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Auch behauptet man: die Tölpel,


Als sie an das Meer gelangten


Und gesehn, wie sich der Himmel


In der blauen Fluth gespiegelt,


Hätten sie geglaubt, das Meer


Sei der Himmel, und sie stürzten


Sich hinein mit Gottvertrauen;


Seien sämtlich dort ersoffen.


Heinrich Heine,


Atta Troll, Caput XII


It’s also said that these fools,


Upon reaching the ocean-shore


And having seen how the sky


Was reflected in the blue tide below,


Believed that the sea


Must be Heaven, and in they plunged,


With faith in God,


And all were drowned.


Author translation, based on Herman Scheffauer (1913)
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Note on Dates and Spelling


Before February 1918, Russia followed the Julian (Old Style) calendar that in the nineteenth century was twelve days (and in the twentieth century, thirteen days) behind the Gregorian (New Style) calendar used in the West. In January, the Bolshevik government decreed that Russia would adopt the Gregorian calendar at the end of the month, thus 31 January 1918 was followed the next day by 14 February. I have chosen to give Old Style dates for events in Russia before 31 January 1918 and New Style after that; wherever there is a chance for any confusion, I have added the notations “OS” or “NS.”


I have used a modified Library of Congress format for transliterating Russian words and names into English and have kept the masculine and feminine endings of Russian surnames (Grigory Rasputin, Maria Rasputina, for example). In cases where individuals are better known by the English versions of their names, such as Tsar Nicholas II, I have used these and not transliterations of the original.




Introduction: The Holy Devil?


On a bright spring day in 1912 Sergei Prokudin-Gorsky carried his large tripod camera down to the banks of the Tura River in the remote Siberian village of Pokrovskoe. One of the great photographic innovators of the age, Prokudin-Gorsky had developed a technique for taking vivid color photographs, images that so impressed Emperor Nicholas II of Russia, he commissioned the photographer to record his empire in all its diverse splendor.


His camera captured a typical rural scene that day. The white village church, bleached in the sun, rises above the simple houses and barns, crude log structures, brown and gray, gathered around it. On one of the houses a window box cradles a plant with red flowers, geraniums perhaps, highlighted against the dark panes. A pair of cows graze casually on the green shoots released from the earth after another long Siberian winter. At the water’s edge, two women in colored dresses have been caught in their daily chores. A solitary boat rests in the mud, ready for the next fishing trip out into the Tura. The image recalls so many similar anonymous villages that Prokudin-Gorsky photographed in the final years of tsarist Russia.


Yet this village was different from all the others, and Prokudin-Gorsky knew that the emperor and empress would expect him to include Pokrovskoe in his great survey. Pokrovskoe was the home of the most notorious Russian of the day, a man who in the spring of 1912 became the focus of a scandal that shook Nicholas’s reign like nothing before. Rumors had been circulating about him for years, but it was then that the tsar’s ministers and the politicians of the State Duma, Russia’s legislative assembly, first dared to call him out by name and demand that the palace tell the country who precisely this man was and clarify his relationship to the throne. It was said that this man belonged to a bizarre religious sect that embraced the most wicked forms of sexual perversion, that he was a phony holy man who had duped the emperor and empress into embracing him as their spiritual leader, that he had taken over the Russian Orthodox Church and was bending it to his own immoral designs, that he was a filthy peasant who managed not only to worm his way into the palace, but through deceit and cunning was quickly becoming the true power behind the throne. This man, many were beginning to believe, presented a real danger to the church, to the monarchy, and even to Russia itself. This man was Grigory Yefimovich Rasputin.


All of this must have been on the mind of Prokudin-Gorsky that day. This was not just any village he was photographing, it was the home of Rasputin. Prokudin-Gorsky captured Pokrovskoe for the tsar, but, curiously, he was careful not to include in his image the house of its most infamous son, which he left outside the frame. Perhaps this was the great photographer’s way of registering his own comment on the man Russia could not stop talking about.


The life of Rasputin is one of the most remarkable in modern history. It reads like a dark fairy tale. An obscure, uneducated peasant from the wilds of Siberia receives a calling from God and sets out in search of the true faith, a journey that leads him across the vast expanses of Russia for many years before finally bringing him to the palace of the tsar. The royal family takes him in and is bewitched by his piety, his unerring insights into the human soul, and his simple peasant ways. Miraculously, he saves the life of the heir to the throne, but the presence of this outsider, and the influence he wields with the tsar and tsaritsa, angers the great men of the realm and they lure him into a trap and kill him. Many believed that the holy peasant had foreseen his death and prophesied that should anything happen to him, the tsar would lose his throne. And so he does, and the kingdom he once ruled is plunged into unspeakable bloodletting and misery for years.


Even before his gruesome murder in a Petrograd cellar in the final days of 1916, Rasputin had become in the eyes of much of the world the personification of evil. His wickedness was said to recognize no bounds, just like his sexual drive that could never be sated no matter how many women he took to his bed. A brutish, drunken satyr with the manners of a barnyard animal, Rasputin had the inborn cunning of the Russian peasant and knew how to play the simple man of God when in front of the tsar and tsaritsa. He tricked them into believing he could save their son, the tsarevich Alexei, and with him the dynasty itself. They placed themselves, and the empire, in his hands, and he, through his greed and corruption, betrayed their trust, destroying the monarchy and bringing ruin to Russia.


Rasputin is possibly the most recognized name in Russian history. He has been the subject of dozens of biographies and novels, movies and documentaries, theatrical works, operas, and musicals. His exploits have been extolled in song, from The Three Keys’ jazzy 1933 “Rasputin (The Highfalutin’ Lovin’ Man)” to Boney M’s 1978 Euro-disco hit: “Ra Ra Rasputin, lover of the Russian queen . . . Ra Ra Rasputin, Russia’s greatest love machine.” There are countless Rasputin bars, restaurants, and nightclubs, there is Rasputin computer software (an acronym for Real-Time Aquisition System Programs for Unit Timing in Neuroscience), a comic book series, an action figure. He is the star of at least two video games (Hot Rasputin and Shadow Hearts 2) and features in Japanese manga and anime. There is an “Old Rasputin Russian Imperial Stout” and, not surprisingly, a Rasputin vodka. The life of Rasputin was even the basis for a 1991 ice-dancing performance by the Russian skaters Natalya Bestemyanova and Andrei Bukin. Popular culture is littered with Rasputin.


A century after his death, Rasputin remains fixed in the public imagination as “the mad monk” or “the holy devil,” the oxymoronic yet evocative formulation created by the Russian priest Iliodor, one of his closest friends and, later, greatest enemies. With all that has been said about Rasputin over the past hundred years, it would seem there is nothing more to add. Or is there?


The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 accompanied an intense and at times tortured reexamination of Russia’s past. The heroes of the old regime became villains, and the villains, heroes in one of the wild pendulum swings for which Russia is known. Nothing demonstrates the change better than the status of Tsar Nicholas II and his wife, Alexandra: despised as class enemies under the Soviets, they, along with their five children, were canonized as saints by the Russian Orthodox Church in 2000, their remains having already been interred with great ceremony alongside Russia’s earlier tsarist rulers in St. Petersburg’s Peter and Paul Cathedral.*


Rasputin has not been forgotten in this wholesale transvaluation of Russian history. A new generation of historians has been at work reclaiming what they insist is the true Rasputin.1 The stories told about him for the past century, they write, are nothing but a sea of lies, half-truths, and distortions constructed by his enemies. Rasputin, they contend, has been the object of the greatest calumny in history. He was a devoted husband and father, an honest man of God, a devout Orthodox Christian, a humble Russian peasant inspired by divine visions who placed his special gifts in the service of the royal family and his beloved Russia. The tales of his debauchery, his drinking, his corruption, and his interference in the affairs of state are nothing more than hearsay.


The campaign against Rasputin was part of a larger war against the monarchy waged by hostile forces intent on destroying not only the Romanov dynasty, but Holy Russia herself. The false image of Rasputin the devil was created to undermine the legitimacy and sacred aura of the throne and so foment a revolution that would bring to power a fanatical band of atheistic communists bent on wiping out Russian Orthodoxy and the country’s sacred traditions. Rasputin, according to this interpretation, was the personification of true popular faith, a simple devout peasant who paid for his convictions with his life. The influential Orthodox priest Dmitry Dudko, harassed and imprisoned under the Soviets, said, “In the person of Rasputin I see the entire Russian people—beaten and executed, yet still preserving their faith, even when it means death. And with this faith they shall be victorious.” The popular singer Zhanna Bichevskaya has gone further, calling Rasputin a great Russian martyr. In recent years icons bearing Rasputin’s likeness, often depicted alongside members of the royal family, have appeared, and groups within the Russian Orthodox Church have demanded his canonization. The matter became serious enough to warrant convening a special synodical commission that after several years of investigation and debate eventually ruled in 2004 against conferring sainthood upon Rasputin. According to the opinion of Metropolitan Juvenaly on behalf of the commission, there was still too much doubt about Rasputin’s possible connections to mystical sects, as well as his reputation for drunkenness and immoral conduct. A branch of the church, however, the Russian True Orthodox Church, self-proclaimed successor of the so-called Catacomb Church that broke off from the official Russian Orthodox Church in the 1920s, did recognize Rasputin as a saint in 1991. Russians, it seems, remain divided on the question of Rasputin’s holiness.2


Along with an ugly anti-Semitism and paranoid xenophobia that pervade this new nationalist depiction of Rasputin is the larger problem of replacing one myth with another: Rasputin the devil becomes Rasputin the saint. The pendulum swings once more. Neither image is persuasive, and one is left with the question: Who, then, really was Rasputin?


I came to Rasputin while writing an earlier book on the fate of the nobility following the Russian revolutions of 1917. In researching the final years of the old regime I was repeatedly struck by Rasputin’s omnipresence. No matter what sources I happened to be reading, whether personal correspondence, diaries, newspapers, memoirs, or political tracts, there was Rasputin. He was inescapable. As the Symbolist poet Alexander Blok remarked of the age, without exaggeration: “Rasputin is everything, Rasputin is everywhere.”3 Nothing in my decades of study and research of Russian history had prepared me for this. To a large degree this was due to the biases of the academic world in which I had been trained: to scholars of Russia, Rasputin did not exist as a worthy subject of study. He was simply too popular, too well known outside the university to be taken seriously. He had the whiff of the carnival about him, a figure better left to writers of fiction or pop history. It was a prejudice I too had come to share without realizing it. Nevertheless, I found I could not shake my growing curiosity about the man, and the more I read the more I realized just how important he had been to the history of the last Romanovs and the collapse of Imperial Russia. Once he had crawled inside my head, Rasputin refused to leave me alone.


After the fall of the Romanovs, on 11 March 1917 the Provisional Government established the Extraordinary Commission of Inquiry for the Investigation of Malfeasance in Office of Former Ministers, Chief Administrators, and other Persons in High Office of both the Civil, as well as Military and Naval Services.* Part of the Commission’s remit was uncovering Rasputin’s presumed nefarious influence on state affairs. Dozens of ministers, officials, courtiers, and friends of Rasputin, many of whom were being held prisoner by the new government, were brought before the Commission for questioning. In an atmosphere of contemptuous hatred for the old regime, many witnesses tried to save themselves by depicting Rasputin in the worst possible light, arguing they had always been opposed to his influence and that he was chiefly responsible for the rot at the core of the tsar’s reign that brought down the monarchy. Desperate to shift any blame from themselves onto Rasputin, they made him the scapegoat for Russia’s misery. This strategy became the dominant trope for much of the literature on Rasputin, perhaps best exemplified by Prince Felix Yusupov’s Lost Splendor, the memoir of Rasputin’s murderer, in which his victim becomes Satan himself.


A century after his death Rasputin remains shrouded in myth, practically invisible underneath all the gossip, slander, and innuendo heaped upon him. Reading his biographies I could not shake the sense I was not seeing the man as he was, but others’ projections, two-dimensional caricatures devoid of any depth, complexity, or beating heart. Part of the problem lay in the fact that for most of the twentieth century Rasputin’s archives in the Soviet Union were closed to researchers, and this led to a situation in which the same limited number of published sources, with the same anecdotes and stories, were repeated again and again. This situation has changed only in recent years: Russia’s archives have finally begun to give up their secrets.


I knew from the beginning that the only chance I had to get closer to the true Rasputin was to go back to the archives, to seek out the documents created during his lifetime before the myth of Rasputin had fully taken shape. It proved an unusually arduous undertaking. The trail led me to seven countries, from Siberia and Russia, across Europe, to Britain, and finally the United States. The first obligation of every biographer is to establish the objective, external facts of a life, something that has been lacking in our knowledge of Rasputin. And so I sought every bit of information that could place Rasputin squarely in his world: where he was on any given day, what he was doing, whom he met, what they discussed. I wanted to track Rasputin through time, to drag him out of the ether of myth and down into the banalities of daily life. This, it seemed to me, was the only way to extricate Rasputin the man from Rasputin the legend.


A curious thing happened, however, as I was following the footsteps of this elusive, real Rasputin. The deeper I went into my research, the more convinced I became that one of the most important facts about Rasputin, the thing that made him such an extraordinary and powerful figure, was less what he was doing and more what everyone thought he was doing. No one could be certain about Rasputin’s origins, about his sexual habits, about his possible connection to underground religious sects, and, most importantly, about the extent of his power at court and the nature of his relationship with the emperor and empress. The most important truth about Rasputin was the one Russians carried around in their heads.


Lev Tikhomirov, a radical revolutionary turned conservative monarchist in the final years of the nineteenth century, noted this crucial fact in his diary in early 1916:




People say that the Emperor has been warned to his face that Rasputin is destroying the Dynasty. He replies: “Oh, that’s silly nonsense; his importance is greatly exaggerated.” An utterly incomprehensible point of view. For this is in fact where the destruction comes from, the wild exaggerations. What really matters is not what sort of influence Grishka has on the Emperor, but what sort of influence the people think he has. This is precisely what is undermining the authority of the Tsar and the Dynasty.4





To separate Rasputin from his mythology, I came to realize, was to completely misunderstand him. There is no Rasputin without the stories about Rasputin. And so I have been diligent in searching out all these stories, be it those whispered among the courtiers in the Romanovs’ palaces, the salacious chatter wafting through the aristocratic salons of St. Petersburg, the titillating reports from the boulevard press, or the pornographic jokes exchanged among Russian merchants and soldiers. By following the talk about Rasputin I have been able to reconstruct how the myth of Rasputin was created, by whom, and why.


Rasputin’s story is a tragedy, and not just that of one man but of an entire nation, for in his life—with its complicated struggles about faith and morality, about pleasure and sin, about tradition and change, about duty and power, and their limits—and in his bloody, violent end, we can discern the story of Russia itself in the early twentieth century. Rasputin was neither a devil nor a saint, but this made him no less remarkable and his life no less important to the twilight of tsarist Russia.




Part One


HOLY PILGRIM


1869–1904




1. Origins


Bordered on the north by the Arctic Ocean and on the south by the vast Central Asian steppe, Siberia stretches nearly three thousand miles from the Ural Mountains to the Pacific Ocean. The train from Moscow to the Urals travels roughly a day and a night and another five days from there to reach the Pacific. Were one to place the entire contiguous United States at the center of Siberia there would still be nearly 2 million square miles of extra space. It is a land of pine and birch forests, of lakes and marshes, drained by a series of powerful rivers flowing north to the Arctic. It is a land of extremes: temperatures can swing a staggering 188 degrees, from lows of –95 Fahrenheit ( –71 Celsius) in the winter to 93 degrees (34 Celsius) in the summer. It is a severe, unforgiving place.


From earliest times, this vast, isolated land has conjured up fantastical images in the minds of outsiders. Parents were said to slaughter and eat their children. There were tales of Siberians dying when water trickling from their noses ran down their bodies and froze them to the ground. Some claimed the people of Siberia had no heads; their eyes were located on their chests, their mouths between their shoulders. Even as late as the eighteenth century, the manners and morals of Siberia were held in disregard by many. After his visit in 1761 to Tobolsk, Siberia’s historic capital not far from the village of Rasputin’s birth, the French astronomer Jean-Baptiste Chappe d’Auteroche wrote that, “Among the common people, men, women, and children lie together promiscuously, without any sense of shame. Hence their passions being excited by the objects they see, the two sexes give themselves up early to debauchery.”1 Siberia has long been synonymous with suffering owing to the untold thousands of prisoners sent there by the tsars and later commissars, whether into exile—ssylka—or the much harsher regime of katorga—penal servitude. For centuries common criminals, revolutionaries, and other subversives marched along the so-called “road of chains” that led from Russia over the Urals.


But not everyone who left Russia for Siberia went unwillingly. For many, Siberia meant a chance at a better life. Russian expansion into Siberia, begun in the sixteenth century, was driven by economic reasons, and by the hunger for “soft gold,” animal furs, and particularly sable, which seemed as inexhaustible as it was profitable. The fur trade made many men fabulously wealthy and was the economic engine that drove expansion. Siberia, paradoxical though it might seem, also meant freedom, for there was no serfdom east of the Urals and the hand of the state was light, if not to say just. As the burdens on Russia’s serfs increased during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, escaping to Siberia attracted ever increasing numbers of peasants. Between 1678 and 1710, the number of peasant households in Siberia grew by almost 50 percent, at the same time it dropped by over 25 percent in Russia. On the far side of the Urals, there were no lords to whom one owed the fruits of his labors. With freedom also came a wild, lawless nature to life on the Russian frontier. For centuries Siberia was the Russian empire’s Wild East. The tsars’ military governors were venal, corrupt, and violent, as were many of the traders and trappers. Not only was fur traded, so, too, were women and liquor. Violence was a common fact of life.2


The Russians who dared to escape to Siberia were among the country’s most industrious subjects. Observing the local peasants, an English traveler crossing Siberia in 1861 on his way to China commented on an unmistakable “independence in their bearing.” It was not like what he had seen in Russia, with its “poverty, negligence, and misery.” He added that “The condition of their families evinces a certain amount of self-respect.” Their villages had a “rude comfort,” and one sensed these were people willing to take a risk in the hope of some better life.3 They possessed a certain pride and dignity and a sense of responsibility for their lives lacking among the Russian peasant serfs west of the Urals.


Izosim, son of Fyodor, was one of the Russian pioneers who ventured into Siberia in the seventeenth century. A poor, landless peasant from the village of Palevitsy on the River Vychegda, a tributary of the Northern Dvina River, roughly eight hundred miles northeast of Moscow, Izosim, together with his wife and three sons—Semyon, Nason, and Yevsey—crossed the Urals and settled in the frontier outpost of Pokrovskoe around 1643.


Pokrovskoe had been founded a year earlier by order of the local archbishop, and by the time Izosim arrived it was home to some twenty peasant families. Pokrovskoe lay along the west bank of the undulating Tura River on the post road connecting the towns of Tobolsk and Tyumen and was used as a halting place where the coachmen could rest and change horses. The town took its name from the church of the Virgin Mary—consecrated on the holy day of the Pokrov Presviatoi Bogoroditsy—the villagers built there. The local peasants lived by hunting fox, bear, wolf, and badger in the surrounding woods and fishing the Tura and the area’s many lakes for sterlet, pike, and sturgeon. They also farmed, raised livestock, and tanned leather. The people in this part of Siberia lived relatively well, in comfortable wooden homes—many of two stories. By 1860, around the time Rasputin was born, Pokrovskoe had roughly a thousand inhabitants living in some two hundred houses. It boasted a few dairies and stables, bakeries, taverns, inns, and markets, timber mills, a smithy and a small schoolhouse.4


The old village records do not list any surname for Izosim, but his son Nason had adopted “Rosputin” by 1650. The reason why he chose the name is not clear. Perhaps he had a second name or nickname of Rasputa (Rosputa) that gave way to Rasputin (as it came to be spelled in the nineteenth century), then a common surname in Siberia. Regardless, only some of Nason’s descendants adopted and held the name Rasputin down through the generations.5 It was from this Nason Rosputin that Grigory would descend, eight generations later.


Rasputin’s name has been the subject of endless discussion, most of it ill-informed and incorrect. Many have tried to link it to the Russian word rasputnik, a reprobate, or rasputnichat’—to behave with wanton debauchery—as if Rasputin’s name either derived from his moral depravity or was later given to him due to his wicked fame. The spurious assertions dogged him during his lifetime. The Evening Times, for example, published a story in December 1911 stating he had been given the nickname of “Rasputin” due to his immorality as a youth and it was then made official when it was written down in his passport. And even now, some historians continue to assert that Rasputin’s name was meant to reflect the age-old depravity of his family.6


The origins of the name are obscure. If it indeed started with an ancestor who was a rasputnik, then Rasputin’s family was far from unusual, given how many people in Siberia bore the name. But there are other more likely sources. Rasputa or rasput’e mean crossroads and long ago these places were seen as the haunt of evil spirits and, perhaps, the name was given to persons believed to be in contact with such forces. There is also the old Russian saying about the fool who was let go at the crossroads, meant to refer to an indecisive person. And then there is the untranslatable Russian word rasputitsa that refers to the wet, muddy, spring season when Russia’s roads became unusable. It is possible a child born during this period might have been called Rasputa.7 Whatever its origins, Rasputin was the surname Grigory, and the rest of his family, was born with, and it was never given as a signifier of his character.


Yefim Rasputin, Grigory’s father, was born in Pokrovskoe in 1842. Sources describe him as “a thick, typical Siberian peasant”, “chunky, unkempt and stooped,” while a political exile who met Yefim around 1910 called him “a healthy, hardworking and sprightly old man.”8 He scraped by working at a number of things—fishing, farming, cutting hay. For a time he labored as a stevedore on the boats plying the Tura and Tobol rivers, and then he landed a job for the state conveying people and goods between Tobolsk and Tyumen. Money was usually tight; once Yefim was jailed for not paying his taxes. Sources as to his character are somewhat contradictory. He served as an elder in the village church, and one local spoke of Yefim’s “learned conversations and wisdom,” while others noted his fondness for “strong vodka.”9 Regardless of his drinking, Yefim slowly managed to rise up in the village. He acquired a plot of land and a dozen or so cows and almost twenty horses, not great wealth, but prosperous by the standards of the Russian peasantry.


Church records state Yefim married Anna Parshukova, from the village of Usalka, on 21 January 1862. She was two years his senior. The coming years saw several births and just as many deaths. Between 1863 and 1867, Anna bore four children—three girls and one boy—none of whom lived more than a few months. The first child to survive was a boy born on 9 January 1869, almost seven years to the day after their wedding. He was christened Grigory on the tenth in honor of St. Gregory of Nyssa, the fourth-century Christian mystic, whose feast was celebrated that day in the Russian Orthodox Church. At the church with Yefim and Anna and their baby boy were his godparents—Yefim’s older brother Matvei and a woman by the name of Agafya Alemasova.10


Two or three more children followed. In 1874, Anna gave birth to twins, both of whom died within days of their birth, and then there was possibly a ninth child, a girl named Feodosiya, born in 1875, who did survive to adulthood. While the extant records are not clear whether she and Grigory were siblings, or more distant relations, they were, however, close. He acted as a witness at her wedding in 1895 and then later became the godfather to Feodosiya’s two children. The oft-repeated story that Rasputin had a brother, or cousin, named Dmitry who drowned, and in whose death Rasputin foresaw his own demise is pure fabrication.11


Rasputin’s entire youth, indeed the first thirty years or so of his life, is a black hole about which we know almost nothing, a fact that helped to make possible the invention of all sorts of tall tales. In 1910, at the height of one of the early scandals surrounding Rasputin, the newspaper Morning of Russia published a story claiming that researchers had uncovered shocking details about the life of Rasputin’s parents. Yefim, so the article asserted, was a “very lecherous voluptuary” who insisted on having sex with his wife during her pregnancies. Once when Anna tried to resist, he screamed at her, “Push it out, hurry up and push it out!” And so the villagers came to call the little boy Pushed-Out Grishka.12 Another story was told that toward the end of her pregnancy with Grigory when Anna’s belly became quite enlarged, Yefim insisted she allow him to have anal sex with her, something purportedly witnessed by a man working in the home who told the story around the village.13 Stories like these were fabricated to suggest sexual perversion was something that ran in the Rasputin family.


We do know Rasputin was never formally educated and remained illiterate into his early adulthood. This was not unusual. Most peasants who worked the land rarely attended school, and the literacy rate was about 4 percent in Siberia in 1900, and a mere 20 percent nationally. Nor had Rasputin’s parents been schooled either. According to the 1897 census, no one in the Rasputin household was literate.14 Little Grigory, like other boys in Pokrovskoe, helped his father as soon as he was able. He learned to fish, to care for the livestock, to work the fields. On Sundays, he attended church with his family. This was the life of the average peasant, and it does not seem that there was anything in his youth, from what the original sources tell us, to suggest Rasputin was bound for any other life than that of his forefathers.


It is in large part because so little is known about this period that others have been free to create their own versions of life in the Rasputin home. Typical is this description from the Petrograd Leaflet from December 1916:




The holy man’s village was poor and forsaken. Its inhabitants had a particularly bad reputation, even by Siberian standards. Do-nothings, crooks, horse-thieves. And the Rasputins were just like all the rest, and he would be the same once he grew up a bit.


In his youth Rasputin was uncommonly hapless. With a foul mouth, inarticulate speech, driveling, dirty as can be, a thief and blasphemer, he was the fright of his native village.15




The Petrograd Leaflet called him a ne’er-do-well whose laziness provoked beatings at the hands of his father. The most serious charge, however, was that young Rasputin had been a thief and that the records of the local administration held the proof that he had been tried on charges of horse thieving and bearing false witness.


Pavel Raspopov of Pokrovskoe told the Commission in 1917 something similar about Rasputin’s person and habits. They had fished together in their youth, he said, and none of the other young men wanted to even be close to Rasputin. Snot was forever running down his nose at meal time, and when he smoked his pipe, saliva dribbled from his mouth. Rasputin was eventually kicked out of the artel, so Raspopov stated, after he was caught stealing the group’s vodka.16 There are also reports of Rasputin’s stealing hay and firewood, although most widespread was the claim of his stealing horses, a particularly grave offense in prerevolutionary Russia.17 Like so much about Rasputin, the story grew with each retelling. If at first mention was made of Rasputin’s stealing horses on one or two occasions, it later was said he came from a long line of horse rustlers. The Swedish composer Wilhelm Harteveld, who met Rasputin more than once, said after Rasputin’s death that he had been born into a family of horse thieves. Yefim supposedly taught him the family business, as it were, and took great pride in his son when he became known by the age of sixteen as one of the best rustlers in the area. Prince Felix Yusupov made a similar comment in his influential memoirs.18 Had any of these stories been true, they would have left some trace in the archives in Tobolsk or Tyumen, but despite historians’ best efforts not a single reference to Rasputin having been brought up on any charges has ever been found.19


But there is evidence that proves Rasputin was an unruly youth. Details gathered from Pokrovskoe locals for a Tyumen gendarmes’ report in 1909 confirm that Rasputin had “various vices,” namely that he “liked to get drunk” and committed a number of “small thefts” before disappearing and returning a changed man.20 The date of the document is important, for it comes well before Rasputin’s notoriety took off and so is more likely to reflect the truth—or some aspect of it—and not villagers simply giving the gendarmes what they assumed the officials hoped to hear.


And then there is a series of documents that have languished unnoticed in the archives in Tobolsk until now. According to an official investigation, in late June 1914 a journalist and his secretary arrived from the capital at the district administration (volostnoe pravlenie) in Pokrovskoe claiming to be agents of the St. Petersburg governor-general sent to collect official proof of Rasputin’s youthful horse thieving. The clerk, a man named Nalobin, too frightened to ask for proof of their identity, checked the village’s “Book of Previous Convictions” and told them that Rasputin had never been caught or punished for any such crime. He did mention, however, that he had documents showing that in 1884 the district head (volostnoy starshina) had sentenced fifteen-year-old Rasputin to two days in jail for his “rude attitude” to him. This, he told them, was the only mention of Rasputin’s criminal past. Nalobin asked the men to sign the log for receipt of the information, but they refused and hurried off.21 When Rasputin learned of what Nalobin had done he was furious and insisted the governor of Tobolsk look into the matter. The investigation revealed that Nalobin had indeed shown the two men the village book with the incriminating details. For his failure to demand valid proof of the men’s identities, Nalobin was fined five rubles.


It is a remarkable discovery, for it puts to rest the stories of Rasputin’s horse thieving once and for all, as well as reports of other crimes. If there were “small thefts,” as the villagers and Raspopov claimed, then they truly were “small,” so small as not to warrant the attention of the village authorities. It is also remarkable for it offers the most irrefutable proof ever of the rebellious, and perhaps even wild, nature of Rasputin’s youth, something that has long been surmised, and even vaguely hinted at by Rasputin himself, but never reliably documented. Of course, such youthful indiscretions are quite common, even among Christian holy men such as St. Augustine. Yet whereas Augustine stole and fornicated as a youth, he changed his ways for good after his conversion to Christianity. The same could not be said of Rasputin, who would struggle with his vices for the rest of his life, frequently failing and giving way to sin, something he himself, it ought to be noted, never denied.


About eighteen miles southeast of Tobolsk, the Holy Znamensky Monastery at Abalak sits high on a bluff overlooking the Irtysh River, built on the site where in 1636 an old peasant woman experienced a vision commanding her in the words of the Mother of God to build a church. The monastery became the home to a wonder-working icon of the Virgin Mary famous across Siberia for its remarkable healing powers. People from miles around traveled to Abalak to experience the holiness of the monastery and receive the blessings of its icon.


It was here at Abalak in the summer of 1886 that Rasputin met a peasant girl by the name of Praskovya Dubrovina. She was plump and blonde with dark eyes. She was more than three years Rasputin’s senior, born on 25 October 1865, and so something of an old maid for a peasant girl.22 She, like Rasputin, was there to celebrate the Feast of the Assumption that summer. They courted for several months and then wed soon after Rasputin’s eighteenth birthday in February 1887.23 Precious little is known about Praskovya. Everyone who knew her only had good things to say. She was a hard-working, loyal, dutiful (and even submissive) wife and daughter-in-law. As a spinster, Praskovya may have been grateful for Rasputin’s proposal, which meant a home, family, and a measure of safety and stability. Peasant Russia was not a place for single women. Despite his womanizing and drinking and long absences, she remained devoted to him for the rest of his life, always there keeping home in Pokrovskoe patiently waiting for his return. For his part, Rasputin always made sure she had what she needed for herself and the house and hired young women to help Praskovya with her work and to keep her company while he was away.


After their wedding, they moved in with Grigory’s parents, as custom demanded. Children soon followed. There would be seven in all, though most died young. Mikhail, born on 29 September 1889, died of scarlet fever before his fifth birthday. In May 1894, Praskovya gave birth to twins—Georgy and Anna. They succumbed to whooping cough two years later along with several others in the village. Dmitry, born 25 October 1895, was the first of their children to live to adulthood, followed by Matryona (better known as Maria), born 26 March 1898, and then Varvara, on 28 November 1900. A seventh child, Praskovya, born three years after Varvara, did not survive three months.24


According to the 1897 census, Grigory, by now twenty-eight, did not have his own household, but was still living with his father, then fifty-five, his mother, aged fifty-seven, his wife, and their one-year-old son Dmitry. Everyone in the household is listed as illiterate, the menfolk as state peasant farmers.25 Up until then Rasputin’s life appeared to be unfolding as it did for millions of Russian peasants: working the fields, attending church, saying one’s prayers, obeying one’s father, marrying, having children, and keeping the eternal rhythm of peasant life in motion. But then, everything changed.




2. The Pilgrim


In 1907, Rasputin spoke of his early life to one of his acolytes, a woman named Khionya Berladskaya, who wrote down his words and helped to have them published as a booklet under the title The Life of an Experienced Pilgrim. “When I first lived before the age of 28,” Rasputin told Berladskaya,




as they say, in the world, I lived in peace, that is, I loved the world and acted justly and looked for consolation from the secular point of view. I often joined baggage trains, I worked a great deal as a coachman, I fished and ploughed fields. All this is really good for a peasant!


I had many sorrows, too: whatever mistake was made somewhere, I was blamed although I was not involved. Workmen from teams mocked me. I ploughed hard and slept little and I kept asking my heart how to find some way to be saved. I looked at priests as models but it was not exactly what I wanted. [. . .] So I started going on pilgrimages and I was quick-minded and observant, I was interested in everything, good and bad, I had questions but there was no one to ask what the answer was. I did a lot of traveling and searching and tried everything in life.1




The reasons behind the change in Rasputin’s life that would eventually lead him from Pokrovskoe to the palace of the tsar have long been shrouded in legend. Nikolai Sokolov, head of the 1919 investigation into the murder of the Romanovs, claimed that Rasputin left Pokrovskoe not to seek God but to get out of hard work. Others have written that Rasputin’s motivation was to avoid jail time or banishment for horse thieving. Rasputin supposedly proposed undertaking a pilgrimage to the St. Nicholas Monastery in Verkhoturye—over three hundred miles away—to atone for his sins.2 Neither story is convincing. Dmitry Stryapchev, a long-time friend of Rasputin, told the press in 1914 that as a young man Rasputin had not had the best reputation in his village. He had a weakness for the bottle, among other things. But then one night he had a dream. St. Simeon of Verkhoturye appeared before him, saying: “Give all that up and become a new man, and I will exalt you.”3 In his Life, Rasputin made reference to St. Simeon of Verkhoturye as well, noting how he had helped to cure him of insomnia and bed-wetting, a problem that carried on into his adulthood, and it was this miracle that sent his life in a new direction devoted to God.4 Maria, Rasputin’s daughter, who had not been born at the time of this transformation, wrote that her father had drunk, and smoked, and eaten meat just like other peasants, but then he suddenly changed. He gave all these things up and began to undertake pilgrimages to distant places. In one edition of her memoirs, Maria claimed that her father had had a vision: while out in the fields Holy Mary appeared in the sky and pointed toward the horizon. Rasputin felt that the Virgin was watching over him, directing him to wander as a holy seeker. He spent an entire night alone with an icon of Mary. The next morning he awoke to see tears streaming down her face. He heard a voice: “I am weeping for the sins of mankind, Grigory. Go, wander, and cleanse the people of their sins.”5


Even if the story is true, it apparently took more than the encouragement of the Virgin to convince Rasputin to seek God beyond the horizon. Villagers told a visitor in 1910 that the sudden change in Rasputin’s behavior was connected with a trip to Tyumen he had taken together with a young theological student named Melity Zaborovsky, who went on to become a monk and then rector of the Tomsk Theological Seminary. Maria also mentioned Zaborovsky, noting how her father had happened to meet him one day while returning from the mill. Rasputin began to tell Zaborovsky about his visions and asked for his advice, to which the student replied: “The Lord has called you and it is a sin not to heed.”6


Almost as murky as the reasons for the change is the date it happened. Part of the problem lay with Rasputin himself. In 1908, for example, he stated that he had begun his pilgrimages around 1893, when he was twenty-four.7 Here Rasputin appears mistaken. As he states in his Life, he first began to go on pilgrimages when he was twenty-eight, so in 1897, the same date he gave to Father Alexander Yurevsky in a conversation in Siberia in 1907.8 That later date seems the more likely.


Rasputin was by the standards of the day a middle-aged peasant when he decided to leave his village and seek God. It was a radical decision and could only have been occasioned by some sort of emotional or spiritual crisis. Perhaps it was some form of mid-life crisis: he had been married for ten years, he had a little son and another child on the way, his life was one of toil without end. To get up and leave home was a form of escape, a chance at another life. Rasputin had already had a taste of this other life in his short pilgrimages to the Abalak Monastery and to Tobolsk’s great cathedral, but now he wanted to go further and for longer. Rasputin had a restless nature. He could never stay in any one place for too long and would spend the rest of his life on the move. But there was more to Rasputin’s decision than a wish to escape. The religious impulse expressed in the quote above was indeed sincere. He was restless in his religious searching as well, and his questions about the nature of God and religion had surpassed the (likely limited) capacity of the local priests.


There is no record of how the rest of the family reacted to his leaving home to seek God. Clearly, it must have been difficult. Grigory was Yefim’s only son and he needed him at home to help with the work. He could not have been happy to see him go and there is evidence to suggest their relations suffered as a result.9 Praskovya, too, could not have been pleased, but then in the patriarchal world of the peasantry, she had no choice but to go along. It is a largely overlooked fact that by the time Rasputin left home well over half his life was already behind him. He had only nineteen more years to live.


Stranniki, holy wanderers or religious pilgrims, were a common sight in old Russia. Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the idea of undertaking pilgrimages to holy places was widespread, among the rich and poor. If the rich could afford to travel by carriage, the poor had to make do with their own two feet, a knapsack in their hands. Wandering from village to village, the pilgrims relied on the generosity of strangers for food and a place to stay for the night. Often, however, they went hungry and slept out under the stars. They dressed in little more than rags and were typically barefoot. Many wore fetters. It was not an easy life. In 1900, there were about a million pilgrims in Russia, forever wandering from one holy place to the next in search of salvation and enlightenment. As they went the pilgrims would repeat the Jesus Prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”10


Many Russians held pilgrims in high regard. Fyodor Tyutchev, the great nineteenth-century poet, praised them in “The Wanderer”: “He is by Zeus protected/Who plods the face of earth alone! . . . /Although by native hearths rejected, Among the gods he has his home.”11 To the authorities, however, pilgrims were far from innocent religious seekers. Alexei Vasilev, the last head of the tsarist police, wrote that these men and women “represent the out-and-out Anarchist element among the Russian peasants.” Restless, aimless figures, they avoided all contact with the state chiefly so as to escape any and all social obligations. The stranniki, Vasilev was convinced, needed to be suppressed for the public good.12


“When I started doing pilgrimages,” Rasputin recalled many years later, “I began to experience pleasure from being in a different world.” He observed the different ways people served God and came to the realization that one could participate in His work while living in the world if one acted out of a profound sense of God’s grace. Life as a pilgrim was hard. Rasputin walked thirty miles a day in all kinds of weather. He begged for alms or worked at odd jobs to earn a few kopecks. He was often set upon by brigands and chased by murderers. The Devil forever tempted him with “unholy desires.” Rasputin humiliated himself to test his resolve. He would force himself to go without food or water for days, for six months he wandered without changing his underclothes or touching his body, for three years he traveled across Russia in fetters. In age-old Christian fashion, this mortification of the flesh brought him closer to the spirit of Christ. With time Rasputin gave up his metal chains for “the chains of love.” He learned to read the Gospels, to contemplate their meaning, and to find God in all things, especially in the beauty of the Russian landscape. Christ’s love filled his soul. “I loved everyone indiscriminately,” he said. When bandits robbed him, he gave them everything he had, saying, “It’s not mine, it’s God,” to their astonishment. What little food he had, he would share with his fellow stranniki, for it all came from God.13


Wonder at the beauty of nature. Conviction of the Devil’s presence in the world around us. Struggle with the demands of the body. Disregard for money and material things. Awe at the power of love. Asceticism and unusual religious practices combined with an independent spirit. In these passages Rasputin revealed the themes that would dominate his life.


Verkhoturye, located in the Ural Mountains, is one of the holiest places in Russia, home to dozens of churches and the St. Nicholas Monastery. It was an enormously popular destination for pilgrims, including Rasputin, and it was here that he met one of the day’s most revered holy men. Makary, born Mikhail Polikarpov, was a starets or elder who lived in a small hut in the woods not far from the monastery. Margarita Sabashnikova, the first wife of the Symbolist poet Maximilian Voloshin, visited Makary in 1910 at his little hut surrounded by the chickens he loved to care for. “His face was outside time,” she remarked. “The deep wrinkles testified to alarm, although not for himself but others.” His eyes appeared not to have known sleep. He was dressed as a peasant and acted strangely, staring off into the sky and carrying on conversations with his chickens. Still, Makary exerted a mysterious power over her. “There was something captivating in his appearance, a sort of presence, the way our gazes met. He truly must be an elder, I thought, and sank to my knees before him.”14


“An elder,” Fyodor Dostoevsky wrote in The Brothers Karamazov,




was one who took your soul, your will, into his soul and his will. When you choose an elder, you renounce your own will and yield it to him in complete submission, complete self-abnegation [. . .] this terrible school of abnegation is undertaken voluntarily in the hope of self-conquest, of self-mastery, in order, after a life of obedience, to attain perfect freedom, that is, from self; to escape the lot of those who have lived their life without finding their true selves in themselves.15




An elder possessed rare inner wisdom, a charisma inspired by God, that lent him the power to act as spiritual guide to persons seeking enlightenment. The first and most famous of all such elders was St. Antony of Egypt (251–356). He withdrew from the world to live in solitude in the desert for more than twenty years, and only after this intense period of isolation and contemplation did he begin to receive visitors in search of wisdom and faith. Central to Antony’s life, which became the model for all future elders, is the idea of withdrawal before one’s being ready to return to the world.


Russia’s greatest national saint, Sergius of Radonezh (1314?–1392), lived the life of a starets, leaving the world behind for the lonely Russian forests where he founded a hermitage and lived a life of self-discipline and prayer. With time word of the hermitage and the saintly Sergius spread and people began to seek him out as a spiritual guide. As the numbers of his disciples grew, he founded a monastery north of Moscow that became Muscovy’s most sacred place. Yet Sergius never gave up the ways of the ascetic, and pilgrims were often shocked by what they encountered upon meeting him. Although born a nobleman, he still worked in the kitchen garden, dressed as a poor peasant, his clothes were dirty, and he seldom bathed. He looked like a beggar and had fled into the wilderness; nevertheless Sergius was a friend of the Grand Dukes of Muscovy and he did not eschew politics. In 1380, on the eve of the Battle of Kulikovo against the Tatars, Prince Dmitry Donskoy, the ruler of Moscow, sought out Sergius’s blessing.


Although elders are a feature of the Orthodox Church in general, and have been found in various times, the greatest flowering of the phenomenon was in nineteenth-century Russia, what has been dubbed “the age of the starets.” Beginning with St. Seraphim of Sarov and then carrying on with the great startsy of the Optina Monastery (Leonid, Macarius, Ambrose), these charismatic figures had an enormous influence on Russian spiritual life, and not only among the common people, but writers and thinkers as well. The great starets of The Brothers Karamazov, Father Zosima, was in part inspired by the startsy of Optina.16 Like so many others, Rasputin was profoundly moved by the starets Makary. This humble seeker had immersed himself in the Orthodox faith and had memorized a good deal of the Bible; his acolytes believed he could not only quote Scripture but live it, as if he were the personification of Jesus’s teachings. The details of the two men’s interaction are scant. It is possible Rasputin spent several months at the monastery at Verkhoturye and became something of a pupil of Makary. It was perhaps here, from the monks and not Makary, who was illiterate, that Rasputin began to learn to read and write, skills he did acquire although not at the highest level.17


Rasputin was impressed by Makary, but not by the monastery and its monks. He later told Maria that the “vice” that infected so many monasteries had also taken hold at Verkhoturye. The vice he had in mind was most likely homosexuality. He also felt there was an element of coercion in monastic life that repelled him. He once said, “Monastic life is not for me. One finds violence over people there.” Rasputin insisted that the only true path as a Christian was to seek salvation in the world. Given Rasputin’s restless nature, this was not surprising. He was never one to submit to routine or a higher authority, except God and the tsar. According to Maria, it was her father’s visit to Makary that convinced him that the wandering life was the one for him.18


With time Rasputin journeyed ever farther from home. It is possible he traveled as far as Mt. Athos in 1900, the main center of Orthodox monasticism since the tenth century. On a rocky peninsula in Greece in the Aegean Sea rises up the so-called “Holy Mountain” of Athos, 6,670 feet high, and home to more than twenty monasteries, monastic settlements, and hermit cells. With Rasputin was Dmitry Pecherkin, a fellow pilgrim and possibly a relation, who was so moved by life on Athos that he chose to stay and enter the Panteleimonovsky Monastery and be tonsured as Daniil. Dmitry would remain at the monastery until it was engulfed in controversy in 1913, when he returned to Pokrovskoe.19


Such trips took Rasputin away from home for months and even years at a time. When he returned, he was not always recognized, even by his own family. Maria’s earliest recollection of her father harked back to an autumn evening in 1903. She and Dmitry had been out playing with the other village children when their mother called them in for supper. A tall stranger, with a tired face, in a dusty sheepskin coat carrying a bag approached. He looked like so many other pilgrims they would see wandering through the village. Then Praskovya realized it was her husband and screamed out his name with joy. They had not seen each other for two years. Maria and her brother jumped into their father’s arms and smothered him with kisses.


In her memoirs Maria quite accurately noted her father’s love for his native village, a love he never lost. Nevertheless, every spring he would be overcome by an urge to leave. “Walks in the immediate neighbourhood,” she commented, “no longer satisfied him. A wanderlust would suddenly seize him, and one fine morning, his wallet on his shoulder, he would set out, bent on some distant journey, either to a famous place of pilgrimage, or merely at random, trusting to the hospitality of the villages he would pass through and to his gifts as a preacher and teller of stories.” Maria and Dmitry would beg their father to take them with him, mostly given their desire to escape the mean village priest in charge of their religious instruction, Father Pyotr Ostroumov, a man whom Rasputin apparently held in low regard.20


Holy pilgrims rarely kept a home, wife, and children that they would return to, and in so doing Rasputin distinguished himself from his fellow stranniki. Never one to recognize and submit to accepted norms, Rasputin sought out his own path, he defined what it meant to be a pilgrim as he saw it. His decision to give up wearing fetters offers one such example of his thinking. In 1907, Rasputin told Father Alexander Yurevsky how when he first began to wander he wore fetters. “But it is not good to wear them: you start to think only about yourself, that you are already a holy man. And so I took them off and began to wear one shirt for an entire year without taking it off. That is a better way to humble oneself.”21 Inquisitive, intelligent, and open-minded, yet at the same time independent and even rebellious, Rasputin took in all that the Russian religious world had to offer but kept only that which suited him, fashioning in the process his own version of peasant Orthodoxy.


The years spent wandering were Rasputin’s university. Like the strannik Luka in Maxim Gorky’s The Lower Depths, he had seen nearly all there was to behold in the sprawling empire of the tsars and had moved among all manner of people—hardworking peasants and laborers, crooks, thieves, and murderers, simple holy men and village priests (some moral, some not), venal officials, beggars and cripples, haughty nobles, penitent nuns, brutal police and hardened soldiers. His knowledge of the Russian social order was broad and his understanding of human psychology, deep. Rasputin developed through his travels a talent for reading people. He could meet someone for the first time and strangely see inside them—what was on their minds, what troubles they had experienced in the past, who they were as people. And he knew how to talk to them. He could speak freely about Holy Scripture and the meaning of God in a way unlike the priests with their book learning. His language was direct, personal, unmistakably alive, and earthy, filled with references to daily life and the beauty of the natural world.


“My father would often take us on his knees, my brother Mitia, my sister Varvara, and myself,” Maria wrote of those times. “He would tell us wonderful stories with that tenderness he always showed and that absent look in which seemed to be mirrored the countries he had visited and the strange adventures he had met with on the road.” He recounted the many wonders of the tsar’s realm—the thousands of gold cupolas reaching to the sky, the sparkling riches of the Tatar bazaars, the mighty rivers, the holy silence of the Siberian forests, the wild beauty of the steppes. At times his voice would fall to a whisper as he told them of his visions. Maria never forgot how he told of a beautiful woman, “with the features of the Holy Virgin,” who appeared before him and spoke of God. When he had finished, he reflexively made the sign of the cross over his children’s heads. God was life’s consolation, Rasputin told them, and he taught them how to pray. Not everyone could do it, he said, one had to believe in one’s heart and banish all thoughts from one’s mind, leaving nothing behind but God. He forced his children to fast as preparation for prayer. Rasputin instructed them that they did this not for their health, as educated Russians believed, “but for the salvation of our souls.” Rasputin would pronounce the blessings at their meals and would hold a small service every evening. Out in the courtyard, he kept a lodging with icons as a shelter for pilgrims passing through Pokrovskoe.


But it was not all God and religion at home. Rasputin enjoyed laughing with his children, there were ball games, and rides in the wagon, Dmitry receiving instructions on how to control the horse from his father. In the fall, Rasputin loved the annual village festival with the music and dancing.22


Maria and her siblings gradually came to realize there was something special about their father. Visitors started coming to the house, local peasants and strangers from further away, wishing to open their hearts to Rasputin, to seek his guidance and counsel. Rasputin and Praskovya accepted them into their home, providing them with food and a place to stay along with Grigory’s spiritual nourishment. Maria was proud when she heard talk that her father was seen by many in the area as a starets.


Rasputin by the early years of the century had attracted his own small group of acolytes, including Nikolai Raspopov, his brother-in-law; Nikolai Rasputin, his cousin (the son of Yefim’s older brother Matvei); and Ilya Arapov, a Pokrovskoe peasant. Two women also joined their circle. Yevdokiya Pecherkina, a peasant from the Tobolsk district and Dmitry’s sister, and Yevdokiya’s niece, Yekaterina Pecherkina. The women—Dunya and Katya as they were called—moved into the Rasputin home sometime around 1906, initially to help Praskovya run the household although they soon became like family and would remain with the Rasputins until after Grigory’s murder. Rasputin’s followers would gather at the house on Sundays and religious holidays, or whenever they had free time, to sing religious songs and read the Bible, which Rasputin would then interpret for the others. Rasputin dug out a crude cave under the stables at his father’s house, where he was still living at the time, that they used as a sort of chapel for their meetings. An air of secrecy surrounded these gatherings. The villagers grew suspicious and started to talk. Some said the Pecherkins would ceremoniously wash Rasputin in the bathhouse. Others claimed they had heard strange songs coming from the Rasputin home, not the accepted hymns sung on Sundays in the village church, and that he had been teaching his circle to practice mysterious rituals.23


Maria remembered that just as her father’s popularity grew after each return home, so, too, did the suspicion and soon distrust of many of the villagers. There were reports Rasputin had been off on his wanderings with young women, something that required no commentary. In the case of Father Ostroumov, this manifested itself in the form of hostility. He, after all, was Pokrovskoe’s religious head, not this jumped-up peasant now being sought out by ever greater numbers seeking spiritual guidance and miracle cures. Ostroumov became so upset he tried to break up Rasputin’s circle and managed to talk Ilya Arapov into staying away from the Rasputin home.24 But he was apparently the only one. Ostroumov was fighting a losing battle and word of the remarkable starets of Pokrovskoe began to spread across Siberia.




3. Nicholas and Alexandra


Nicholas Alexandrovich, the sixteen-year-old heir to the Russian throne, first laid eyes on her in June 1884. Princess Alix was then only twelve years old. She had come to Russia for the wedding of her older sister Elisabeth to Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich, the younger brother of the Russian Emperor Alexander III. As they stood in the chapel of the Winter Palace, Nicholas and Alix could not help stealing glances at each other. Before she returned home to Germany, Nicholas gave her a small brooch.


Alix was a granddaughter of Queen Victoria, born to Princess Alice and Prince Louis, heir to the Grand Duke of Hesse, in June 1872 in the quiet German town of Darmstadt. Alix, better known to history as Alexandra, the name she adopted upon converting to Russian Orthodoxy, was a pretty, happy child. The family called her Sunny, a nickname that would come to be cruelly at odds with her later personality. She was her grandmother Queen Victoria’s favorite: “Too beautiful,” she said of the little girl, “the handsomest child I ever saw.”


It was five years after their first meeting that Alix and Nicholas met again, but Nicholas had not forgotten her, and when she next returned to Russia he set out to win her for his wife. They attended balls and suppers in the evening; during the day, Nicholas took her out skating. Alix, however, resisted, chiefly on religious grounds, for she was a devout Lutheran and would not consider giving up her faith for anyone.


There was talk of other suitors, including Prince George, the second son of Bertie, Prince of Wales. In 1889, she turned down a proposal from Eddy, Duke of Clarence, next in line to the British throne after his father, the Prince of Wales. Queen Victoria desperately wanted an English marriage for her beloved Alix, but Alix was not moved by the chance of becoming queen of England. Victoria grew increasingly worried about a Russian match for Alix. Such a marriage, she wrote, “would lead to no happiness [. . .] The state of Russia is so bad, so rotten that any moment something dreadful might happen.”1


Nicholas next saw Alix at the wedding of her brother Ernst in Coburg in the spring of 1894. He was determined to win her over, but the decision was too difficult for her to make, and she broke down in tears. Ella, as Elisabeth was called, who had converted to Orthodoxy, spoke to her younger sister to calm her nerves. It worked, and Alix agreed to the proposal.


Tragedy, however, struck before they could be married. On 1 November 1894, Nicholas’s father, Emperor Alexander III, died suddenly at the Livadia palace on the Crimean coast. Nicholas, who was there with Alix, was devastated. The burden that now shifted onto his shoulders was more than he could even contemplate. Crying, he turned to his brother-in-law, Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovich (aka Sandro): “Sandro, what am I going to do? [. . .] What is going to happen to me, to you, to Xenia, to Alix, to mother, to all of Russia? I am not prepared to be a Tsar. I never wanted to become one. I know nothing of the business of ruling. I have no idea of even how to talk to the ministers.” His words proved to be terribly prophetic.2


The next day Alix, under her new name of Alexandra Fyodorovna, took holy communion for the first time in the Orthodox Church. Not long thereafter, on 26 November, Nicholas and Alexandra were married in St. Petersburg’s Winter Palace.


It was a happy marriage. Their love for each other was both profound and lasting and never deserted them up until their deaths. This is not to say their lives were easy, for from the start Alexandra chafed under the pressures of being the Russian tsaritsa. Oddly failing to recognize that her position made her a public figure with definite obligations to her new people, Alexandra insisted on living a quiet life, relentlessly guarding her family’s privacy as if they were some minor German nobles rusticating in a provincial backwater. Würde bringt Bürde, the Germans say—with position come responsibilities. Alexandra, however, could only see the responsibilities her subjects owed the crown, not those she owed them. (Although, at the same time, Alexandra never once forgot the power of the Russian throne and refused to listen to even the slightest mention of political reform.) Yet the privacy she craved only made her feel isolated, alone, and unloved. She could not understand why even the members of the extended Romanov family started talking behind her back, even though most of this gossip was driven by their being shut out of the royals’ lives. This would lead to tragic consequences. As for Nicholas, he was too blind and too weak either to realize the problem at hand or to make Alexandra change. He felt he needed her too much to impose. Alexandra’s own brother once said, “The Tsar is an angel, but he doesn’t know how to deal with her. What she needs is a superior will which can dominate and bridle her.”3


Alexandra’s chief duty was to produce an heir, and in this she was proving a terrible disappointment, one she was painfully aware of. In the span of six years, between 1895 and 1901, she gave birth to four daughters—Olga, Tatyana, Maria, and Anastasia—yet no son. The country was losing patience.




4. Monsieur Philippe


They were known by a number of names: The Black Ladies, The Black Peril, The Montenegrin Spiders, The Black Souls, The Black Crows, and The Black Princesses. Milica and Anastasia, born in 1866 and 1868 respectively in the Balkan city of Cetinje, were the daughters of the local reigning prince and later king of Montenegro (“Black Mountain”), Nicholas I Mirkov Petrovich-Nyegosh. While the two sisters were still girls, Tsar Alexander III invited them to Russia to attend the Smolny Institute of Noble Maidens and soon after they began to move in the capital’s highest circles. In the summer of 1889, Princess Militsa (as her name is usually transliterated) married Grand Duke Pyotr Nikolaevich, a cousin of the future Nicholas II, and Anastasia—called Stana—married Prince (later Duke) George of Leuchtenberg, a member of the extended Romanov family. Stana’s marriage proved an unhappy one, and George left her, and Russia, for his mistress in Biarritz. Stana, however, was not terribly upset, for she had found a lover of her own.


The two sisters were inseparable, and Stana spent most of her time at the homes of her sister and brother-in-law, whether their mansion on Petersburg’s Galernaya Street or Znamenka, an immense palace on the Gulf of Finland near imperial Peterhof. It was at her sister’s that Stana met and fell in love with Pyotr’s older brother, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, known in the family as Nikolasha. A giant of a man, with intense blue eyes and a stiff martial temperament, Nikolasha was a formidable figure, an army officer known for his love of dressing down his subordinates, whom he filled with terror. It was said he once sliced his own pet borzoi clean in half at a dinner party to prove to the shocked guests that his sword was indeed the finest in the entire Russian military. The “Evil One” some called him behind his back or, within the family, the “dread uncle.” The Dowager Empress Maria Fyodorovna, mother of Nicholas II, said he was “sick with an incurable disease—he’s a fool.” One of Russia’s greatest statesmen of the day said Nikolasha “was touched.”1 It took Stana several years but, finally, the tsar granted her a divorce in late 1906 and the following year she and Nikolasha wed. They made a formidable couple. She was one of Alexandra’s closest friends, he was on the warmest of terms with Nicholas. To many in aristocratic society it seemed Stana and the grand duke would wield inordinate influence at court.


Both grand dukes deferred to their wives, and especially to the black-haired and strong-willed Militsa, a self-styled expert in the supernatural. She was undeniably well read, had studied Persian, and immersed herself deeply in all strains of mysticism and the occult, interests that she cultivated in her husband and Stana and Nikolasha. In September 1900, Militsa was awarded a diploma as a “Doctor of Hermeticism (ad honorem)” from the Advanced School of Hermetic Sciences in Paris. The school was run by the leading figure of the French occult, Gérard Encausse (1865–1916), best known as Papus. A trained medical doctor, Papus had steeped himself in ancient, esoteric knowledge that he believed had survived from the civilizations of Egypt, Babylon, and even Atlantis and was conveyed via various symbols and traditions, ideas that he explored in a number of extremely popular books. More than a teacher and writer, Papus was also a prominent Freemason and the head of France’s L’Ordre du Martinisme and L’Ordre Kabbalistique de la Rose-Croix. Papus visited Russia several times around the turn of the century. In the winter of 1900–01 he gave private lectures to a number of grand dukes and duchesses, including the Black Princesses and their spouses, on various arcane subjects such as the archeometre. It is believed Papus established around this time a lodge of the Martinist Order (a branch of French Freemasonry with roots tracing back to the eighteenth century) in Petersburg whose members included Pyotr and Nikolasha. Some sources state Nikolasha introduced Papus to Nicholas and that he, too, joined the lodge. According to the later French ambassador to Russia, Maurice Paléologue, Papus held a séance at court during the Revolution of 1905 at which he summoned the spirit of Tsar Alexander III who instructed his son to remain strong and brave in the face of the danger and to resist the revolution at all costs. Papus told Nicholas that he, too, would use all his power to prevent revolution in Russia, but that this would only last during his lifetime. Papus died in late October 1916, four months before the collapse of the Romanov dynasty.2


Back in France Papus introduced Count Valerian Muravyov-Amursky, a Russian military agent, to a mysterious Frenchman by the name of Monsieur Philippe then taking high society by storm. “He is a sage,” Papus exclaimed. “He speaks and the great secret of his power resides in his every word.”3 His full name was Philippe Nazier-Vachot (also given as Anthèlme Nizier Philippe or Nizier-Anthèlme Vachod). Born in Savoy in 1849 to a family of peasants, Philippe was apprenticed to his uncle’s butcher shop and then moved to Lyon to study medicine as a young man. Whether he left the university willingly or was expelled, Philippe never did receive his medical degree, but this did little to stop his career. From the age of thirteen, so Philippe claimed, he had possessed rare healing powers, and after leaving university he dedicated himself to developing his gifts, delving deeply into the occult, hypnotism, and, some alleged, magic. In 1881, he set up his own laboratory and began accepting patients, treating them with a variety of techniques and substances, including what he called “psychic fluids and astral forces.” No European institution would give him a diploma, but, according to one account, he did submit in 1884 a dissertation titled “Principles of Hygiene Applicable in Pregnancy, Childbirth, and Infancy” to the University of Cincinnati.4 Diploma or not, Monsieur Philippe’s fame quickly spread across France and he won a large number of followers among the elite. Although not much to look at—a thick figure of about average height with dark hair, an exaggerated mustache, and heavily lidded eyes—those who had seen him raved of “son charme.” The press hailed him as the “Cagliostro of our age.”5


One witness to a séance noted his great effect on women. He went about the room, his slippers embroidered with a dog smoking a pipe, to greet everyone by a gentle clasping of the hands. Next, each woman came up and whispered in his ear with “un air de confiance amoureuse.” He told them he had little time to devote to each one of them, but that if they truly believed, they would all be healed. He then smiled at the women and they seemed to practically float off the floor under his spell. Next, he spoke to those gathered in vague terms about God and Magnetism and how he was a mere nothing, words which only seemed to convince his listeners even more firmly of his unique powers. Count Amursky attended one of Philippe’s séances in Paris held on the anniversary of the execution of King Louis XVI. It was quite the event: Philippe called forth the king’s spirit and to everyone’s astonishment, a gruesome head dripping blood from its severed neck miraculously appeared in the air of the darkened room and then, before they knew it, vanished into darkness.6


It was perhaps through Count Amursky that the Black Princesses made Philippe’s acquaintance in early 1900. Stana turned to him for help with her migraines and Militsa and Pyotr for treatment of their ill son Roman. They were all so impressed with Philippe that they invited him back to Russia with the thought of introducing him at court and particularly to the empress.7 The sisters were among the few at court to open their arms to Alexandra upon her arrival in Russia. They went out of their way to make her feel loved and welcome and made certain to pay her the respect she demanded. Militsa loved to talk to Alexandra about the world of the occult and mysticism. She spoke convincingly of true men of God, of prophets and seers from the humble folk, and convinced the empress such men were real and walked among them, men free of the vanity and corruption of court and fashionable society. Militsa insisted not only on the reality of the Antichrist, but that his forces were present in contemporary society. Alexandra listened to this, and she believed. According to Anna Vyrubova, the empress’s closest friend, Alexandra considered Militsa practically a “prophetess” and hung on her every word. Militsa even managed to convince Alexandra that the Queen of Italy, the Black Crows’ sister Elena, had been possessed by an evil spirit.8 Upon their return from France, the sisters told the royal couple about the remarkable man they had met while abroad and of their wish to present him to their majesties.


Nicholas recorded their first meeting in his diary on 26 March 1901: “I met with one remarkable Frenchman Mr Philippe! We talked for a long time.” Philippe stayed in Russia for about three months and then returned for a second visit in July. Nicholas and Alexandra went to see him on the ninth, the very day of his arrival, and spent the evening with Philippe and the Black Princesses, Pyotr, and Nikolasha at Znamenka. They listened to their exotic visitor for hours, utterly enraptured by his words. Nicholas and Alexandra went to see him again the following night. “What miraculous hours!” the emperor noted in his diary after his second evening with Philippe. On the eleventh, Philippe lunched with the royal family. He spent a long time conversing alone with Alexandra and then was presented to the couple’s four girls, including the infant Anastasia born the previous month. “We showed him our daughters,” an ecstatic Nicholas wrote, “and prayed together with him in the bedroom!” By now they were already calling him “Our Friend.” Nicholas and Alexandra saw Philippe every day until his departure for home on 21 July.


Nicholas was particularly drawn to Philippe. He went to visit him at Znamenka on the twelfth and the two sat alone for over three hours. “The ways of the Lord are inscrutable!” he noted in his diary after returning to the palace. The Frenchman was forever on their minds. On the fifteenth they left a theater performance at the intermission to see him and ended up listening to Philippe’s words until 2:30 in the morning. Philippe would speak for hours of the wonders of God, at times reaching the height of religious ecstasy before his rapt audience. They rushed through their official commitments so as to have as much time with him as possible. These visits were the highlight of their day. The tsar even invited Philippe to join him at public ceremonies, as on the fourteenth when Nicholas reviewed the troops at nearby Krasnoe Selo and again at a ceremonial march there on the seventeenth. On the evening of the eighteenth, they had an “important conversation,” in Nicholas’s words, at Znamenka and prayed with him two nights later. Nicholas and Alexandra saw Philippe off late on the afternoon of the twenty-first. “We all feel as if we’ve been orphaned!” a despondent Nicholas remarked that evening in his diary. On his next visit to Znamenka eight days later Nicholas found it “strange” not to see “Our Friend” there.9


Even though Philippe was gone, his influence remained. Alexandra wrote to Nicholas on 27 August after the tsar had sailed off on the imperial yacht Standart to meet Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany at Danzig for discussions on the Far East (Wilhelm was seeking Russian support) and to observe German naval maneuvers: “My thoughts and prayers will be with you the whole time. And I know this is also true for Mr P[hilippe], and this alone comforts me, for else the separation would be too horrible. [. . .] Don’t forget, Saturday evening around 10:30—all our thoughts shall take flight for Lyon. How rich our lives have become since we met him, and it seems that everything has become much easier to bear.”10


From Danzig, Nicholas left for France, traveling with the French President Émile Loubet by train to Compiègne, northeast of Paris, where he was joined by Alexandra. There, on 6 September, Philippe paid them a surprise visit. Nicholas and Alexandra saw him again the next day, when they were introduced to his son-in-law Dr. Emmanuel Henri Lalande, the author of occult books under the pen name “Marc Haven.” During his stay Nicholas brought up Philippe in a conversation with French Minister of Foreign Affairs Théophile Delcassé and urged the minister to grant his friend a French medical diploma. Delcassé, as well as Loubet, was shocked by the tsar’s request, as well as by the adamancy with which it was delivered. To them Philippe was nothing but a charlatan. Nicholas’s request was ignored.11


Important conversations. Prayer sessions. Requests of the president of France. It was clear from the beginning how great an effect Monsieur Philippe had had on Nicholas and Alexandra. This was no amusing diversion from the burdens of rule. Quite the opposite. In their new friend, the emperor and empress had found someone who could help shoulder the burden. Philippe had made himself into one of the tsar’s chief confidants practically overnight, and he was apparently using this authority to offer advice on how to rule. Notes, purportedly written down by Militsa after a séance at Znamenka, captured some of the words he spoke to Nicholas: “War is coming to England,” he predicted, and “Witte is sowing trouble.” Count Sergei Witte, minister of finance and later prime minister who implemented policies to industrialize and modernize Russia’s economy and political structure, seems to have incurred particular criticism from Philippe. He is said to have described Witte once to the Black Princesses as a deadly “spider” and said that an unclean spirit had taken possession of his soul. Philippe, to the contrary, had been trying to convince Nicholas to resist any political reforms that would weaken the tsar’s autocratic power and told their majesties that a constitution would mean the ruin of both Russia and Nicholas himself, words that neither Nicholas nor Alexandra would ever forget. Philippe tried to get Nicholas to see that his future was not as some tame constitutional monarch, but as something grander. He was to become the “radiant Tsar of the East” and the defender of Europe’s interests in the Orient. As for the empress, he informed her that she had an infallible ability to read people and could intuitively distinguish friend from foe.


And Philippe’s influence did not end there, but extended all the way to Alexandra’s womb. One of the talents that recommended Philippe to their majesties was his purported ability to determine the sex of a fetus. How exactly he managed this is not clear. Some claimed he used a series of “hypnotic passes” over the womb, others a mixture of astronomy, hermetic medicine, and psychurgy.12 After the crushing disappointment with the birth of Anastasia that spring—four children, all girls—Alexandra, Nicholas, and indeed the entire empire were desperate to see a male heir to the throne. Philippe offered them the best hope yet and Nicholas and Alexandra gladly put their faith in his hands.


Philippe returned to Russia in November 1901, taking up residence in a small house near the Alexander Palace at Tsarskoe Selo, the residence of the Romanovs outside St. Petersburg. Nicholas spent the evening of the seventh with Philippe and Nikolasha, Pyotr, and their wives, all recently returned from the Crimea where they had hosted their French friend. They gathered again on the ninth at Znamenka in the company of Philippe, his daughter Victoria, and son-in-law Lalande. Nicholas had good news for his guest: earlier that same day the tsar had secured for Philippe a diploma as doctor from the Military-Medical Academy. To complete the distinction, Nikolasha ordered for him the uniform of a military medical doctor. Philippe stayed for two months, and it was apparently at this time that he convinced Alexandra that she was pregnant and that this time it was a boy. Alexandra was said to have been so overjoyed she kissed his hand. Before he left, Philippe instructed Alexandra to keep this news a secret and not to let her doctors know or examine her. Once he had gone, Nicholas, Alexandra, and the Black Princesses and their spouses could talk of nothing but the miracle-working Philippe.


When they next met in March 1902, Alexandra was indeed pregnant. Her abdomen was swelling and she had stopped wearing her corset. Their friend’s prophecy was coming true. Nicholas and Alexandra spent three evenings with Philippe at the end of the month. They stayed up until 1 a.m. on the twenty-ninth listening enraptured by his “teachings,” to quote Nicholas. “I could listen and listen to him forever without end,” he sighed. They invited Philippe to spend the final moments of his stay in Russia with them in the garden of the Winter Palace. They parted with him on the thirtieth “with sadness,” but the warmth of his visit lingered after his departure.13


By the spring of 1902 members of the Romanov family and the imperial court had taken notice of the mysterious stranger and had begun to talk. State Secretary Alexander Polovtsov noted in his diary on 8 May that he had heard from a most reliable source that their majesties had fallen completely under the influence of an occultist from Lyon. The Black Princesses had invited him to Russia, where he conducted séances for Nicholas and Alexandra at which he would summon various spirits, most often that of Alexander III so that he could instruct his son how to govern. Witte had heard that Philippe was trying to convince Nicholas that he needed no one to advise him on how to rule other than high church figures whom he, Philippe, would present to the emperor. There was talk of Philippe having established a secretive occult lodge at court and how he had been sent to Russia on a mission by a cabal of Jews and Freemasons to gain control over the tsar.14


Among those who believed such rumors was the Dowager Empress. So concerned was she about Philippe’s influence over her son that she instructed General Pyotr Gesse, the palace commandant, to look into the man’s story, convinced as she was that he was a “Satanist” and an agent of international Freemasonry plotting to bring down the monarchy. Gesse passed the matter on to Pyotr Rachkovsky, head of the tsarist secret police abroad stationed in Paris. It did not take long for Rachkovsky to report back that Philippe was a “dark and suspicious character,” a dabbler in black magic, and “a Jew” with ties to the Lodge Grande Alliance Israélite. He included an article from Le Temps that described Philippe as a charlatan and a would-be magnetizer as well as information received from the French police. It was rumored that when Gesse presented the report to Nicholas, he took one look at it, tore it up, threw it on the floor, and stomped his feet all over it. Nicholas was said to have then ordered Minister of the Interior Vyacheslav von Plehve to put an immediate end to Rachkovsky’s investigation and Alexandra asked Militsa to convey to Philippe their most sincere apologies for any unpleasantness Rachkovsky may have caused him and his family.15 Plehve fired Rachkovsky in October, largely to please the emperor. The Philippe affair must have played some role in his downfall, though it was but one factor and likely not the main one. That did not prevent talk that Philippe had occasioned Rachkovsky’s end. Grand Duke Sergei Mikhailovich, Sandro’s brother, began to gossip that Nicholas had ordered Rachkovsky fired within twenty-four hours after reading his report. It was said that Philippe had sent a message to the emperor via Militsa that “the heavens” demanded Rachkovsky’s firing.


In July, Alexandra’s sister Ella visited Peterhof and tried to talk to her about Philippe’s poor reputation. Alexandra wrote to Nicholas on 23 July: “She has heard many very unfavorable things about Him and that He is not to be trusted. I did not ask what one said—I explained that all came from jealousy and inquisitiveness. She said such secrecy had been spun around it. I said no, that we did everything openly and that in our positions there never can be anything hidden, as we live under the eyes of the whole world.”16 Alexandra would have none of Ella’s meddling. Just the day before, in a shocking letter that shows just how important Philippe had become to them, she wrote to Nicholas, then on his way to Reval (now Tallinn) on the Gulf of Finland for talks with Kaiser Wilhelm: “It’s dreadful letting you go all by yourself, knowing what troubles await you. But our dear Friend will be next to you, and he will help you answer Wilhelm’s questions.” Russian foreign policy was being placed in the hands of a French magician.


Philippe returned to Russia in early August, and Nicholas and Alexandra were ecstatic to see him. “A happy day,” Nicholas wrote in his diary on 12 August 1902, “around 5 o’clock ‘our friend’ arrived at Znamenka. [. . .] We dined and spent the entire evening at Znamenka in the company of ‘our friend.’ What a joy it is to see him!” Yet it was during his stay that a crisis descended on the family. By the summer it had become clear that something was wrong with the empress. She had not gotten any bigger in months and there were no signs that the fetus was growing. Nevertheless, the palace moved ahead with plans for another, much-awaited child and imperial manifestoes announcing the birth were prepared. After considerable hesitation, Alexandra finally allowed herself to be examined by Dr. Dmitry Ott, Russia’s leading gynecologist, who found that the empress was in fact not pregnant at all. It was a terrible blow. To save face, the palace put out a statement citing a miscarriage.17


On 18 August, an embarrassed Alexandra had to tell the Dowager Empress and the other family members the truth. Then she and Nicholas went to see Philippe at Znamenka and he did his best to console Alexandra and Nicholas, insisting they forget all this sorrow. Nicholas found his words “wonderful.” But the rest of the family was not so willing to forget the matter. On the twentieth, Nicholas’s mother and his sister Xenia came to the palace to get answers about what exactly had been going on with this strange Frenchman behind everyone’s backs. The pair insisted there was nothing wrong in their relations with Philippe and that they had never tried to hide a thing, but they refused to say much more than that. Xenia was frustrated. She wrote in a letter that day to Princess Alexandra Obolenskaya, long-time maid-of-honor to the Dowager Empress: “Nevertheless the mystery remains—we still haven’t found out exactly what he is! They said he is a very modest man and that it is pleasant to talk to him as he has such understanding and says ‘things which do one good’! All the same it’s good at least that la glace est rompue! [the ice is broken!]” An angry Nicholas wrote in his diary on the twenty-first: “People talk such rubbish about him that it’s sickening just to listen, and I don’t understand how they can believe the nonsense that they themselves are spouting.” And much of what was being spouted was indeed nonsense. Grand Duke Konstantin Konstantinovich (aka K. R.), Nicholas’s uncle, believed the talk, for example, that Philippe was attending meetings of the Council of State.18 He also gave credit to the gossip that Nicholas was sending instructions to his ministers based on Philippe’s advice, a story that, in light of Nicholas and Alexandra’s own words, may well have been true. State Secretary Polovtsov found the entire business of the bogus pregnancy, which he was convinced had been the product of hypnotism by the “adventurer” Philippe, shameful. “All this would be amusing if it weren’t so terribly sad,” he remarked in his diary.19


Nicholas did not let the concerns of his family bother him. On the twenty-ninth he arrived in Kursk to witness military exercises. “I don’t know but I feel so quiet before arriving today there,” he wrote Alexandra, “that is the fulfillment of ‘our Friend’s’ promise.”20 What that promise was is not known, but the tsar’s words make plain his complete faith in Philippe’s ability to predict the future. The day he arrived in Kursk, Ella wrote to the Dowager Empress about her talk with Alexandra and her worries about the tsar meeting someone like Philippe. She understood his desire to meet interesting people “without any position,” but felt he had to be careful to do this only with many others around, for otherwise people were certain to talk. God forbid any of these meetings should take on even the slightest hint of being secret, she went on, for if so this could well have “fatal consequences.” Ella remained suspicious about Philippe and the nature of his relations with her sister and brother-in-law and she criticized the Black Princesses, whom she called the “cockroaches,” for having brought him to Russia. It was being said the sisters were using spiritualism to control the emperor and empress. “C’est une crime” were the words Nicholas’s mother used to describe the situation at court.21


On the final day of August Xenia wrote again to Princess Obolenskaya:




I am no longer in any doubt that what happened to A. F. [Alix] was suggestion, although they themselves are unaware of it. However, she did admit to her sister that she prayed with Ph.[ilippe] on one occasion. It’s all so strange and frightening, God knows how it will all end! I’m afraid that their friendship and association with these people will continue—everything will remain as before and we will look like fools. However we are not going to remain silent any longer, although we have to go about it in the right way, which is not easy—they have completely fallen under his influence. There are many things I could tell, only I don’t want to write about it.22




By the autumn word of Philippe had spread beyond the court and aristocratic society and become public knowledge. The Russian journal Liberation, published in Paris and Stuttgart, ran a story in October on how Philippe had become so powerful that the tsar did not dare make a single decision, whether in regard to his personal life or matters of state, without his permission. The country was being governed by a man who claimed to be able to call forth the souls of the dead and to make the empress pregnant by way of “psychological treatments.”23 Although banned in Russia, copies of the journal were smuggled over the border and passed from hand to hand.


On 1 November, the elder Prince Vladimir Meshchersky, an arch-conservative defender of the monarchy and a personal friend of Alexander III, went to talk to Nicholas and Alexandra of the danger a man like Philippe presented to the monarchy. Focusing his attention on Alexandra, he warned her of the fantastical world of gossip that was taking hold due to their French friend and how such dangerous talk was already spreading across the country. Alexandra refused to listen: “I do not give anyone the right to talk about this, no one dares to touch on my private life.”


Meshchersky told the empress that she could ignore his words and drive him away, but that she needed to realize the spiritual life of the empress of Russia was not a matter her subjects would, or should, be indifferent to. He then proceeded to tell her of the rumors floating around, including one that in the home of Grand Duke Pyotr and Militsa Philippe was viewed practically as a god, that they never sat in his presence and even bowed before his feet. It was also rumored the three of them had managed to turn Alexandra against Orthodoxy and that the tsar, too, was beginning to waver in his faith. And among the common folk it was being said foreigners had sent a “sorcerer” who had bewitched the empress and taken control of her womb. Yes, he admitted, all of this was pure nonsense, but what if their enemies were able to make use of it, to spread such talk among the educated classes and the narod, the vast peasant class, just imagine, the old prince asked Alexandra, the dangers it would present to the prestige, and security, of the autocracy? His warning left Alexandra unmoved.


Nicholas, however, appears to have heeded the warnings. Although it is not clear exactly why and when Nicholas came to this decision, the tsar seems to have realized that he had to send his friend away and cut off all ties with him given the scandal. It is possible a letter from the great holy man of the day, John of Kronstadt, instructing Nicholas to break with Philippe was crucial. They exchanged gifts before Philippe returned to France. Nicholas presented him with an expensive Serpollet steam-powered automobile that he had purchased on a previous trip to Europe. Philippe gave Alexandra some dried flowers that he said had been touched by the hand of Christ himself. He also gave her an icon and a bell, telling her that should anyone approach her who was not a friend, the bell would begin to ring, as if by magic. This, he told Alexandra, would guard them against all enemies. Alexandra had the flowers framed and kept them in her bedroom, and she never forgot about the bell’s magic power, using it to safeguard the family throughout the entire reign.24 Victoria Lalande wrote a plaintive letter to Stana, bemoaning their fate at being sent away for good and railing against what she saw as the injustices done to her father.25 Alexandra and Nicholas were equally distraught; the empress was in tears as they parted. Philippe, however, left her with a message of hope. You will always be able to find teachers who will help you both in your searches, he said. “Be calm, Your Majesty,” he instructed Alexandra, “another friend will come and he will protect you when I am no longer here.”26 The empress took his words as a prophecy. Alexandra appears to have shared Philippe’s words and they quickly spread. Grand Duke Konstantin wrote in his diary how it was being said that “Philippe’s mission is drawing to a close, that soon he will die and will reappear afterwards to the circle of friends in the guise of another man. What nonsense!”27


The general feeling about the Philippe affair was neatly summed up in the middle of November 1902 by Lev Tikhomirov, a former revolutionary turned monarchist and leading conservative ideologue: “That Philippe is the most shameful occurrence for the Imperial Family. He is some sort of foreign charlatan, hypnotist, magnetizer, and magician presenting himself as the possessor of occult powers.” Tikhomirov was convinced John of Kronstadt’s warning to Nicholas had saved the tsarist family from ruin and he hoped they had learned their lesson and would forget Philippe for good.28 But they did not forget Philippe. When, in 1907, Nikolasha and Stana were finally able to wed, Nikolasha saw their union as some miracle made possible by the mystical power of Philippe.29


If in the reign of Catherine the Great many a young officer at court dreamed of becoming the official favorite of the empress as the way to secure his future and fortune, so in the reign of Nicholas did any number of mystics, stranniki, and startsy hope to occupy the place of seer to the royal couple. After Philippe had gone a series of Russian pretenders appeared at court, including the stranniki Vasia (Tkachenko), and Matryona the Barefooted and the holy fool Mitya “The Nasal Voice” Kozelsky. From childhood Mitya had been deprived of the ability to utter comprehensible speech yet he became known for his prophecies and inspired words that came out of his mouth as strange lowings and bellows that were interpreted for his listeners by a man named Elpidifor. Mitya gained a reputation among the people as a simple man of God, and apparently came to the attention of a highly placed official who brought him to court from the Optina Monastery. Mitya and his interpreter were apparently presented to the tsar, and Nicholas was taken with the holy fool, but it seems that his status at court was fairly soon eclipsed by the appearance of Rasputin. After his fall from grace Mitya could be seen wandering barefoot through the streets of the capital, even in winter, dressed in a black cassock, his hair reaching down to his shoulders.30




5. Alexei


Before leaving Russia for good, Philippe supposedly fell into a trance and experienced a prophecy. Seek the intercession of St. Seraphim of Sarov, he said, and he will give Alexandra a son. But there was one problem: there was no such saint in the Russian Orthodox Church. There had been, however, a great starets by the name of Seraphim in the early decades of the nineteenth century who had lived nearly his entire life in extreme poverty and isolation, first in a hut in the woods and then in a cell in the monastery of Sarov. He had been a true holy man, a humble yet profound spiritual figure, yet he had not passed the test of saintliness: his corpse had failed to remain uncorrupted and had rotted away and thus the church had refused to recognize him as a saint. But Nicholas, to the anger of the Holy Synod, the church’s governing body, overrode the decision (“The Emperor can do anything,” an angry Alexandra insisted) and ordered that Seraphim be canonized. To some in high society, it seemed Philippe was the true miracle worker. “It would be difficult to know where Philippe ends and Seraphim begins,” commented wryly Lady-in-Waiting Yelizaveta Naryshkina.


Nicholas and Alexandra attended the ceremony themselves in July 1903, along with members of their family and a crush of nearly 300,000 pilgrims. It was a profoundly moving religious event, one that helped convince Alexandra of the unbreakable bond that linked the tsar and his people. The canonization of Seraphim was also tinged with political undertones. Continuing a policy begun under his late father, Nicholas sought to bind the dynasty to the Russian masses by harking back to Russia’s pre-Petrine past. And Seraphim, who had bemoaned the baleful influence of Western European Enlightenment on Russian spirituality, served that purpose well as part of the tsar’s efforts to cultivate the medieval notion of a mystical connection between the tsar and his people. On the evening of 19 July, the royal couple waded into the holy water of the Sarova River, as instructed by Philippe, hopeful that it might bless them, and Russia, with the longed-for sought heir.1


Within three months Alexandra was pregnant. On 30 July 1904 at 1:15 in the afternoon, Alexandra gave birth to a son. They named him Alexei. The joy, tinged with relief, was overwhelming. Not only the family, but the entire country celebrated—cannons boomed and church bells rang out across the empire. Back in the nursery, the empress recorded her baby’s vital measurements in her notebook: “Weight 4660 gr.; length 58 cm. Measurement of the head 38 cm.; chest 39 cm.”2 But the most important thing about the young boy she could not see or record or measure. Hemophilia.


The disease had been passed on by his mother. Alexandra’s grandmother Queen Victoria had been a hemophilia carrier. One of her sons and two of her daughters, including Alexandra’s mother, carried the gene for the disease, and she gave it to Alexandra and her brother Frederick. (Alexandra’s sister Irene was also a carrier.) Frederick (aka Frittie) first showed signs of the disease in 1872, the year of Alexandra’s birth. In May 1873, at the age of three, little Frittie, whom his mother had adored, fell from his mother’s window onto a stone terrace. He had not broken any bones and appeared to be all right, but within hours he was dead of internal bleeding. Alexandra’s two nephews were also hemophiliacs. One of them, Prince Henry of Prussia, likely died of it in 1904 at the age of four, not long before the birth of Alexei.


If it came as a cruel shock to his parents that Alexei had been born a “bleeder,” it should not have, for the inherited basis of the disease had been established as early as the middle of the nineteenth century. Indeed, a French doctor wrote in 1876 that “all members of bleeder families should be advised against marriage.” But it appears that members of Europe’s royal houses were neither given this advice nor did they seek it out, preferring to live in ignorance of the laws of science. As the British geneticist J. B. S. Haldane put it, “The hemophilia of the Tsarevich was a symptom of the divorce between royalty and reality.”3 Reality intruded quickly into the Romanov household, however. Within the first two months, Nicholas and Alexandra noticed the baby was bleeding inexplicably from his navel. Next, he developed bruises and dark swellings under his tender skin. By then it became clear to the parents: Alexei was a hemophiliac. Joy turned to grief.


Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna (the younger), cousin of Nicholas II and sister of Grand Duke Dmitry Pavlovich, one of Rasputin’s murderers, wrote in her memoirs:




Even in our house a certain melancholy reigned. My uncle and aunt undoubtedly knew already that the child was born suffering and that from his birth he carried in him the seeds of an incurable illness [. . .] Nobody ever knew what emotions were aroused in them by this horrible certainty, but from that moment, troubled and apprehensive, the Empress’s character underwent a change, and her health, physical as well as moral, altered.4




If to Nicholas and Alexandra the birth of their son was deeply connected to their friend Philippe, to nearly everyone else it would become connected to his successor. It was said that Rasputin had predicted Alexei’s birth and that Alexandra believed his prayers had made it a reality. This, many claimed, was the basis for his influence over the empress. Others told darker tales, insisting that Rasputin did more than pray over the Empress, that he was, in fact, the boy’s father.5 Nothing, of course, could have been further from the truth, for the first meeting between Nicholas and Alexandra and the man who would loom so large in their lives, and that of the country, still lay a year ahead.


The English historian Sir Bernard Pares famously wrote decades ago that “the nursery was the center of all Russia’s troubles,” asserting that it was the illness of the tsarevich Alexei that brought Rasputin to the palace and his strange ability to comfort the boy that was the foundation of his influence and power.6 This understanding of the nature of the relationship between Rasputin and the royal couple, and chiefly Alexandra, has long been the accepted view, and while it is true that Alexandra’s anguish over her son’s health and her belief that Rasputin alone could safeguard him were important, in no way does this begin to explain the much more complex, and profound, need Alexandra felt for Rasputin.


As the story of Monsieur Philippe shows, even before the birth of her son, Alexandra, and Nicholas, too, was in search of a holy man to advise, enlighten, and comfort her. Part of this had to do with her role as a mother, and she was desperate to find someone who claimed the knowledge of how she could produce a son, regardless of their background. But from the beginning, Alexandra had no intention of limiting Philippe’s influence to her womb or to her soul, an important fact that has been overlooked. As her letters to Nicholas show, Alexandra looked to Philippe for political guidance and strength, strength not for herself, but for Nicholas, whose weakness and fatalism were only too painfully well known to her. Alexandra loved Nicholas, but she could not help but see how his personal flaws undermined his power, prestige, and effectiveness as emperor, and she was determined to do whatever was necessary to help him, even if this meant finding another man to provide the will he lacked.


And here, in the Philippe interlude, we can see in embryonic form the story of Rasputin yet to come: Alexandra’s need for and blind trust in a spiritual advisor, a man of God, who spoke of higher truths and prophecies; her mysticism and intense religiosity; her willingness to insert herself in politics and to use the words of holy men to try to instruct Nicholas on how to rule; the couple’s inability to see how their private life was fraught with public implications; the level of mistrust among members of the house of Romanov and how this mistrust engendered ill-feeling and in return gossip that further weakened family relations and would later destroy the bonds among them, and how this gossip quickly spread to educated society and tarnished the image of the monarchy; and finally how attempts to investigate the holy man, and to open the tsar’s eyes, only deepened the chasm between the throne and the rest of Russia and would, in the case of Rasputin, eventually help lead to revolution.




6. The Burning Torch




There he is, carrying his pack,


filling the forest trail


with a long, drawn-out song, a soft song


but a sly song, oh, a naughty song. [. . .]


He comes—God help us!—


to our proud capital.


He enchants the empress


of endless Russia.


Nikolai Gumilyov, “The Muzhik”1




Sometime between May 1904 and early 1905 Rasputin arrived for the first time in the historic Tatar city of Kazan on the Volga River, incorporated into Russia after a bloody siege under Ivan the Terrible in 1552.2 He had apparently been brought to the city by a wealthy merchant widow by the name of Bashmakova. They had met on a pilgrimage, possibly at the Abalak Monastery, not long after she had lost her husband. Her grief was enormous, but Rasputin spoke to her and eased her suffering. She felt drawn to him and became one of his early followers and began to invite him along, at her expense, on her travels to holy sites. “A simple soul,” Rasputin said of her. “She was rich, very rich, and she gave it all away [. . .] She inherited more, and gave this away too [. . .] and should she inherit still more she’ll give that away as well, that’s the kind of person she is.”3 In Kazan Bashmakova introduced Rasputin to wealthy local merchants and prominent clergy. Rasputin made a good impression. He was a strong, lean, healthy Siberian of thirty-five, proud and independent. By now Rasputin had taken to calling himself a starets, and he impressed the people of Kazan with his inner power, his insight into the human soul, and his knowledge of Scripture. True, he could be brusque and rude, and was ignorant of the ways of society, but then he appeared to be a true man of God on a spiritual mission with no time for such petty matters. Word of the Siberian holy man spread quickly and people began coming to him for help. A young couple, grieving over the death of their two small children, sought him out. “My wife’s despair grew into insanity,” the husband later said, “and the doctors couldn’t do a thing. Some advised me to send for Rasputin . . . Imagine this: after speaking with her for half an hour, she became totally serene. Say whatever you like against him, maybe it’s even so. But he saved my wife—and that’s the truth!”


Among the clergy Rasputin met was Gavriil, father superior of the Seven Lakes Monastery outside Kazan. The two men were alike in many ways. Both were born into the peasantry and had pilgrimaged to the Verkhoturye Monastery and prayed at the relics of St. Simeon of Verkhoturye. They had mutual acquaintances, such as the monk, and later bishop and metropolitan, Melety (Mikhail Zaborovsky), and both men were reputed to possess special healing powers. Gavriil had even attracted the attention of the empress’s sister Ella, who often visited him. Rasputin also won over Archimandrite Andrei, born Prince Alexander Ukhtomsky into one of Russia’s oldest noble families. Rasputin was a frequent guest at the archimandrite’s home, and Andrei even provided Rasputin with recommendations in St. Petersburg. Of Andrei, Rasputin said, “I do not know a single person in whom there is so much love.”4


Rasputin later recalled that in his meetings with Kazan clergymen, “I mainly spoke with them about love, but they had many surprises from the love I had experienced.”5 Rasputin offers no details about the love he had experienced, but stories later appeared about certain improper acts with women during his Kazan sojourn—questionable meetings alone with various females, taking young ladies to the city’s bathhouses and then luring them away from their families after having corrupted them.6 It is said that Rasputin admitted his sins to Gavriil, about how he stroked and kissed women, although he insisted it was done in a loving and appropriate way. Gavriil believed him, but like so many of Rasputin’s early supporters, he, too, would turn against him. Citing the common folk wisdom, he later said that Rasputin was no different than a spider: kill him and God would forgive forty of your sins.


One day, while drinking tea with Gavriil and a group of theology students, Rasputin mentioned his intention to travel to St. Petersburg. Gavriil disapproved of the idea, thinking to himself: “You’ll lose your way in Petersburg, the city will ruin you.” All of a sudden, Rasputin leaned in to Gavriil: “And God? What about God?” For Gavriil it was proof Rasputin could read people’s minds.7


From Kazan Rasputin left for St. Petersburg. “One time I was captivated by an idea and it settled in my heart,” Rasputin wrote in his Life of an Experienced Pilgrim. His idea was to build a church in Pokrovskoe, for, as Rasputin wrote, echoing the words of the Apostle Paul, he who builds a church will never be conquered by the gates of Hell. Yet Rasputin was poor, how was he ever to get the money—as much as 20,000 rubles—to build the church that he could see fully formed in his heart? Rasputin wrote he had traveled all over the Tobolsk province in search of benefactors, but the nobles there, though they wasted their money in profligate display, would not give him a single ruble. So he decided to journey to the capital of the tsars.


“And then I come to St. Petersburg and I feel like a blind man on the road, that’s how I feel.” He went first to the great Alexander Nevsky Lavra (monastery) to pray, carrying nothing but a sack of dirty clothes and a few kopecks, which he spent on candles. As he was leaving, he inquired about a Bishop Sergei just as a policeman happened to be passing by. “What kind of a friend of the bishop can you be,” he threatened the poor bedraggled peasant, “you must be a hooligan.” A frightened Rasputin ran to the monastery’s back gate, where he was struck down by a doorman. Rasputin knelt before the man and told him something about himself and why he sought the bishop. The doorman was moved by Rasputin’s words and went to fetch Bishop Sergei (Ivan Stragorodsky), the rector of the St. Petersburg Theological Seminary, who called him in and talked at length with the Siberian starets. Sergei became Rasputin’s patron, introducing him to the city’s elite and then taking him to the imperial palace and presenting him to the tsar. Nicholas listened to Rasputin’s plan to build a church and gave him the money and Rasputin returned home filled with joy.8


It is a moving tale, though far from true. Rasputin did not arrive at the monastery a poor and unknown peasant seeker, but as the conqueror of Kazan bearing a letter of recommendation addressed to Sergei from the influential Bishop Khrisanf, or Chrysanthos (Khristofor Shchetkovsky), vicar of the Kazan diocese. It was not Rasputin’s words, uttered upon his knees to a doorman, that won him entrée to Sergei’s apartment, but those of Khrisanf.9 The time was most likely between the late autumn of 1904 and the spring of 1905.10


Ivan Fedchenkov, a seminary student and supporter of the holy fool Mitya, tonsured as the monk Veniamin* in 1907, who later went on to become a metropolitan in the Russian church during the Stalin years, recalled seeing Rasputin in Sergei’s apartment at the Lavra: “Rasputin immediately made a very strong impression on me, due both to the exceptional intensity of his personality (he was like a taut bow or spring) and to the sharp insight into others’ souls.” Without Veniamin saying a word, Rasputin guessed his future plans and the young student was dumbfounded.




Generally speaking, Rasputin was a truly out of the ordinary person, in terms of his sharp mind and his religious focus. You had to see him, the way he prayed in the cathedral: he stood just like a string under tension, his face turned to the heights, and then, with great speed, he would begin to cross himself and bow.


I think it was precisely in the exceptional energy of his religiosity that lay the main reason for his influence on believers. [. . .] Somehow we have all become “unleavened” or, to use the expression of Our Savior, the salt in us has lost its potency, we are no longer “the salt of the earth and the light of the world” [. . .] We have all cooled down [. . .]


And then suddenly a burning torch appears. What sort of spirit he had, what sort of quality, we did not want to know, nor could we have discovered for we lacked the necessary knowledge. But the magnificence of this new comet, quite naturally, attracted attention.11




The practical-minded Bishop Sergei was among the few not impressed by this burning torch from Siberia. It seems he met him only once, and after that never wanted anything more to do with Rasputin.12 This, however, was not the case for Sergei’s seminary colleague Feofan.


Born Vasily Bystrov in 1873 into the family of a poor village priest, Archimandrite Feofan had been a brilliant student at the St. Petersburg Theological Seminary before being made the seminary’s inspector in 1905 and then rector four years later. By all accounts Feofan was a true man of God with tremendous spiritual depth. The religious writer and state official Prince Nikolai Zhevakhov called Feofan “a monk of exceptional disposition and enormous authority,” a man who exercised great influence not only on the seminarians but within the highest social circles of the capital. Even the writer Zinaida Gippius, someone quite critical of the Russian clergy, called Feofan “a monk of rare humility who lived a serene, righteous life.” Gippius never forgot meeting Feofan: “I remember him, he was small, thin, quiet, with a dark, severe little face, and with black hair, so smooth it looked as if it had been glued on.”13 Like other clerics at the time, Feofan sought out religious men from the narod who came unpolished, uneducated, yet full of the living church. Feofan would tell the seminarians that “God’s men still exist on earth. To this day our Holy Russia abounds in saints. God sends consolation to his people from time to time in the guise of righteous men, and they are the mainstays of Holy Russia.”14 Feofan surrounded himself with these holy men. He loved talking with them and hearing the way they discussed God and faith; their words took him to another world far from the mundane reality of St. Petersburg. Bishop Sergei invited Feofan to meet Rasputin when he first appeared. Feofan was mesmerized by this man of God from Siberia who went by the name of Brother Grigory. Echoing Veniamin’s words, Feofan was amazed by the stranger’s psychological perspicacity which bordered on second sight. It was clear from their conversations that the man lacked book learning, but, Feofan recalled after the revolution, he had “a subtle grasp of spiritual experience obtained through personal knowledge.”15 Feofan began meeting regularly with Rasputin, and his wonder at the Siberian holy man grew. Before long he was telling others about Brother Grigory and bringing people to hear his words. Among them were two female relations Feofan invited to the seminary to share the good news of his discovery. As they walked in the seminary’s garden, an excited Feofan told them about a man of rare holiness and insight recently arrived from Siberia. “I have never heard anyone pray as he does,” he said. After praying with him life itself becomes clearer and so easier to bear, he told the young ladies. Moreover, this stranger had the gift of prophecy: he could read the past and future in every person’s face, a gift he had acquired through fasting and prayer.16


Feofan began telling anyone who would listen of Rasputin’s miraculous powers. In the summer of 1906, while visiting Zhitomir, Feofan stayed with the family of Anna Obukhova. The daughter of a wealthy merchant, Anna was then experiencing a spiritual crisis and was considering becoming a nun. Feofan talked her out of it. “Save yourself in the world,” he instructed and then proceeded to tell Anna of a holy man from Siberia—“He is a saint, a true saint”—and recommended they meet, for Feofan was certain Rasputin could help her.17


What brought Rasputin to St. Petersburg? It is a question with no clear answer. Rasputin, and some contemporary Russian nationalist historians, would have us believe it was to find the money to build his church back in Pokrovskoe. The historian-playwright Edvard Radzinsky posits a much grander, and infinitely more sinister, aim: “To destroy both Petersburg and that whole world of the tsars [. . .].” Rasputin’s daughter Maria offered more mundane reasons—to find a better school for her, having left Maria in the care of a well-to-do family in Kazan, and to please Feofan and other clerics then urging him to come and stay.18


The most likely answer lies in some combination of Rasputin’s character, his spiritual quest, and the success of his visit to Kazan. Rasputin the wanderer, the seeker, would naturally have been drawn to the idea. He had covered thousands of miles on foot and seen many cities and churches and monasteries. One of the few places that remained was the Alexander Nevsky Lavra. And what Russian would not want to lay their eyes on the imperial capital of the tsars? There was an innate curiosity in Rasputin, but mixed in with it was a clear strain of ambition. He had been to many of Russia’s holy places and spoken to many of her holy men, and he had impressed them with his spiritual gifts, gifts that at the time few denied and in which Rasputin took great pride. We will never know whether it was Khrisanf’s idea to write the letter to Bishop Sergei or Rasputin’s, but it does seem likely that Khrisanf wrote it freely and with conviction (there would have been no reason for him to do so otherwise) and that Rasputin suffered no trepidation or self-doubt about embarking on this important step of his personal journey.


Rasputin’s arrival in St. Petersburg, Maria recalled, marked “the starting-point of so many disturbances in his life.”




My father was then nearly forty [he was closer to thirty-six]; that is to say his character was already completely formed. Twenty years of pilgrimages and wanderings on foot, his peasant’s life, his love of the soil and solitude had developed in him that warm-hearted kindliness, that simplicity of bearing, that bluntness of speech, and at the same time that rather overbearing independence which mark the recluse. There has been talk of his lack of sophistication, his irresponsibility, and it is true where he was concerned with money. But at the same time, he showed in his dealings with men an extraordinary clairvoyance which enabled him forthwith to fathom their most secret impulses. [. . .]


Of rugged bearing, accustomed to speak his mind, never intimidated, because he always plumbed the depths of men’s thoughts; such was my father [. . .]


But the capital, sophisticated, worldly, cynical, did not greet a peasant kindly. The mere sight of him turned a great many people off. Dirty, they called him, even though he was not, slovenly, only because he did not style his hair and beard like the smart men of St. Petersburg. His refusal to kowtow to the rich and mighty was described as ill breeding.19




In Petersburg, Rasputin lost his way. He told Prince Vladimir Meshchersky, the arch-conservative and openly homosexual confidant of Tsar Alexander III, several years later that, “It’s hard to live here. There are no regular hours, no regular days, nothing but holidays that mean the death of the soul [. . .] Fate threw me into the capital. It’s so noisy here that men lose their minds . . . It’s like a noisy wheel . . . All of this often makes my brain swell.”20


He was a blind man on the road, as he said himself. The city was loud, it made his head spin, but this attracted Rasputin as much as it repelled, and after tasting its charms Rasputin could never forsake them. No more would he wander as a poor pilgrim, or act as the village teacher of simple morals. The habits that had kept him close to the narod, and independent, free, and ignorant of the temptations of fashionable society and the seductiveness of power, died there, even if he never forgot his life as a wanderer and knew well how to use it to advantage. Gavriil had feared going to Petersburg would lead to Rasputin’s ruin, and he was right.


Maria wrote that the move to Petersburg was pivotal in her father’s life, for city life corrupted him over time. If, at first, his life differed little from that back in Pokrovskoe, with time her father gave in to temptation and allowed himself “to be caught by some of the seductions of the capital.”21 But the change did not happen right away. Veniamin recalled, of Rasputin’s early days in Petersburg: “Pious people, especially women, began to praise this rare man, his circle of acquaintances grew wider. ‘He’s holy,’—people extolled as his fame grew. And those spiritually hungry individuals within high society sought out this ‘light.’ ”


Prince Zhevakhov noted that while the Petersburg elite was interested in religious questions, they knew little about Orthodoxy and had little contact with the clergy. They were naive, too easily impressed by the starets from Siberia with his strange manners and mysterious pronouncements, and by the way he was not the least bit concerned with wealth and status, by the aristocrats’ gilded palaces and lofty titles, addressing everyone as ty, the informal you.22 Feofan wanted to show off his discovery and began introducing Rasputin to Petersburg’s salons that at the time played a large role in the city’s cultural life where the elite from the world of the aristocracy, the church, the arts and culture, the press, and the court and state apparatus would gather, often to engage in spiritual conversations.


The most influential of these belonged to Countess Sofia Ignatieva (née Princess Meshcherskaya) and her husband, Count Alexei Ignatiev, deputy minister of the interior. In their massive, dimly lit apartment at 26 French Embankment met prominent clergy, such as the monk, and later metropolitan, Seraphim (Leonid Chichagov) and Bishop Germogen (Georgy Dolganov), writers and journalists, such as Vasily Skvortsov, editor of the monarchist daily the Bell, and figures from high society, such as Lyubov Golovina and Alexandra Taneeva. Many of these people became acolytes and then enemies of the man Feofan introduced them to at Ignatieva’s apartment. The countess, drawn to various forms of mysticism, had, so she claimed, prophetic dreams that were discussed there. In one Father Seraphim appeared and said, “There is a great prophet here among us. His purpose is to reveal the will of Providence to the tsar and to lead him on the path of glory.”23 The countess had no doubt who the prophet was: Rasputin.


Rasputin also frequented the salon of the widow Baroness Varvara Iskul von Gildebrand in her sumptuous apartment at 18 Kirochnaya Street. The baroness had wide-ranging interests, from literature and art to politics and church affairs, and guests from a wide range of backgrounds, from grand dukes and duchesses, to state ministers, socialists, priests, and Tolstoyans. Although she did not find Rasputin terribly convincing herself, the baroness found him entertaining and advertised him as a bit of exoticism to her Petersburg friends. She thought it amusing how he would kiss everyone, regardless of their social status, upon greeting and parting, the kind of thing that just was not done in Petersburg circles but, so she believed, was the custom among the common folk in Russia’s villages.24


Vladimir Bonch-Bruevich, historian, student of Russian religious sects, devoted Bolshevik, and later Lenin’s personal secretary, left a detailed account of his first meeting with Rasputin at the baroness’s home:




Soon after eight o’clock Rasputin appeared. With a free and light gait he entered Varvara Ivanovna’s drawing-room, where, so it seemed, he had never been before, and with his very first words he set upon his hostess as he strode the carpet: “What in the world have you done, my dear woman, covering your walls with so many paintings, it’s like a real museum in here, and to think one wall could feed five hungry villages, oh, you, look how you folks live, all while the poor peasants are starving . . .”. Varvara Ivanovna began to introduce Rasputin to her guests. He immediately started asking questions: Is Lady A married? Where’s her husband? Why did she come alone? Now if we were together, I’d look after you, just as you are [. . .] He carried on his conversations in this manner, very gay, joking, playful and light-hearted. [. . .] My attention was chiefly directed to his eyes. His gaze was always concentrated and direct, and a strange phosphorescent light played the entire time in his eyes. He continually stroked his listeners with his eyes, and at times his speech would suddenly slow down, he would drawl, lose his way as if he were thinking of something else and then fix his gaze on someone, point-blank, stare straight into their eyes for a few minutes, the entire time dragging out his words in a disconnected, confusing manner. Then suddenly he would snap out of it, come to himself, as it were, embarrassed and try to change the subject and start a new conversation. I noticed that it was precisely his persistent staring that had the greatest effect on those gathered, and particularly on the women, who were made most uncomfortable and anxious by his gaze, yet who then shyly started to watch him out of the corner of their eyes, and sometimes even drew close to him to speak with him a bit more, to hear more of what he had to say. While speaking to someone, he would sometimes suddenly and quite abruptly turn to another, whom he had been looking at 15 or 20 minutes earlier, and, breaking off his conversation, begin to say in a slow drawl, “No, mother, that’s not good, not good at all . . . That’s no way to live, just look at yourself . . . do you really think responding with an insult will fix matters . . . You need love . . . Yes . . . Love’s what’s needed . . . ,” and then just as suddenly he would go back to his previous conversation or start a new one or walk quickly about the room, occasionally taking a seat for a moment or bending down, busily rubbing his hands the entire time. All of this made an impression on those present. People began to whisper and to say that he had indeed divined the truth in certain matters, that he had great insight, and an atmosphere of heightened nervous energy began to take hold of the kind that can also be experienced in monasteries around startsy and seers.25




The baroness invited Zinaida Gippius to come meet Rasputin at her salon in 1912 after his name had become famous—or rather infamous—across Russia. Gippius, along with her husband, the writer and philosopher Dmitry Merezhkovsky, declined, however. She insisted that, unlike nearly everyone else in the capital, she had no interest in joining the throngs curious to get a glimpse of Rasputin, a decision she saw as a credit to them both.26


But they were in the minority. It seemed most people could not get enough of Rasputin and other strange holy men then making the rounds of the city’s salons. The reason why, according to one journalist, was quite simple:




In the gilded drawing-rooms life becomes weary much faster than in middle-class apartments and humble little chambers. For money you can get whatever life offers. And now we have reached the point at which even the most fantastic possibilities fail to satisfy. Everything’s been tried! In such cases people tend to gravitate to that which lies beyond human comprehension, be it a living saint or holy fool or epileptic. Just maybe this will offer some new experience, will open up some new opportunity, some new reality. And it is for this reason that such dark, mysterious figures as Rasputin appear.27




Russia, he concluded, was experiencing “strange times.”




7. The Mad Monk


At the St. Petersburg Theological Seminary Rasputin met another churchman who was to become one of his greatest allies and one of his greatest enemies. Sergei Trufanov, born in 1880 into a Cossack family along the Don River in southern Russia, lived a life almost as unbelievable as Rasputin’s. He entered the seminary in 1901 and became a protégé of Feofan and Bishop Sergei, under whom he was ordained as the monk Iliodor in November 1903. After graduating from the seminary in the summer of 1905, Iliodor was appointed instructor of homiletics at the Yaroslavl Theological Academy and then sent to teach at the Novgorod Seminary in 1906 before being transferred later that year to the Pochaevskaya Lavra in western Ukraine.


The quick succession of posts was not the result of promotions, but a symptom of Iliodor’s rebellious nature. The local press in Pochaevsk had this to say about the young monk: “This remarkable man, almost still a boy, with his gentle, pretty, feminine face yet powerful will, immediately attracts crowds of common people wherever he appears. His passionate, inspired words about God, love for the tsar and the fatherland make a deep impression on the masses and light in them the hunger for heroic deeds.”1


Even his enemies had to admit that Iliodor was an exceptional orator. He could captivate people and convince them to follow him like few others, but it was where he wanted to lead them that was so terrifying. Iliodor had the face of an angel, but the soul of a thug. One biographer has dubbed him a “proto-fascist.” In an era known for its anti-Semitism, Iliodor stood out for the extreme violence of his hatred of the Jews. He loudly supported the Union of Russian People (part of the notorious Black Hundreds) and attacked anyone he saw as its enemy. He began to express his views in a series of articles and booklets depicting Russia as “fettered in Jewish chains.”2


His 1906 brochure When Will This Finally End?, addressed directly to the tsar, offers a picture of Iliodor’s Russia. The country, he cried, was being ruined by Jews, journalists, the Duma, and the “criminal humanity” of Russia’s legal system. The End of Times is nearly at hand, he warned: “We strongly believe and adamantly preach that the time of the Antichrist shall someday come to Holy Russia.” Russia can be saved, it is not too late, Iliodor assured his readers, but the tsar must act and act firmly: violence is the only answer. The death penalty must be reinstated. Anyone who dares to insult the name of God must be “executed in the most ferocious manner.” Russia’s courts must be returned to their traditional role as “the shortest path to the gallows, the axe, and the bullet.” And such punishment ought to be meted out not just to criminals, but also “slanderers, lying newspapermen, and instigators!” Throughout the land, and especially at the imperial court, “everyone in whose veins flows foreign blood” is to be rounded up and banished from Russia. The door to the West that Peter the Great opened two centuries before needs to be slammed shut and for good. To aid the tsar in this epochal struggle, Iliodor placed himself before Nicholas as his most devoted subject, ready to wash from Russia every last vestige of the West. With him, he bragged to the tsar, marched an army not of Black Hundreds, but Black Millions: “We are not the black hundreds, we are millions, we are the black millions, indeed tens of millions.”3


His former patron Archbishop Antony (Alexei Khrapovitsky) had to admit Iliodor had fallen into the grips of “hysterical insanity.” Lenin, however, saw something greater at work, describing Iliodor as the expression of something new in Russia—“dark, peasant democracy of the crudest but deepest kind.”4 The official church was not ready for any peasant democracy (dark or otherwise) and Iliodor became a constant source of trouble. At Yaroslavl, he clashed with the rector, Father Yevsevy (Yevstafy Grozdov), who opposed the Union of Russian People, which led to his transfer to Novgorod. This would become a pattern throughout Iliodor’s life for the next several years as he was moved from place to place, threatened with punishment, and closely monitored until a few years later Iliodor himself renounced his faith in a flash of rage.


The Mad Monk of Russia was the title Iliodor gave to his autobiography. Imbued with the same paranoid megalomania as all his writings, it is a strange mix of fact, error, and shameless lies that proved hugely influential in establishing the myth of Rasputin as the “Holy Devil” of Russia. He wrote it after having fled Russia following a failed attempt on Rasputin’s life. Unable to kill Rasputin, Iliodor set out to destroy him in print.


“My life began in a poor peasant’s hut,” the aggrieved Iliodor begins, “it blossomed forth among royal palaces, and finally descended to the level of exile and anxious care in a foreign land.” Iliodor goes on to imagine his life followed a path similar to Rasputin’s—from poverty to power, influence, esteem, and even fame. He, too, like Rasputin, Iliodor remarks, enjoyed the favor of the tsar. Yet this was not enough for Iliodor. Unlike Rasputin, he was not fulfilled by such worldly things. Iliodor wanted something more, he found himself seeking “the light of truth,” and it was this search that led him to see the evil truth about Rasputin.5 He struggled with his conscience, and in the end went to battle against Rasputin in order to save Russia, and for this, Iliodor claimed, Rasputin had him crushed.


Iliodor would outlive Rasputin by over three decades, but he would never escape his shadow.




Part Two


OUR FRIEND


1905–1909




8. To the Throne


On 1 November 1905, while at Peterhof outside the capital, Nicholas made the following entry in his diary:




Tuesday. A cold windy day. The water has frozen in patches from the shore to the end of our canal. Was occupied all morning.


Dined with Pr. Orlov and Resin. Went for a walk. At 4 o’clock we went to Sergeevka. Had tea with Militsa and Stana. We made the acquaintance of a man of God—Grigory, from Tobolsk province.


Lay down this evening and then worked a good deal and spent time with Alix.1




This was the first time Nicholas and Alexandra met Rasputin. They sat and listened to him talk that afternoon for three hours. In a year Rasputin had gone from the bottom of Russian society to the top. It was a journey no one could have foreseen.


We do not know how long Rasputin stayed in Petersburg after his arrival from Kazan. It is possible he went back to Pokrovskoe and then returned later in 1905 or that he remained there the entire time up until this first meeting. We do know that while in Petersburg he lived at the Lavra before moving into Feofan’s lodgings in the rector’s wing sometime that year.2 Among the visitors who came to meet Feofan at the seminary were Militsa and Pyotr. The archimandrite and the Black Princess shared a fascination with “life’s mystical side,” as he put it, and they drew close. Militsa began to invite Feofan to her home and later asked him to be her personal confessor. It was on one of his visits to Militsa that he told her how he had met a man of God named Grigory Rasputin. Militsa was intrigued and invited “Brother Grigory” to her home. Rasputin did not disappoint Militsa, and soon he was a frequent guest. There Rasputin was introduced to Stana and Nikolasha, and they were equally taken with the Siberian starets.3 The path to the throne now lay open.


While in exile in Sofia after the revolution, Feofan, consumed with guilt over his promotion of Rasputin, denied that he had had anything to do with introducing the Siberian to either the Black Princesses or Nicholas and Alexandra. Indeed, he even claimed that he first met Rasputin at the Black Princesses’, which was clearly a lie (he had met him in Sergei’s lodgings), but by then almost no one was willing to admit that they had ever befriended or believed in Rasputin and his spiritual gifts.4


Vladimir Voeikov, aide-de-camp to the tsar and the last imperial palace commandant (1913–17), told investigators after the fall of the monarchy that it was Nikolasha who first brought Rasputin to the palace, having been talked into it by the Black Princesses. Other sources close to the court confirm that the Black Princesses were responsible for introducing Rasputin to Nicholas and Alexandra with the hope of using him as a tool to strengthen their position with their majesties. It seems the sisters thought the simple peasant would be the perfect instrument in their hands: someone they could use to gather information on life in the imperial household and to help maintain their bond with Nicholas and Alexandra.5 As part of their plan to control Rasputin, Militsa apparently told him not to meet the tsar and tsaritsa without the sisters present, for, she instructed him, the court was a place of intrigue, envy, and temptations and he would surely be lost without their guidance. But Rasputin did not listen, and the Black Princesses would eventually be profoundly disappointed in Rasputin, for he was much cleverer and more independent than they had assumed, and he had no intention of becoming anyone’s tool.


Others have argued that Rasputin’s rise was brought about by a group of Orthodox clergymen to counter what they saw as the excessive influence at court of foreign “holy men” like Papus and Monsieur Philippe. Voeikov, for one, was convinced it was for this reason that Feofan introduced Rasputin to the Black Princesses in the hope they would then present him to Nicholas and Alexandra. The tsar of Holy Russia, so church leaders such as Feofan believed, ought to look to true Russian Orthodox Christians, and not French magnetizers, for spiritual guidance.6 With time the idea took hold and grew, acquiring the traits of a conscious and highly organized plot. In 1914, the Petersburg Courier quoted a “Certain Highly Placed Dignitary” on the question of Rasputin’s mysterious path to the throne: “Some church clergymen took a simple peasant and turned him into a ‘prophet’ of mysticism and then used him for their own goals. And so Rasputin is simply the creation of our church ‘politics.’ ”7 It is worth pointing out that Feofan benefited from Rasputin’s rise. It is no coincidence that he was presented to their majesties for the first time less than two weeks after their meeting with Rasputin and that he was asked to be the Romanovs’ personal confessor.8


There was talk Rasputin had been pushed forward by the Black Hundreds or other nationalist groups and that he had not been the only candidate these forces had been grooming. One of these might have been the mystic Sergei Nilus. Born into a wealthy landowning family, Nilus experienced a religious awakening and left home to wander the countryside as a strannik. He wrote of his religious discoveries in The Great Within the Small and the Antichrist as an Imminent Political Possibility, a work that has earned a place in history for its second printing, published in 1905, in which Nilus included the entire text of the infamous anti-Semitic forgery The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. The first edition of Nilus’s book (without The Protocols) was well received in church and conservative circles. One of its admirers was Ella, the empress’s sister, who purportedly invited Nilus to Tsarskoe Selo with the intention of introducing him to their majesties as a potential successor to Philippe. Nothing ever came of the matter, however, and it may be the entire story was fabricated. When told about it years later, General Alexander Mosolov, former head of the Imperial Court Chancellery, brushed it away as a pure “fairytale.”9


To some a tool of the right, to others a tool of the left. This was the argument made by Prince Zhevakhov, one of the chief authors of the most outlandish conspiracy theories involving Rasputin. After the revolution Zhevakhov argued that Rasputin had been the creation of “international Jewry,” which used him, unwittingly, for their secret plot to destroy Christian Russia. They were the ones who plucked Rasputin from obscurity and created the myth of his holiness. From the start their plan had been to lead him to the palace, by way of the Black Princesses, with the intention of using him to destroy the monarchy. “Invisible agents of the International worked to fabricate Rasputin’s fame, having at their disposal little Jews, bold collaborators, all around Rasputin. They began a subtle and very complicated game and put in motion the revolutionary program they had elaborated long ago.”10


There was indeed a connection between Rasputin’s appearance at court and revolution, though nothing like the fantasy of Zhevakhov’s disturbed mind. In 1904–05, Russia fought an unsuccessful and unpopular war against Japan that ended with the humiliating Treaty of Portsmouth. At the same time, Russia was being rocked by workers’ strikes in cities across the empire. Then, on 9 January 1905, hundreds of peaceful demonstrators were gunned down by troops outside the Winter Palace. “Bloody Sunday,” as it came to be known, helped light the fuse of the Revolution of 1905 that nearly brought down the monarchy. Millions of workers walked off their jobs, the entire rail system came to a halt, university students went out into the streets to protest, there was unrest in the military and mutiny in the navy (most famously the battleship Potemkin on the Black Sea), and all across the countryside peasants rose up, burning the manor houses of the nobles and attacking the representatives of tsarist authority.


The crisis reached a head in the autumn of 1905 when Nicholas finally agreed to concessions. He signed the October Manifesto that, among other things, granted basic civil liberties (freedom of speech, assembly, and religion), allowed the formation of political parties, and invested the recently created State Duma with true legislative and oversight power. In a very real sense, the October Manifesto turned Russia into a constitutional monarchy. The tsar was still understood to possess “Supreme Autocratic Power,” but it was no longer unlimited, and the Fundamental Laws of 1906 created an awkward balance of authority between the crown and the Duma. The manifesto was met by a joyous nation, and the fever of the revolution subsided. Nicholas, however, was devastated. To save his reign he had broken the vow taken upon ascending the throne to uphold autocratic power.11 He was ashamed and worked for the rest of his life as tsar to try to undo what he had done that autumn and to reassert his undiluted authority.


Throughout October 1905, Nicholas and Alexandra regularly saw the Black Princesses and Nikolasha. They made it through these difficult times together, the most trying days of Nicholas’s reign, and it appears that during their conversations Militsa was preparing them to meet a new man of God from Siberia. She must have been telling them of his remarkable spiritual power and how she had come to admire him, of her introduction via Feofan, who also vouched for his holiness. This, it might have seemed to Alexandra, was the friend promised to her by Philippe, the man they needed now more than ever. The prophecy had come to pass.


We do not know what Rasputin and Nicholas talked about at their first meeting. Feofan said later that Rasputin told him that the empress fell under his influence that evening, but it took longer with the emperor. We can get a sense of what they might have discussed from this letter, the first Rasputin sent to Nicholas, dated 5 November, four days after their meeting:




Great Emperor, Tsar, and Autocrat of all Russia! Greetings to you! May God give you sage advice. When advice comes from God, the soul rejoices, our joy is genuine, but if it is stiff and formal, then the soul becomes despondent and our head is confused. All of Russia worries, she has descended into a terrible argument, she trembles in joy and rings her bells calling for God, and God sends us mercy and scares our enemies with awe-inspiring threats. So they, the mad ones, are now left with a broken vessel and a foolish head, as the saying goes: “The Devil has been busy for a long time but finally ended up flying off from under the back porch”—such is the power of God and His miracles! Don’t disdain our simple words. You, as our Master, and we, as your subjects, must do our best, we tremble and pray to God to keep you safe from all evil, to protect from all wounds, now and in the future, so that your life will forever flow like a life-giving spring.12




This letter, which has eluded previous biographers,13 is incredibly important, for it shows that from the very beginning Rasputin did not shy away from addressing matters of state with the tsar. Moreover, he dared to instruct Nicholas on the type of advice he must heed in this troubled time, namely that which comes from God, not that which is “stiff and formal,” words that ought to be read as referring to the tsar’s ministers. In ruling over his subjects, Rasputin tells Nicholas, he need listen only to God; what is left unsaid is that it is in such a “man of God,” as Nicholas first referred to Rasputin in his diary, that His (God’s, that is) voice could be heard. The letter also reveals another side of the relation that would develop between Rasputin and the tsar. Rasputin never stopped trying to give Nicholas the confidence he needed to rule, to encourage him to be strong and to have faith in himself and his reign. Indeed, not long after Rasputin’s death a story began to circulate that he had owed his place at court to his convincing the tsar not to flee the country at the height of the 1905 violence, assuring Nicholas that all would be well in the end and that he and his family need not fear for their lives.14 The Okhrana, the tsarist secret police, reported in 1915 that Rasputin had even advised the tsar on specific policy matters during the Revolution of 1905, telling Nicholas, for instance, that it was “still too early” to grant Russia a constitution.15 The validity of such a claim is difficult to assess.


The letter is also revealing for what it does not say. There is no mention at all of money for any church. More importantly, there is no mention of Alexei. The conventional interpretation of Rasputin and his relationship with the royal family has long been that it was the sick heir that led them to seek out a miracle healer and that guaranteed Rasputin’s place at court. But matters were a good deal more complicated than that. From the first, Nicholas and Alexandra were as drawn to Rasputin for the support and wisdom he gave them about the state of Russia as about the state of the heir. Perhaps even more so. With the country rebelling around them, here came a humble peasant who told Nicholas just what he wanted to hear—of the need to trust in God and his miracles, to be the rightful master of Russia, and to demand submission and obedience in his subjects, for the health of the tsar was inseparable from the health of Russia.




9. Rasputin-Novy


Soon after writing to the tsar, Rasputin left for Pokrovskoe. Traveling with him were several of his new friends from the capital, including Father Roman Medved and his wife, Anna.


A priest at St. Petersburg’s Mary Magdalene Apostolic Church, Roman had studied at the seminary, where he became well acquainted with Feofan. Along with Feofan, Roman was close to Father John of Kronstadt. Before the rise of Rasputin, Father John was the most famous religious figure in Russia, the “first modern Russian religious celebrity,” to quote his latest biographer. Born Ioann Ilich Sergiev in 1829, Father John (canonized in 1989) became a charismatic priest in the latter decades of the nineteenth century whose sermons attracted enormous crowds and whose hands were reported to have effected all manner of miracle healings. So popular were his services that the church allowed him the unique privilege of practicing mass confession. He was as popular with the poor as with the aristocracy, and his followers literally kissed the ground he walked upon. His image was emblazoned on postcards, placards, and even souvenir scarves, all part of a cult that the priest did much to develop. He was called to the bedside of the dying Alexander III, but his prayers proved useless in saving his life. Upon Father John’s death female admirers ransacked his apartment in search of items of clothing that they cherished as holy relics.


During Rasputin’s lifetime there was talk linking him to Father John. Some said the elder priest had recognized his successor in Rasputin and even recommended him to Nicholas and Alexandra; others avowed he had denounced Rasputin, saying to his face that his very name was proof of his dissolute ways. Neither story is true, and it appears, based on everything we know, the two men never met. Nevertheless, since the Medveds were close to Father John and saw him regularly, it seems likely that even if they did not introduce the two, then they at least told John about the miraculous Siberian holy man. Father John must have heard tales about Rasputin, but what he thought of him remains unknown.1


Feofan introduced Roman to the Black Princesses and to Rasputin as well. Roman and Anna were immediately taken with Brother Grigory, and he became a frequent guest in their home and then moved in with them at their apartment on Second Rozhdestvenskaya Street sometime in late 1905 or early 1906. His new hosts believed that Rasputin possessed rare healing powers, even across vast distances, and for years Anna would write to Rasputin whenever she or her husband were ill, requesting he pray for their recovery.2


Another visitor to Pokrovskoe with the Medveds was Olga Lokhtina. Born in 1867 to a Kazan nobleman, Lokhtina would quickly become Rasputin’s most fanatical believer, her life a pathetic spectacle of bizarre behavior that many came to see as the greatest proof of Rasputin’s evil influence. She fell under his spell, and if at first Rasputin appeared to Lokhtina as a holy man, with time he became in her eyes a saint, then Christ, and finally God himself. Lokhtina came to believe she was part of a Trinity, with Iliodor as the Son of God and herself as the Virgin Mary. But this was still in the future. In 1905 she was a beautiful and conventional Petersburg wife and mother, married to an engineer by the name of Vladimir Lokhtin. It was that year Olga met Rasputin at the Medveds. She later stated that she was ill at the time with intestinal neurasthenia and Father Roman introduced her to Rasputin certain that he would be able to cure her. Olga was no less impressed with Rasputin than the Medveds, and so she, and her daughter, joined them in November to travel to Pokrovskoe and see how this remarkable man of God lived at home.3


“Travelling with Rasputin was a great pleasure,” Lokhtina said, “for he gave life to the spirit.” She was taken with Pokrovskoe. “I liked the style of his life very much,” she told the Commission.




On meeting her husband, his wife fell down at his feet . . . His wife’s humility astounded me. When I am right, I yield to no one. And now here was Rasputin’s wife yielding in an argument with her husband, even though it was clear to me that she was in the right and not him. In reply to my . . . astonishment, she said, “A husband and wife have to live with one heart, sometimes you yield, and sometimes he does” . . . We slept where we could, very often in one room, but we slept little, listening to the spiritual conversations of Father Grigory, who, so to speak, schooled us in nocturnal wakefulness. In the morning, if I got up early, I would pray with Father Grigory . . . Praying with him tore me from the earth . . . At home we would pass the time chanting psalms and canticles.




She went on:




Yes, he did have the custom of kissing when meeting and even of embracing, but it is only to bad people that bad and dirty thoughts occur . . . It is also quite true that on one of my visits to the village of Pokrovskoe I bathed together with Rasputin and his family, with his wife and two daughters, and in the absence of bad thoughts it did not seem either strange or indecent to any of us. I was convinced that Rasputin really was an “elder,” both by his healing of me and by the predictions I had occasion to hear that came true.4




In a letter to Bishop Antony (Karzhavin) of Tobolsk from 1 June 1907, Olga wrote that Rasputin had “taught me to love in the name of Christ,” how to fast, to go to church, and to pray more often before the holy relics. She claimed that Rasputin had miraculously healed her sister’s fiancé who suffered from a severe nervous disorder. The doctors could not help him, and he had lost all hope. He was not a believer, but Rasputin instructed him to kiss the simple gold cross on his bare chest and suddenly, before Olga’s eyes, he was healed and accepted Christ as his savior.5 After moving on from the Medveds, Rasputin would stay at the Lokhtins’ apartment at 13 Grechesky Prospect from 1907 to November 1908.


On 1 April 1906, Rasputin sent Nicholas an Easter greeting from Pokrovskoe: “Christ has risen! This is where our joy is—that He has risen and is rejoicing with us.”6 That summer he bought an expensive new house (1,700 rubles) for himself and his family on the village’s main street.7 The money had come from some of his Petersburg supporters, quite possibly Olga Lokhtina one of them. On 12 July, Rasputin left Pokrovskoe for Petersburg and six days later he saw Nicholas and Alexandra for the second time. “We spent the evening at Sergievka and saw Grigory!” an excited Nicholas recorded in his diary.8


Among the visitors to the Medveds’ home around this time was the writer and philosopher Vasily Rozanov and his family. Rozanov found Roman rather uninteresting (he reminded Rozanov of a frog), but Rozanov’s second wife, Varvara Butyagina, and some of his older children, particularly his stepdaughter Alexandra Butyagina, were attracted to the strong religious atmosphere they encountered among the Medveds, and they began to visit several times a week.


Alexandra, then twenty-three and unmarried, ended up leaving home and moving in with an unusual sisterhood of women somehow connected with the Medved household. Her family now saw Alexandra only on their visits, and they began to notice a strange transformation. She acted not herself, as if she were dead inside or had been turned into a “somnambula.” This went on for an entire winter, and no one could explain what had happened to their beloved Alexandra.


Rozanov learned that the circle around the Medveds also included Archimandrite Feofan and a Siberian pilgrim he had never heard of. The fact of the former’s presence made him feel better, what with Feofan’s irreproachable reputation. At one of their visits to the Medveds, they had seen a remarkable woman leaving the house—she was an elegant lady in an expensive cloak. Rozanov decided to track her down and find out just what was going on in the Medved home. Why, he wondered, were they cultivating an air of secrecy about themselves, holding mysterious gatherings behind locked doors? The lady, it turned out, was Olga Lokhtina. Rozanov met her at her home, and she told him the story of how she had suffered from a terrible illness that no doctors had been able to cure and that had kept her bedridden for years. And then, at the Medveds, she had found the cure through religion. The suffering had been so horrible that she had nearly lost her mind, but prayer and faith had saved her life.


Rozanov did not know what to say. If her story were true, there was no denying the effect the religion being practiced at the Medveds had had on her. Before him stood a beautiful woman. “Her every movement was lovely and elegant. She charmed with her personality, and this charm flowed from her sincerity, her warmth, and the clarity of her mind.”


It was not long after that when Rozanov found himself again at the Medveds for tea. There at the table was a new face, “not that of a petty bourgeois, not that of a peasant,” he noted. While Rozanov drank and chatted with the Medveds, the stranger finished his tea without saying a word, laid the cup on its side on the saucer, thanked them, and left. Rozanov found him “the drabbest sort of fellow I had ever met.” It was only after he had gone that Rozanov learned this was the Siberian wanderer that everyone in the Medved home was so drawn to.


Rozanov began to hear stories about the man, about his incredible spiritual power and the effect he had on people. Soon it seemed everyone was talking about the “miracles” he was performing in Petersburg. But Rozanov began hearing other things as well, namely that the man had a habit of kissing and hugging women and girls. He once asked Father Medved about this, and got an angry response. “His kisses,” Roman insisted, “were the most chaste and pure.” Roman’s faith in Rasputin struck Rozanov as something bordering on an illness: “The priest was adamant about the holy pilgrim’s reputation. The slightest doubt about his ‘absolute honor’ sent him into a rage and he would lose control of himself and begin to curse.”9


If Rozanov’s initial encounters with Rasputin and his followers at the Medveds were contradictory and confusing (although he would later suggest that from the start he was amazed by Rasputin), he was not worried enough to try to force his stepdaughter to return home, even though there was talk that she had been pursued (or worse) by Rasputin. Maybe, Rozanov thought, some sort of sect had formed around the Siberian pilgrim, yet he was not about to take any action against them. The stories about Alexandra, however, would not go away and began to circulate among members of the broader Petersburg religious community.10 About a year later, in November 1907, Rozanov received a letter from Nikolai Drozdov, archpriest at St. Petersburg’s Church of St. Panteleimon the Healer.




I would like to throw as much publicity as possible on the prophet-impostor from Siberia based on the sad event with your run-away. I am sending you the draft of my text with a request that you add any details that I might have missed and remove anything that might harm this matter. Maybe I shouldn’t call the pilgrim by name, which I already did, so that he doesn’t make any noise about stones being thrown at him. For we know little about him. From Medved and Ternavtsev* we’ve heard only one thing—that he is a “saint.” We know almost nothing about his words and his deeds; he can hide behind Medved’s back in this case with your daughter. We must be cautious. Return the draft to me after you’ve made any corrections. I’ll publish it in the Bell or in the secular press.




Drozdov’s draft article was titled “The Siberian Prophet.”




There is a man from Siberia in the capital who has earned himself the lofty title of a “holy man” among his followers. What he did to “earn” such glory and honor we cannot explain, frankly speaking. Let’s hope that those who performed the “canonization” of this saintly man, who was not canonized by the official church, will perform their sacred duty to point out the “holy” aspects of the Siberian newcomer’s life and teachings. Our task is different—we would like to make public the doubts and unpleasant surprises that this man raises with some of his actions [. . .]


The Siberian “saint” has a strange habit of hugging and kissing women he talks to even if he is seeing them for the first time. He accompanies his speech with gestures and body movements that have deservedly been called “grimacing” and “apery” by one lady who rejected his moves to kiss her. Sometimes the “saint” enters such an ecstatic state that he acts like he is possessed or raving mad. That is how some skeptics explained some of the photographs of this man.


What sort of behavior is this—this hugging and kissing? Why is it necessary? The admirers of the “saint” would, naturally, explain this “manner” benevolently as an excessive feeling of love for his female companions and call this kissing “holy kissing,” which is normal among great “startsy” such as Seraphim of Sarov, Ambrose of Optina. [. . .]


Naturally, we do not dare say that the Siberian “prophet” must be some kind of a mystic sectarian, but there is no doubt that in his “poses and movements,” in his kisses and handshakes, there is something quite different from our holy startsy—Seraphim and Ambrose. “The prophet” is not that old. This is the first thing, and the second thing is that he is a layman and a married man: it’s unbecoming for him to mimic the kisses of hermits who had rejected the world with all its passions and lust. The kisses of startsy were given, I believe, with great consideration and didn’t arouse the feeling expressed by one maiden about the kisses of the Siberian pilgrim: “These kisses and squeezes are disgusting.” The kisses of the startsy filled the soul and the body with health, peace, and holy joy. While the kisses of the Siberian pilgrim, supposedly “mimicking the startsy” and with the help of loyal accomplices, resulted in one young woman with a natural inclination to hysteria to leave her parental home, and not only without regret or sadness but with joy about the benefits of her new life and with curses toward her parents’ home where she had everything she needed, from her daily bread to reasonable freedom in her life and faith. That evil demon settled in her soul after she met and talked with the Siberian prophet and his admirers: the warm parental house became unpleasant to the young woman after, in the bizarre words of the prophet and his followers, “a new soul began to grow” inside her. She “ran away” from her parents’ home, literally as if that home had turned into a Greek Sodom for her. In reality, I want to stress this fact, her family taught her nothing remotely Sodom like. She wanted to have freedom like the famous son from the Biblical story. God prevent that this freedom leads to the “the death of her soul” or to the destruction of all hope.
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