recipient – both of her origins in Denmark, and of the luxury she now enjoyed in Russia. Almost all its successors contain similar insights. Taken

    as a whole, they provide a magnificent perspective on the lives and preoccupations of Russia’s last tsars.




    

      IN THE SAME YEAR that Alexander gave Marie the

      Danish Palaces Egg, Fabergé was appointed Appraiser of the Imperial Cabinet. The position gave him a status at court above that of mere supplier;

      it was a formal recognition of an established fact: Carl Fabergé was now the royal family’s favourite jeweller. The appointment underlined the honour he had received the previous

      year, the Order of St Stanislas, 3rd class. Overuse meant that this was the least prestigious of the various chivalric orders within the Tsar’s gift, and the classification shows that

      Fabergé still had some way to go, but the award was a measure of the distance he had already travelled.*5 He must have worn its Maltese cross – red-enamelled, gold-bordered and pearl-tipped – with pride.




      The recognition added lustre to what was already a flourishing business. The firm of Gustav Fabergé,

      still named after Carl’s father, provided an ever increasing selection of objects – silverware, jewellery, trinkets, carved animals and decorative pieces – to customers that

      ranged from Russia’s emerging middle classes to the highest strata of society. In 1887 the firm had opened a branch in Moscow. To manage it, Carl recruited a partner, Allan Bowe, an

      Englishman born in South Africa who had impressed the jeweller with his knowledge of the business. The Moscow branch would furnish the former capital’s rapidly growing merchant class with

      objects that were more identifiably Russian than the westernized products sold in St Petersburg. Across the empire, families came to talk not of ‘laying the table’, but of

      ‘setting the Fabergé’.




      By now, the firm’s output was far more than Carl Fabergé could oversee directly, even with the

      assistance of his younger brother Agathon, who had joined him as chief designer in 1882. Carl had established a system, however, that maintained quality even without his personal involvement.

      It was based around a system of semi-independent workshops, each headed by a highly experienced workmaster, often from Finland. The workmasters hired and oversaw the craftsmen and took personal

      responsibility for the most important objects. The Danish Palaces Egg carries the initials of Mikhail Perkhin, the workmaster who would

      eventually produce more than half of the Imperial Easter eggs. Fabergé provided the designs, sourced the materials and marketed the finished product. It was a business structure that

      would prove remarkably flexible as the firm continued to grow.




      The increase in Fabergé’s sales allowed for almost complete specialization, as the firm took

      the artistry in its jewellery to a level that had never been seen before. The coloured gold in that 1890 egg, for example, was produced using a technique familiar to jewellers around the world,

      who rarely use pure twenty-four-carat gold in decorative pieces; it is simply too soft. Fourteen-carat gold (fourteen parts gold to ten parts base metal) is much harder and facilitates further

      creativity: the colour of the gold is governed by the base metal used in the alloy. So the Danish Palaces Egg contains red and green gold, made by using

      copper and silver in the respective alloys. Fabergé’s French predecessors could produce four such colours – not just red and green, but white (using nickel or palladium) and

      yellow (copper and silver). They called the result quatre-couleur gold. As Fabergé’s goldsmiths developed their techniques, they eventually

      doubled the range – adding blue (using arsenic as the alloy metal), lilac (zinc), purple (aluminium) and grey (iron) to the palette.




      It was in their enamelwork, however, that the workshops extended the possibilities of jewellery-making most

      conspicuously. Enamel is applied by fusing a thin layer of powdered glass to a metal surface. It has to be heated to at least 600º Celsius to become soft enough to work; there is little

      margin for error, and the dangerously hot materials require absolute concentration. When the metal surface is curved – as with an egg – the complications are multiplied; simply

      achieving a smooth finish requires phenomenal skill. Yet the Danish Palaces Egg has five or six separately applied layers, giving depth to both its colour

      and its texture – the velvety feel that is one of the most remarkable characteristics of Fabergé’s work.





      While rivals were content to limit themselves to safe enamel colours – white, blue and

      pink – Fabergé eventually offered over a hundred, ranging from mauve to lime green. The choice of colour, however, was only the beginning. Frequently, a pattern would be engraved

      on the surface of the metal before enamelling began. The result was guilloche enamel. Again, this was known to earlier jewellers, but by using machine tools Fabergé was able to take it

      to new levels of precision and beauty. In another variation, a shape cut from gold leaf would be placed between applications of the glass, adding one more facet to the depth of decoration.

      Similarly, varying the colours of different layers meant that the appearance of a piece changed as it was turned in the light. Or, as with the Danish Palaces

      Egg, a single application of opaque enamel between other transparent layers would give an object the translucence of an opal or a pearl.




      This all emphasizes that Fabergé’s real genius lay in his ability to harness the creativity

      and talents of others. He set his craftsmen and designers challenges that spurred them to greater achievement, while his skills as a businessman ensured that they had enough financial headroom

      in which to flourish. Most impressively perhaps, he got the boring things right. The written systems that recorded the time each worker spent on an object, for example, may not gladden the

      hearts of many art historians, yet they anticipate by several decades the computerized costing operations of modern companies. The results fed directly into Fabergé’s prices. He

      would be careful to make a profit, naturally, but would also ensure that it was not excessive. In fact it is possible that Fabergé’s popularity with his Imperial paymasters began

      because he was able to undercut his rivals.




      Most of all, however, there could never be any doubt as to the quality of every item sold. Despite all the

      specialization, each piece remained the overall responsibility of a single craftsman. At ten every morning Carl Fabergé would start his tour of the workshops. Occasionally he would

      examine an object that was nearly finished, put it on an anvil and smash it with a hammer with a rebuke that was all the more telling for the mild manner in which it was

      delivered: ‘You can do better. Start again and do it right.’4


    




    

      IN OCTOBER 1890 Alexander’s heir, the Tsarevitch

      Nicholas, boarded a Russian naval vessel, the Memory of Azov,*6 for a nine-month tour around southern Asia. His parents had many reasons to send him on the trip. Nicholas was now twenty-two; it was time he broadened his outlook with an

      understanding of the peoples and countries to the empire’s south. The voyage might also give him space to forget his incipient infatuation with Mathilde Kschessinska, a seventeen-year-old

      dancer with the Imperial Ballet. Nicholas’s younger brother the Grand Duke George Alexandrovitch would accompany him on the cruise. George had developed a rather alarming cough, and his

      parents hoped that the sea air and warmer weather might do him some good. Lastly, there was a diplomatic aspect to the journey. Nicholas would be representing Russia, meeting foreign

      dignitaries at every stop. It was a chance for him to shine, to build new relationships and cement old alliances.




      This last purpose for the voyage brought immediate profit to Fabergé. One of the corollaries of

      Carl’s position as Cabinet Appraiser was that the Imperial household gave him priority when it needed to commission jewellery and other objects for state purposes. His firm was therefore

      asked to provide a selection of suitable gifts for distribution by the heir – snuffboxes, photograph frames, clocks and the like. Halfway through the voyage, stocks had to be replenished.

      In all, Fabergé’s bill for the Tsarevitch’s generosity came to 15,500 roubles (£1,550, £110,000).




      To that one might add the 4,500 roubles (£450, £33,000) charged by

      Fabergé for the egg that Alexander presented to Marie for Easter 1891, while their two sons were still away. It is called the Memory of

      Azov Egg because of its surprise, a gold and platinum replica of the cruiser in which the two young men were travelling. Diamonds provided the portholes; the rigging was exactly copied

      from the original, and the anchor chain and guns were all movable. The model rested on a plate made of aquamarine, representing water. The egg itself provided a nice contrast to its

      Danish Palaces predecessor and a demonstration of the range of skills that Fabergé’s workshops could command. A little less

      than four inches high, it was carved from a single piece of bloodstone, flecked with red and blue, decorated with golden rococo scrolls. Marie must have liked the result and the emotions it

      awoke in her: the following winter, as she moved from Gatchina to St Petersburg, this jewelled objet d’art travelled with her.




      Whatever aims Their Majesties might have had for their sons’ trip on the Memory of Azov, it is doubtful that any of them were achieved. The voyage had started in the Mediterranean, where the brothers were joined by their cousin Prince

      George of Greece. In Egypt the royal party transferred to a riverboat. Here, belly dancers seemed to occupy rather more of Nicholas’s attention than the monotonous landscape of the banks

      of the Nile. In India he complained of being surrounded by the English. His mother immediately wrote back, warning him to be civil. The tour went on to Ceylon, Indo-China, Hong Kong and finally

      Japan. Here it was brought to an abrupt halt by a sword-wielding policeman with murderous intent, who attacked Nicholas on the streets of Otsu. The Tsarevitch was hit hard enough to bear a scar

      for the rest of his life, but the quick reactions of his Greek cousin saved him from worse. Nicholas would swear that he bore his hosts no ill will for the incident, but his private diaries

      from later life tell a different story: ‘I received the Swedish minister and the Japanese monkey, the chargé d’affaires . . .’ So much for his parents’ hopes for

      a broadening of the mind. When he returned to St Petersburg, Nicholas even resumed his liaison with Kschessinska.




      Long before the attempted assassination Nicholas’s brother had left the voyage. The intense heat of

      India seemed only to make his cough worse, and he developed a persistent fever. His parents ordered him to return home. When the Memory of Azov left

      Bombay for Colombo, the Grand Duke George was on a destroyer heading west. He had tuberculosis and would spend the remainder of his short life in the Imperial hunting lodge in the Caucasus,

      where the climate was thought to be healthier than the malign winters and uncomfortable summers of the Russian heartland.




      As a child, George had been the family joker. Long after his death in 1899, aged only twenty-eight,

      Nicholas, by then Tsar, could be found chuckling as he recollected some particularly successful escapade. George’s poignant exile, thousands of miles from his family, is remembered by

      Fabergé in the Caucasus Egg, given to Marie in 1893. Its top carries the Grand Duke’s picture, visible through a flat-cut portrait diamond,

      and around its sides four panels open to reveal miniature views of the lodge where he spent his last years. Each panel is surrounded by half-pearls and together the panels have the year 1893

      picked out in diamonds upon them. The egg itself is made of quatre-couleur gold, silver and platinum, and is covered in a ruby-red enamel. The contrast

      between its over-the-top vulgarity and the simplicity of the life portrayed in its pictures is striking. Perhaps it is claiming too much, but the whole concoction evokes the loneliness of its

      subject far more successfully than any plainer portrait could.




      Compare the Caucasus Egg with the one Marie had received in 1892,

      one year before. The Diamond Trellis Egg takes its name from the lattice of rose-cut diamonds that surrounds its pale green shell, carved from jade. Its

      surprise has long since been lost, but recently found Imperial records describe it as a clockwork elephant, carved from ivory, carrying a gold tower and a black mahout. This was another subtle

      reminder of Marie’s happy childhood: an elephant appears on the coat of arms of the Danish royal family. The surprise is also, however, a toy, an object of frivolity,

      very different from the solemn memento that Marie would receive in 1893. It was clearly a success. Fabergé would return to the idea of clockwork automata in many of the Empress’s

      subsequent eggs.


    




    

      FABERGÉ and his craftsmen continued to use every

      opportunity to learn from the designs of previous generations. In the words of one designer, ‘The Hermitage and its jewellery gallery became the school for the Fabergé

      jewellers.’5 Its collections of items from pre-Revolutionary France provided the greatest

      inspiration: the 1893 Caucasus and 1891 Memory of Azov eggs imitate the jewellers of Louis XV’s court; while

      the equally opulent but more classical design of the 1890 Danish Palaces Egg puts it in the style of Louis XVI. The attributions catch the eye. It is

      impossible to ignore the parallels between the eventual fate of the Russian monarchy and that of its French equivalent, sent to the guillotine a century before. The elaborate forms that

      Fabergé copied seem to appear only in the last years of dying regimes. His eggs in particular may be brilliantly designed pieces in which the lavish materials are carefully balanced with

      superlative craftsmanship but they are also examples of meretricious vulgarity. They could only have been commissioned for a court that was disconnected from the country it was meant to

      govern.




      For the vast majority of Russians, even in the last decade of the nineteenth century, life remained a grim

      struggle for existence. Peasants might no longer be serfs, but their lives were as circumscribed as they had ever been. Families lived in one-room huts, in winter sealed tight against the cold,

      the air inside rendered fetid by kerosene fumes, home-cured tobacco and the warm, moist smell of the animals that shared their owners’ sleeping platforms. The brief summer months were a

      race to plough, sow and reap, using technology unchanged since the Middle Ages, before winter set in again. Poor yields and a system of communal field reallocation that

      rendered land improvement pointless combined to ensure that no farmer could raise himself above the subsistence level of his predecessors. Life expectancy was thirty-five years.




      In the summer of 1891 famine struck Russia’s Volga region; by the autumn it had spread across an area

      from the Urals to the Black Sea. Thirty-six million people faced the prospect of starvation. Refugees crammed the roads. Cholera and typhus followed. To many historians, these events mark the

      beginning of the process which made the Russian Revolution inevitable. The complacency with which the tsarist authorities regarded the onset of the crisis, and the incompetence with which they

      eventually tackled it, showed clearly the fallibility of the autocratic system. Even the regime’s natural allies among the nobility started to question its legitimacy.

      Fabergé’s eggs, of course, do not hint at the catastrophe among the Tsar’s peasant subjects. Nevertheless, it seems grimly appropriate that as the workshops in St Petersburg

      were maturing – beginning to produce eggs that might reasonably be called masterpieces – events were occurring which foreshadowed the eventual destruction of the family for which

      they were made.


    


  




  

    

       

    





    
3. ‘A continuation of the long

    funeral ceremonies’





    IN 1894 THE IMPERIAL

    FAMILY’S Easter celebrations took on an entirely different hue: just over a week before the festival, Princess Alix of Hesse, a tiny German principality, had finally agreed to marry

    the Tsarevitch Nicholas. It was entirely a love match; Nicholas had already spent ten years confiding in his diary first that ‘we love each other’ (this when Alix was twelve and he

    was sixteen) and then that his dream was ‘one day to marry Alix H’.1 All the evidence is

    that Alix returned Nicholas’s feelings. Moreover, she had the royal blood that was a prerequisite for any future tsarina. Her older sister Ella had already married the Tsar’s younger

    brother Serge. Nevertheless, right up until the engagement, Nicholas’s pursuit of his future bride had seemed an entirely forlorn proceeding.




    The initial obstacle to the match had been Alexander and Marie’s disapproval. In previous generations

    there had been almost a tradition of marriage between the Romanovs and German royal families – enough for the Almanac de Gotha (the arbiter of status

    to nobility across Europe) to argue that the correct name of Russia’s ruling house was Holstein-Gottorp Romanov. Twenty years later the French ambassador to Russia, Maurice

    Paléologue, would calculate that Nicholas himself was only 1/128th Russian. Marie’s Danish ancestry, however, made her a committed Germanophobe. She had never forgiven Prussia for

    its forcible annexation of Schleswig-Holstein from Denmark soon after her father’s accession to the Danish throne. Of course Hesse was not Prussia, and its ruling family

    might declare, with some justification, that they had suffered from that state’s aggression almost as much as Denmark. But that only highlighted another of Alexander and Marie’s

    concerns: Hesse was insignificant. Surely the heir to an empire covering a sixth of the world could do better than that? And Nicholas’s parents had one final cause for anxiety. They knew

    Alix, and what they saw was a shy and awkward young woman who spoke poor French and no Russian. Alix was undoubtedly beautiful – tall and delicately shaped, with a clear complexion and

    large grey eyes perfectly set off by golden hair so long that she could sit upon it – but, while she conformed to the popular image of a fairy princess, that alone would not make her a

    success as Empress.




    At the beginning of 1894, however, Nicholas had finally received his parents’ consent to ask for

    Alix’s hand. He split with his ballet dancer mistress and began to press his suit, only for another impediment to emerge. Alix would not give up her deeply held Protestant beliefs for the

    Orthodox Christianity that the Tsarevitch’s bride would have to espouse. This was no mere whim; Alix expressed her determination in sad but forthright letters to both Nicholas and his

    sister Xenia. Her refusal left no apparent room for argument.




    Only the forthcoming marriage of Alix’s brother Ernst to ‘Ducky’, a cousin of Nicholas,

    gave any cause for hope. The wedding was to take place in Coburg, one of the capitals of the Duchy of Saxe-Coburg and a traditional gathering place for Europe’s royalty. Nicholas’s

    presence on the guest list gave him one last chance to press his case. He arrived in Germany three days before the wedding, at the beginning of April. The next morning he went directly to Alix

    and formally proposed, to be met with continuing intransigence. Two hours of conversation proved fruitless. All Alix could reply to Nicholas’s entreaties, as the tears rolled down her

    cheeks, was a quiet but emphatic, ‘No, I cannot.’2





    Nicholas, however, was determined, and he had unlikely allies among the other royal visitors.

    Over the course of the week almost all of them would add their persuasive powers to his. An aunt explained to the young princess how easy she had found her own conversion after marrying a Russian

    grand duke; so did Alix’s sister Ella. Her cousin Kaiser Wilhelm II of Prussia saw political advantage in the renewal of Russo-German ties and did all he could to encourage the match. Only

    Alix’s grandmother Queen Victoria disapproved. She liked Nicholas but could not bear the idea of losing her favourite granddaughter to Russian society and ‘its total want of principle

    from the Grand Dukes downwards’.3 Victoria too was in Coburg for the wedding but, perhaps

    crucially, she remained silent.




    Alix finally capitulated on 8 April 1894, one day after her brother’s wedding. There were to be no more

    doubts. Nicholas’s joy was unconfined. He told his mother, ‘the whole world is changed for me: nature, mankind, everything; and all seem to be good and lovable and

    happy’.4 Only Nicholas’s duties as a good Orthodox Christian dampened his celebratory

    mood. Although his Western relations had already celebrated Easter, for him it had yet to arrive. As he wrote in his diary a few days later, ‘It is not very convenient to keep Lent abroad,

    and I had to refuse many things.’5




    Orthodox Easter arrived soon enough.*7 At Gatchina Marie Fedorovna received her tenth annual creation from Fabergé. The 1894 Renaissance Egg

    is carved of translucently thin agate, a type of quartz. Apparently as fragile as a real egg, it is decorated almost like a cake, with diamonds, rubies and coloured enamels. One of the few

    Fabergé eggs designed to lie on its side, and oddly bulbous, it has the appearance of a jewelled box; it is clearly modelled on an eighteenth-century casket that

    Fabergé would have seen as a schoolboy in Dresden. The egg’s contents, however, have long since disappeared; and in the absence of its surprise, the piece is relatively unexciting.

    No matter; Marie’s thoughts would surely have been in Germany, where her own Easter presents to the happy couple had arrived. There were the ubiquitous eggs, of course, although no

    masterpieces from Fabergé, and there was Marie’s own more personal present for Alix – a stunning emerald bracelet, whose recipient protested modestly, ‘It is much too

    beautiful for me.’ At the same time, and for future reference, Marie asked Nicholas which stones his fiancée liked best: sapphires or emeralds? The original of her letter preserves

    some of Nicholas’s response – ‘has none’, written against ‘sapphires’.6




    Alix was not to be so deprived for long. As the younger daughter of a minor German princeling she had been

    far from rich, and the thrift she had practised as an unmarried princess would continue to affect her behaviour as Tsarina years later. Now, however, she was marrying into extraordinary wealth.

    Her formal engagement present from Nicholas was a pearl and diamond necklace, bought from Fabergé for 165,500 roubles (£16,550, £1.2 million). His parents went even further for

    the future daughter-in-law they now welcomed with every outward enthusiasm. They gave her a sautoir*8 of pearls, each carefully selected by Fabergé himself. Valued at 250,000 roubles (£25,000, £1.9 million), it was the most

    expensive item ever to emerge from his workshops.




    

      THERE WAS a reason for Alexander and Marie

      Fedorovna’s sudden acceptance of Alix as a potential wife for their son. During the previous winter the Tsar, always so strong, had found himself prey to exhaustion.

      For the first time he became aware of his own mortality. All too soon, Nicholas might be Tsar. It was unthinkable that he should ascend the throne unmarried. If Princess Alix was the only

      candidate that Nicholas would countenance, then, for all her imperfections, she would have to do.




      Over the summer following Nicholas and Alix’s engagement, the truth behind Alexander’s

      condition emerged. He had incurable kidney disease, and its diagnosis coincided with the Emperor’s rapid deterioration. In a vain attempt to recover, he moved to Livadia, a favourite

      palace on the Black Sea coast. As it became clear that he was dying, family members hurried to his side, and Nicholas was given permission to send for his fiancée. Alix arrived declaring

      her willingness to convert to orthodoxy as soon as possible and in time to receive her future father-in-law’s blessing. Ten days later, on 20 October 1894, Alexander died; he was only

      forty-nine. Whatever posterity might say about his autocratic tendencies, he had achieved at least two things which no previous tsar could claim: he had not embroiled his country in any foreign

      wars, and he had remained faithful to his wife. Alexander himself summed up his marriage, as he lay dying: ‘I have even before my death got to know an angel.’7




      The next morning saw a short service of consecration witnessed only by members of the Imperial family. The

      new Tsar, Nicholas II, then issued his first decree. It proclaimed the new faith and title of the woman who would become his wife. Princess Alix of Hesse, former Lutheran, was now the

      ‘truly believing Grand Duchess Alexandra Fedorovna’. The path towards marriage was clear. Nicholas favoured an immediate ceremony in Livadia. His uncles, however, persuaded him that

      such an important event had to take place publicly, in St Petersburg.




      So, one week after the funeral of a father-in-law she had hardly known, Alexandra Fedorovna put on the

      dress worn by generations of Russian grand duchesses on their wedding day. Made of silver tissue, its eight-foot train was trimmed with ermine. ‘Yes, I know how heavy

      it is,’ Marie Fedorovna is said to have commented, ‘but I’m afraid that it’s only one of the lesser weights which must be borne by a Russian empress.’8




      Before the ceremony itself came the procession through the Winter Palace. Ten thousand guests filled its

      massive staterooms, craning for a glimpse of the young couple. Afterwards, thousands more filled the Nevsky Prospekt, St Petersburg’s main street, cheering their new Tsar and alarming his

      bride with the intensity of their devotion. When it was finally all over, the newly-marrieds took an early dinner and, in the words of Nicholas’s diary, ‘went to bed early as she

      had a bad headache!’.9 The next day the Court was back in mourning, and Nicholas, struggling

      to come to terms with his new responsibilities, was at work. Alexandra’s verdict on the whole day is perhaps only to be expected: ‘The wedding seemed only a continuation of the long

      funeral ceremonies she had so lately attended.’10


    




    

      CARL FABERGÉ too was feeling the effects of death

      in the family. In 1893 his father had died, aged seventy-nine. Gustav had of course long since retired; while the name of the company he had founded had been changed – to C.

      Fabergé – some time before his death. The death from lung disease of Carl’s younger brother Agathon in 1895 would be far more untimely. He was only thirty-three. Born after

      the family’s move to Dresden, Agathon had an even more European outlook than his brother; as chief designer he had played a crucial role in the growth of the business. It may just be

      coincidence that the firm first came to the attention of the Imperial family in 1882, the year Agathon came on board, but it is unquestionable that his designs had played a large part in its

      subsequent success. François Birbaum, who took over Agathon’s position, later recalled how his predecessor’s drawings showed him to be just as sensitive, ‘if not more

      so’ than his brother Carl; he ‘sought inspiration everywhere’.11
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