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We almost always forgive that which we understand

MIKHAIL LERMONTOV,

A Hero of Our Time
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Sergei Yesenin




CHAPTER 1

The boy was lost to the world.

In his grandfather’s house, he was bent over the pieces of card that would make the face of the tsar.

He found Nicholas’s eyes, his beard, and the jewelled star on its crimson ribbon. But some pieces had been lost over the years and he feared the puzzle would defeat him.

The tsar’s dark hair was there, his broad forehead and manicured eyebrows – the boy thought he looked handsome. In Petersburg, Nicholas himself was welcoming the twentieth century with the confidence of a dynasty that would reign forever.

Sergei was four and the world he’d inhabited since his parents abandoned him was full of puzzles with no answers. Jigsaws that nursed him in their embrace of image and imagination were an escape. When he looked up, he didn’t know where he was.

In the moment it took for the room to coalesce, he sensed the house was empty. Panic gripped him. He ran out to the meadow.

‘Dedushka! Dedushka! . . . Where are you, Dedushka?’

From somewhere in the woods Romka the dog barked and Sergei ran towards it. In a clearing, his grandfather was pointing his rifle. A shot; then the dog whimpering.

‘Dedushka! – Romka? – Why?’

His grandfather waved him away. ‘He was no good. Get back in the house.’

Sergei hardly knew it – it had become his mind’s familiar – but deep within him, where thoughts congeal in the forest we must never enter, the absence of his parents lay in wait like a hunter with a snare.

After Romka died, his grandmother comforted him. But she had no answers to his questions.

‘Babushka, why does Mother stay away? Is Father angry with me?’ Was he such a wicked child that even his mother didn’t want him?

He woke in the night. A dream had left him covered in sweat. From the top of the stairs he heard his grandparents talking.

‘Well, I saw our Tanya—’

‘Oh, God be praised! What did she say?’

‘She didn’t want to talk. She hasn’t seen the boy’s father for months. He’s away in Moscow with some job in a butcher’s shop. Doesn’t send her money, won’t see her—’

‘God have mercy! It’s because of the little girl, isn’t it? He thinks the child isn’t his—’

‘Be quiet, woman! You know how they’ll talk in the village—’

On the landing, Sergei burst into tears.

‘Babushka . . . Dedushka . . . I want my mother . . .’
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Tsar Nicholas II in 1899
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Sergei’s grandmother was a good singer. She taught him the old songs and folk poems passed down by generations. On long walks from village to village, she took him to services at churches and monasteries. Sergei loved the prayers, the chants, the hymns. He imbibed the ancient rhythms of Russian life, breathed in the music of lakes and forest and steppe.

His childhood was beauty, cradled in pain. His grandfather, calloused by life, set out to make him a man. In the spring, he rowed Sergei to the middle of the lake and threw him from the boat. The shock of the water squeezed the breath from the boy’s lungs, sucking him down, writhing in darkness. The memory of suffocation would stay with him, waking him gasping and screaming in the night. But he clawed his way to the surface. He fought his way to the shore and collapsed on the shingle. When his grandfather picked him up, Sergei thanked him.

Later, he sat the boy on an unbroken horse and whipped it so it fled across the steppe. Sergei clung on. He was small and when he was bullied by older boys, his grandfather made him fight. He said he was grateful, but the terror of the water, the horse and the bullies never left him. Years later he would write that his grandfather had made him strong. But the trauma of abandonment was in his soul. He would live on the edge.
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In 1895, the year of Sergei’s birth, Russia had mourned the old tsar – Alexander III, dead from kidney failure at forty-nine – and was about to install the new. Sergei had been six months old when crowds stampeded at Nicholas II’s coronation, trampling a thousand people to death. It took a day for the news to reach the Yesenins’ village, Konstantinovo, a hundred miles south of Moscow. ‘There was a howl of horror,’ wrote the journalists. ‘Those at the front were being crushed. Death, terrible death, was all around. Blue, sweating faces, people vomiting, gasping for air, the cracking of bones, corpses held upright by the crowd with nowhere to fall.’

In a superstitious land, the tragedy cast a shadow. Neighbours whispered to Sergei’s mother that it was ‘a sign from God’ and ‘no good will come from the reign of this tsar’. The Yesenin family fell apart soon after.
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Yesenin’s parents, Alexander and Tatiana, before their separation
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Sergei was beautiful, with blond curls and cornflower blue eyes. When his grandmother walked him through the village, her friends stroked his cheeks. The boy smiled, dropping his gaze with a shyness that delighted them and made his grandmother proud. He enjoyed the company of women. He responded to their gentleness and they returned his affection.

School was hard. The hubbub overwhelmed him. On the first day, he came home in tears. His grandfather was about to beat him, but his grandmother intervened.

It took a week for the teacher to persuade him to speak. At first, he just nodded or shrugged. But she encouraged him.

‘Sergei’s a clever boy,’ she told his grandparents. ‘A sweet, lovely boy; very polite, very eager to please. If I ask for volunteers, he’s the first to raise his hand. He’s way ahead of the others – I’ve had to bring him books from the older children’s class.’

His grandmother beamed.

‘I knew it! And such a hard life he’s had without his mother—’

‘I was going to ask about that,’ the schoolteacher said. ‘Because there are times when I see another side to him. He finds life intimidating; he’s scared of many things, but he won’t let it show. He refuses to cry when he’s hurt. And he’s really quite aggressive if he feels he’s being challenged. You know about the bullying and how he dealt with that. There’s a ferocity, a violence about him that can be alarming . . .’
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It was a time of famine. The harvest had failed for two years in a row and the grain silos held only dust and mice. Much of Ryazan District, including Konstantinovo, was suffering. Deaths from starvation were reported from outlying settlements.

In the taverns where peasants gathered to drink and argue, voices were raised against the tsar. ‘The calamity at his coronation was an omen. Why does he sit there in his palace while the people suffer?’

Strangers with answers began to appear among them, students and intellectuals from Moscow.

‘The tsar is no friend of the people,’ their leaflets said. ‘On his orders, workers and peasants are beaten, shot and exiled to Siberia. All to reinforce the crumbling bastion of autocracy. It may seem that justice has been driven from the face of the earth and the reign of iniquity in Russia will last forever. But the power of the people is great. The thunder of the people’s anger will strike the contemptible tyrants responsible for the misery, the robbery, the torture and deaths of millions!’
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His grandfather used Sergei as a hunting dog.

‘You loved that Romka,’ he said. ‘And now he’s gone.’

When his grandfather shot a hare or a duck, Sergei would race through the field or swim out in the lake to retrieve it.

It made him tough. It made him nimble. It made him a part of the Russian land, closer to nature than to people.

The animals were his siblings; the sun and rain, the moon, the night his interlocutors.

He spoke to them and they spoke back.
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Yesenin’s grandfather, Fyodor
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On a Sunday in January 1905, a column of workers approached the Winter Palace in St Petersburg. They were carrying icons and portraits of Nicholas II, singing ‘God Save the Tsar’ and waving a petition.


Sire! We ask you for justice and protection. We are in deepest poverty, oppressed with labours beyond our strength. We are treated like slaves. Despotism and arbitrary rule are suffocating us. Our strength is exhausted, our patience run out. We would prefer death to the unbearable torment we are forced to suffer.



On the advice of his ministers, Nicholas II was not there to hear the marchers’ plea. He had taken his beard and his manicured eyebrows to another palace, fifteen miles outside the city. Soldiers opened fire and a hundred people died.
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Nature consoled Sergei and confounded him in equal measure. He loved its mysteries and rejoiced in its beauty.

He mastered the trails that meander through the Meshchory woodlands, climbed the trees to peer into birds’ nests and followed the horse traders as they took their animals to water at the Oka.

They were grizzled, life-hardened men, who looked on the blond child with nostalgia for what they might have been and unspoken hope that he might become it. They took him with them at night as the horses plashed in the shallows, drinking up the river’s blackness and all the stars reflected in it. They laughed when he cried out that the stallion was drinking the moon and would plunge the world into darkness.

In winter he skied through the forests and skated on the Oka’s ice, returning after dark to his grandfather’s house, clambering into bed above the stove, a foot below the ceiling, in his private heaven of warmth and dreams.

In the morning, he told his grandmother that he had seen Christ on a donkey riding through the firs and pines and the Mother of God flying through the night with another baby for the world to crucify.

In spring, when the ice cracked with furious cannon shots that exploded in the night, his grandfather picked up the litter of puppies the Collie bitch had produced in the hay barn and stuffed them in a sack. Sergei followed him to the Oka and watched as he dropped them in the current that would wash them from God’s world.

That evening when the bitch bayed at the moon, she was weeping for her children. That was when Sergei began to rewrite the merry endings of his grandmother’s stories.
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Bloody Sunday made little impression in Konstantinovo. Demonstrations and massacres seemed far removed. But an event the following month brought things closer.

The tsar’s uncle Sergei, the military governor of Moscow, was blown to pieces in the Kremlin. On seeing his severed head on the cobblestones and his blood and fingers on the walls, Nicholas went into shock. For the next eight years, he and his hysterical German wife, Alexandra, would not be seen in public.

The assassin, a young poet and Socialist Revolutionary called Ivan Kalyayev, was sentenced to death. News that his hangman was from a settlement just ten miles from Konstantinovo filled the locals with pride. They traded accounts of how ‘our man’ had carried the offer of a royal pardon to the death cell, only to be sent packing by the obdurate martyr.
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The assassin, Ivan Kalyayev






CHAPTER 2

In 1909, Sergei finished the village school with a record that persuaded the rector of Spas-Klepiki seminary, sixty miles to the north, to take him as a pupil. It was an honour for Konstantinovo.

In Spas-Klepiki, he was a peasant boy among sons of merchants and landowners. On the first morning, he stood in the corridor struggling to breathe, his fingers opening and closing on his thumbs.

When a boy in a smart jacket brushed against him in the yard, Sergei demanded an apology. The boy laughed and Sergei hit him in the face. In the afternoon, the boy returned with two others and left him in a pool of blood.

That was how Grisha found him.

Grisha Panfilov was fifteen, a year older than Sergei. He’d been at the seminary long enough to know what was worth picking a fight about and what wasn’t. He took Sergei to the washroom and cleaned him up. When Sergei’s nose wouldn’t stop bleeding, Grisha held a handkerchief to it for over an hour.

The emotion of their meeting created a bond; empathy reinforced by the knowledge of each other’s shyness and a shared, reticent sadness at being parted from home and family.

They rearranged the beds in the dormitory so they could be beside each other. At night, their conversations went on after lights-out. When the other boys complained, Grisha would climb into Sergei’s bed and huddle with him under the blankets.



[image: image]
Grisha Panfilov and Sergei Yesenin as pupils at the Spas-Klepiki seminary
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Like all Russian teenagers, they talked about politics. They read the pamphlets that Socialist Revolutionary recruiters left at the school gates. When they discussed the growing demands for change, Grisha was categorical.

‘Things can’t go on like this. The people are suffering and the nobles just carry on with their banquets and balls. The people aren’t going to put up with it!’

‘But the aristocracy have their uses, don’t they?’ Sergei said. ‘The Romanovs have ruled for three hundred years and Russia has done all right. The peasants worship the tsar. They call him their Little Father. I don’t think there’s going to be this revolution that everyone keeps talking about.’

Grisha squeezed Sergei’s hand.

‘Listen! I’ve decided what I’m going to do. When I leave here I’m going to qualify as a doctor. Then I’m going to join the SRs. Come with me!’

‘I don’t know,’ said Sergei. ‘Of course it would be good if we could make life better. But I can’t see how a revolution that destroys the whole of society would solve anything.’

Grisha frowned and Sergei saw he was offended.

‘I’ve got a joke,’ he said. ‘Do you want to hear it?’

Grisha nodded.

‘All right. Two of the tsar’s secret policemen are having a drink after work. The first one says, “Tell me. What do you really think about this regime we live under?” The second one says, “Well, the same as you do.” So the first one thinks for a minute then says, “In that case, it is my duty to arrest you . . .” ’

Shared laughter eased the tension.

‘If you’re not joining us in the revolution,’ Grisha asked, ‘what are you planning to do?’

‘You want to be a doctor. People will always need doctors.’ Sergei looked at his friend from the corner of his eye. ‘I want to be a poet—’

‘A poet!’ Grisha said. ‘Have you actually written anything? Or are you just hoping the muse of poetry will descend on you?’

They laughed again.

‘Of course I’ve written,’ Sergei said. ‘Listen’:


Beneath my window

The silver birch

Is haloed in snow,

Light silver aglow.

Sumptuous branches

Snow-trimmed;

Buds float

Velvet fringed.

The birch tree

In the sleepy silence;

Snowflakes blazing

In golden fire.

Dawn,

Lazily strolling,

Throws more silver

On the quivering pyre.



When Sergei looked up, Grisha had his eyes closed. Sergei feared it might be from embarrassment, but the older boy held out his hand and pulled him into an embrace.

‘Splendid,’ he murmured. ‘Beautiful. The soul of the Russian language in your words. But why do you write about things, rather than people? Why don’t you write about the subject that unites us all – feelings, affection . . . love?’

Sergei shrugged. ‘Nature’s easier; it doesn’t hurt you. I’ve been trying one poem – about a farmer’s dog I once knew. But it won’t come together’:


The bitch gave her babies life

In the snow. In the hayshed

Dawn silvered the row

Of hessian sacks on the wall.

All day she nursed them,

Licked their soft fur neat, as

Meltwater trickled

From her body’s heat.

At dusk, she saw the master

Throw them in a sack; then,

Bounding on beside him,

Eager to match his stride,

She saw the water quiver . . .



‘I can’t get any further. It’s frustrating!’
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Sergei Yesenin and Grisha Panfilov spent three years together in the seminary. They were rarely separated, always sparring, joking, laughing. They disagreed about many things, but agreed about more. The eternal questions of God, love, art and beauty filled their minds.

They acted in school plays, learning the poetry of the Russian greats – Pushkin, Chekhov, Lermontov and Griboyedov. Because of his golden curls, Sergei got the women’s roles. He enjoyed the drama of it, the make-up and the glamour.

Grisha had never been strong and as the months passed Sergei saw his friend’s health was weakening. He ate well enough, but never put on weight. On their country walks, he was becoming tired earlier, halting to lean on a gate or a stile.

Sergei’s own body hardened and grew. A peasant vigour kept him always in motion, contrary, provoking, full of opinions. A devilish energy threw him into every ruckus and brawl.

Grisha reproached him for it. He didn’t like his friend’s tough-guy streak; he found it ugly, unpleasant, verging on the bully. He understood that aggression was Sergei’s defence against life. But it was in danger of taking him over, submerging his true nature as ivy engulfs the oak.

‘I like you better when you are my sweet Seryozha,’ he said. ‘The kind, affectionate boy I know you to be, with all your feeling for poetry and sincerity and love. Don’t let the world make you callous.’

Sergei looked away. ‘If devils lodged in my soul,’ he said, ‘it was because angels dwell there too.’
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On his seventeenth birthday in October 1912, Sergei received a letter from his estranged father. There was little in the way of paternal affection and no suggestion of financial help. But there was an opening for an apprentice in the Moscow butcher’s shop where his father worked and he thought his son might want to take it.

‘God knows, I don’t want to be a butcher,’ he told Grisha. ‘But it’s a chance to move to the city. I’d get a Moscow residence permit and I’d have an income to spend on books.’

Grisha nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Or you could stay here and finish your studies, as I’m intending to do.’
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The train from Ryazan to Moscow was crowded with traders carrying boxes of potatoes, oily crates of perch and pike, hessian sacks that wriggled with life. It was November and the carriage filled with smoke from the stove; the stench of sweat and urine flooded Sergei’s lungs. There was fear in his stomach.

Disembarking at Kazansky station he was swept into a jostling, shouting tide. Peasant women in colourful headscarves, mothers with babies strapped to their chest, powerful, bearded men spitting and cursing, forlorn families squatting on bundles that held the sum of a lifetime’s toil, waiting for a train, a comrade, a revolution.

Sergei pushed through the crowds. With his father’s directions, he found the tram and jumped on as the driver whipped the horse. He recognised the Red Gates with their gilded, trumpeting angel. In the Chistye Prudy district, blackened plane trees scraped at the windows. Nature was diminished here, he thought; tamed and caged.

When the tram rattled over Krasnokholmsky Bridge, he knew to get out at the next stop. He asked for directions. No one had heard of Krylov’s butcher shop, but they knew where Shchipok Street was.

Alexander Yesenin showed an interest in the son he hadn’t seen for a decade. ‘Welcome,’ he said. ‘You’ve been costing me four roubles a month. Now you can work for a living.’

For six days a week, from seven in the morning until seven at night, Sergei sawed and chopped at the carcasses of calves and sheep that arrived before dawn on the carts of farmers from the suburbs.

He didn’t like the work, but he didn’t complain. On his rest days he walked the streets, peering into churches, visiting museums, always ending at the bookshops on Okhotny Ryad and Arbat. His father took half his salary, rent for the curtained-off corner of the room where Sergei slept, and what was left went on books. He was such a hungry reader that he could barely keep himself supplied. He read on trams, in his work breaks, late into the night. The booksellers all knew him and all had suggestions for more.
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Relations between father and son were not warm. Alexander had made contact with Sergei’s mother, Tanya, but the couple agreed it would be hard, probably impossible, for them to live together. In conversations over the butcher’s block, Alexander asked Sergei about his memories of his mother. He was a jealous husband, keen to enlist another’s support for his rancour; but Sergei sensed a longing in him for a past that had slipped from his grasp. His father wanted him to condemn the maternal grandparents who had brought him up, but Sergei stayed silent.

He got to know the customers. Old man Krylov rarely served at the counter, and Alexander was surly to the point of rudeness. Sergei, young, articulate, attractive, was an asset. Women of a certain standing, ladies who came with a servant to carry the meat, seemed to visit with greater frequency when ‘the young man’ was on duty.

Others came for purposes less transparent; men in dark overcoats with collars raised, who brushed past him into the back room. Sergei tried to make out the muffled conversations punctuated by eruptions of argument or laughter. He was tempted to look inside the brown paper parcels they left under the counter for collection. But he sensed these matters were freighted with danger. When he asked his father, he was told to hold his tongue.

In the summer of 1913, workers at the Moscow Metalworks went on strike. Unrest had been brewing since the previous year, when government forces massacred 270 striking miners in the Lena goldfields. News of the walkout spread quickly; more factories and textile mills downed tools, demanding a shorter working week, civil rights and an end to punishment beatings. The police used rifle butts to disperse a workers’ rally in Trubnaya Square. Rumours exaggerated the extent of the injuries and by nightfall there had been incidents of looting, tramcars overturned and police stations attacked.

In the butcher’s shop on Shchipok Street, the men in dark overcoats came with increasing frequency. Ambivalent about the cause, Sergei was thrilled by its drama. He wrote to Grisha Panfilov about the clandestine activities he had witnessed and intimated that he played a part in them. ‘I remember our conversations, Grisha, when we spoke about change and revolution . . . Here in Moscow I have seen things beginning to happen. And I have myself been active among the workers.’

Grisha’s reply brought news of rebellion in the countryside. Groups of Socialist Revolutionaries from Moscow had been encouraging the peasants to rise against their masters. In a village not far from Konstantinovo, a local landowner had been lynched and his property torched by peasants angry at his refusal to cancel their agricultural taxes. The landowner’s wife and two daughters had been raped and tortured before having their throats cut.

The news tempered Sergei’s revolutionary feelings.

‘Clouds have gathered over me, Grisha,’ he wrote. ‘I am revolted by the dark passions of the blind crowd . . .’
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Snow fell early that year. Moscow became a wasteland of rutted streets and garbage-littered slush, blackened by the smoke of furnaces and abattoirs.

On Tverskaya, where a row of cabs was waiting in front of Yeliseev’s food hall, a volley of curses made Sergei look across the street. A cab-horse had sunk to its knees and was being berated by its owner.

The cabbie was beating the animal with a whip, yelling at it to get to its feet. A small crowd was urging him on. A bystander picked up a stick from the sidewalk and joined in the beating. Others threw stones.

Sergei ran towards them. The animal was emaciated and looked half-dead. He grabbed the cabbie’s whip and shouted at the others to stop; but the crowd was beyond reason, propelled by the frenzy of collective cruelty. A man punched Sergei hard in the mouth.

He came to with his face in the snow. The shouting had stopped and the crowd was gone. The horse was motionless, stayed from falling by the wooden shafts of the vehicle, but unmistakably dead. The cabbie was hugging its neck. ‘Mikolka! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to hurt you . . . Come back!’

Sergei saw that the man’s face was covered in tears. ‘He was my horse,’ he said. ‘My only horse. I loved him . . .’
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Sergei found Moscow oppressive. The scale of the place was unnatural, the drudgery dehumanising. He dreamed of Konstantinovo and the beauty of the countryside. Nature was his consolation and the city had none of it.

‘I have witnessed terrible things here,’ he wrote to Grisha. ‘Man in the city is cut off from his roots. It makes human beings inhuman . . . For me, Christ is the example of a man of true perfection, but I don’t believe in Him. I cannot discern the true purpose of our life on earth; yet all the same, we need to know why we are living. You yourself once said, “I believe there is another life, after death.” Yes, I think so, too. But why do we have this life? Why do we live?’
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Sergei had done enough butchering. He wrote to Sytin’s and asked for a job.

Ivan Sytin and Co. was Russia’s biggest publisher, with a catalogue ranging from Tolstoy and Chekhov to almanacs, calendars and picture books that sold in millions. The company’s printing works, on the corner of Pyatnitskaya and Monetchikovsky Lane, had been burnt in a clash between police and workers in the 1905 revolution, but Sytin had rebuilt it bigger, a splendid five-storey peach-and-white art deco landmark covering two city blocks.

At his interview, Sergei shone. He was intelligent, well-read. He asked for an editorial post, but was told he’d need to start at the bottom, as a messenger in the dispatch department.

His fellow workers didn’t know what to make of him. The boy from the sticks turned up in a modish brown suit, a starched high neck shirt and a bright green tie. Where was the deference?

Sergei Yesenin was cocky. But he was beautiful and his beauty stilled tongues. Blue eyes that had lost their childish diffidence, high Slavic cheekbones, straw blond hair. The women fluttered in his presence; the men backed down.

Within a month he was promoted to assistant copy editor, checking proofs and reading passages aloud for the editor to verify. He liked the reading. And his female colleagues liked to listen. The more he threw himself into the spirit of it, the more they gathered round. He was eighteen and life’s possibilities were unfolding.

Anna Izryadnova worked in typesetting, four years older than he was, a city girl from a liberal intellectual family. Sergei read her his poems. He told her that the copy-editing was just a prelude to his literary career and one day he’d be as famous as the authors Sytin now published.

Anna liked it that Sergei was trying to impress her. She was small, self-effacing and unused to men showing respect. When he asked her to dinner at Krynkin’s, he came for her in a cab. The driver took the scenic route to the top of Sparrow Hills and they looked back on the city through the restaurant’s telescope. Krynkin himself brought them their starters of cured sturgeon. Sergei drank a glass of vodka.

The bill for the meal came to more than Sergei’s monthly salary and Anna knew it. When he told her that he had the keys to a friend’s vacant apartment, she nodded and squeezed his hand.
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Anna watched Sergei undress with a shiver of desire. He had the muscles and complexion of a sun-blessed country boy. He said it wasn’t his first experience, but she knew it was. He was pushy and shy, eager and clumsy, tender and attentive all at once. When she urged him to slow down, he didn’t object. He did as he was told and the moment lasted.

Sergei was eighteen, Anna twenty-two, and it gifted her a subtle authority. She had seen more of life. She found the city and people easier to deal with than the boy whose existence had been spent in the fields.

She wondered if Sergei resented the advantages she held. Previous men had insisted on putting her down. She expected him to do the same, but he didn’t.

He knew he was not Anna’s first lover. She didn’t talk about her past, but in bed she was the teacher, he the pupil. He could have blustered, but he didn’t. He wanted to learn. He was eager to love and eager to please.

Anna told her friends about the beautiful boy from the Russian provinces whose innocence and trust had made her so happy. ‘Pure and bright,’ she said. ‘His soul unblemished and good . . . a radiant being.’ Her friends were pleased for her. And jealous. Later, she would discover another side to Sergei – a boy who had been hurt and who dealt with it by hurting others.
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In the first flush of togetherness, they enrolled at the Moscow Public University. It was a philanthropic institution, founded by an aristocratic family to educate the people, hoping perhaps that education would temper the people’s wrath. At Anna’s suggestion, they studied history and philosophy. When term finished, she introduced him to her family.

Anna’s father liked the boy’s quick mind, the provincial burr that leavened the spikiness of his conversation, and the respect he showed for his daughter. At her request, he spoke to a friend at Sytin’s and the following month Sergei Yesenin’s first poem was published.

‘The Birch Tree’ appeared in a Moscow journal for young people. It was four stanzas in a magazine with a handful of subscribers, but Sergei was delighted. The sense of validation through artistic success was a thrill that would become an obsession, marking the rest of his life.

Anna’s validation came from love. She spoke to her parents. Her father mumbled something about waiting to get settled before getting married, but Anna convinced him. He offered to find them a flat.

When Anna told Sergei, she was surprised to see him hesitate. She cried when he said he would have to think about it. She asked if she had misjudged the love that existed between them. He apologised. Of course he was grateful; of course he wanted to live with her. Within a month, they had set up home.
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Anna Izryadnova




CHAPTER 3

Nineteen-fourteen dawned. The world, and Russia, were stumbling towards war. Sergei, full of the energy of youth, didn’t notice. At Sytin’s he worked without thinking, his mind elsewhere, turning words and rhythms in his head. He wrote about the mysterious beauties of nature and life in the Russian countryside. They were sweet, lyrical verses. Poetry was all; the rest of life was just the rest.

He devoured the books that Anna brought him. She told people that her Seryozha lived in the world of the spirit; he had no understanding of practical things. When they signed their marriage papers at the wedding palace, he entered his profession as Poet. That afternoon, he completed his poem about the bitch and her puppies.


Back from the river, lifting her eyes

To the moon above the trees,

She saw her children’s souls

Glide darkly through the sky.

Keening at the deep-blue void,

She watched them – the moon, the souls –

All shimmer, slide and vanish

To a place unseen, beyond the hill.

And now, when men mock her,

Throwing not meat but stones

In her face, her dull eyes flow

With tears that are wrought from stars.



When Sergei said he was thinking of quitting his job to become a full-time poet, Anna didn’t protest. She was pregnant.
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My dear Grisha, Forgive me for so long a silence. So many things have happened to me; so many events in the world . . .



Sergei felt guilty about his neglected friend. In his letter, he described his work at Sytin’s, then – in great detail and with some exhilaration – his successes in the world of literature.

His marriage to Anna and her pregnancy were a footnote.
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He was still working at Sytin’s in February when the owner announced a visit by Russia’s great writer and thinker, Maxim Gorky. Charges against him for his anti-tsarist novel, Mother, had forced Gorky into exile in Italy. But Nicholas II had munificently, foolishly, declared a general amnesty in honour of the Romanovs’ 300th anniversary and Gorky had returned.

The hall was packed. Sergei and Anna had to stand. Ivan Sytin, angling for the copyright of Gorky’s collected works, gave him a rousing introduction and the audience erupted. At the end of the evening, they carried him on their shoulders to his waiting car. Sergei could barely contain himself. ‘Writers are the most famous and most admired people in Russia,’ he told Anna.

The next day, he enrolled at the Mlechny Put’ poetry collective. Its name, Milky Way, conjured a vision of the stars, but its headquarters were not celestial. At the end of an alleyway in the Kitai Gorod district, Sergei found a low-ceilinged room with a group of young men smoking and drinking tea. One of them, dark, gangly and big boned, leapt to his feet.

‘Come in! We’re arguing about the magazine. The Futurists won’t agree to appear if the Acmeists are given the front page. And the Symbolists have already walked out. It’s a complete disaster! Bobrov’s the name – call me Volodya. What’s yours?’
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Grisha greeted the news of Anna’s pregnancy with caution. He wrote to ask if Sergei were certain this was what he wanted. Did he really want to be tied to a life of domesticity with a woman?

Sergei was reassuring.


Dearest Grisha, You are my closest friend and confidant. You will always be the person most dear to me. As for Anna, she adores me so completely that it is almost comical. There are times in bed when I can hardly restrain myself from bursting into laughter!
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Volodya Bobrov was amusing, bewildering, at times overwhelming; an inextinguishable force, charging back and forth making extravagant plans, urging others to follow him, refusing to be thrown by life’s reverses.

Sergei mocked him. ‘You’ll never make it as a poet with your hair all over the place and a smile on your face, Volodya. You need to suffer and sigh. Try acting a bit strange. Be a wild man. I am always pretending . . .’

It was a miracle every time The Milky Way rolled off the press. The magazine attracted calamities. Established authors would promise contributions, only to renege at the last minute. Young poets would deliver manuscripts four times the length they’d been allocated, then furiously refuse all suggestions for cuts.

The editorial team, poets themselves, lacked business sense. The association’s finances staggered from collapse to crisis and back again. Only the beneficence of a wealthy patron kept them afloat. But they were young men who believed in themselves and in the sacred calling of poetry.

After Sergei quit his job at Sytin’s, he spent his days writing. In the evenings, he and Anna invited friends. Volodya came regularly and when Anna, visibly pregnant, became tired, she would leave them talking.

‘Did you hear about Mayakovsky and Burliuk? They were on one of their Futurist tours down in Odessa, doing their “Slap in the Face of Public Taste” routine. They’d hired the local urchins to run through the streets shouting Priyekhali footooristy! – the Futurists are in town! – only, the lads got it wrong and went around shouting Priyekhali footbolisty!’

‘And what about that “Rite of Spring” bust-up in Paris? People booing and throwing seats; the police called in to break up the riot. A real Russian scandal – carefully staged to make the headlines!’

Art was in the public domain and in the public’s face. Rival groups competed to create the biggest noise, the biggest self-promoting outrage. Poetry was a living force and Sergei loved it.
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Grisha’s health was in decline. Sergei was not to worry, he wrote, but the doctors had diagnosed consumption. They were gloomy fellows and they feared the worst, but Grisha was determined to prove them wrong.

Sergei spent a long time drafting his reply. Grisha’s optimism was a pretence; he had known since their time in the seminary that God had numbered his friend’s days. But Sergei’s letter made light of it.

He wrote instead about his own exploits, listing the poems he’d had published, poking fun at his colleagues at Mlechny Put’, inventing a series of revolutionary adventures he claimed to have taken part in. Only at the end did the mask slip.


Grisha, my dearest, I feel sad. I’m so alone, and there is no one to whom I can bare my soul. The people here are shallow. You are far away from me, and there are things one cannot express in a letter. How I’d love to see you! I grieve deeply at your illness. Whatever happens, be assured of one thing: I love you; you will always be in my heart. Your Seryozha.



When Anna, tidying the house, picked up a discarded draft, she read it with alarm. The letter raised questions that she couldn’t bring herself to ask. She said only, ‘Why do you lie to your friend about all these so-called revolutionary activities?’

‘Because he is unable to live them himself,’ Sergei said. ‘He wanted to be a revolutionary and now he never will be. I am living life for him. That’s what poets do!’
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Anna gave birth to a son. They christened him Yuri. It seemed like a new start, a chance to move on from the misunderstandings of the past.

Sergei took Yuri with him to poetry recitals and editorial meetings, boasting to all who would listen about the glittering future that lay in store for his beautiful boy. His delight in fatherhood cheered Anna.

‘It makes me happy to see the two of you,’ she said. ‘I doubted you, Seryozha, but now I know your love for me is real. We can look ahead to wonderful times.’

Anna was already planning the wallpaper they would have in the house they would buy in the country.
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Evenings were unpredictable. The baby meant fewer visitors. Most nights they ate dinner and spoke of trivial matters. Conversation was polite.

But there were other nights, when wine and nursed grievances ballooned into acrimony.

In the summer, the assassination of an Austrian archduke in Sarajevo sent a tremor through Russian society. The Austrians wanted revenge and their target was Russia’s ally, Serbia.

‘In my opinion, it’s an opportunity,’ Anna said. ‘The tsar’s already talking about going to war if the Serbs are attacked. He’ll need the support of the people for that. So now’s the moment for the people to demand reforms.’

Sergei disagreed. ‘Russia is in peril. Internal divisions are the last thing we need. National unity is crucial at a time like this.’

‘So, you’ve become a monarchist all of a sudden?’ Anna’s tone was sharp. ‘And just a few weeks ago, you were telling Grisha how you were rallying to the cause of revolution—’

Sergei stood up and pushed his plate away. He made to leave the table, but Anna wouldn’t let him.

‘What’s the matter, Seryozha? Can’t I have opinions of my own?’

‘Of course you can. That’s not—’

‘So, what are you angry about? Doesn’t our family, our baby, give you joy?’

‘Yes, of course it does—’

‘Is life with me so terrible? Am I not enough to make you happy?’

‘Anna . . .’ Sergei hesitated. ‘Can you be content with this?’ He gestured to the narrow room with its rented furniture and smoke-blackened ceiling. ‘Don’t you understand, I need more.’

‘Well, start paying for it then!’ Anna’s bitterness spilled over. ‘How do you think we’ve been living for the past year? Your poetry doesn’t earn a penny! It’s my father’s money we’ve been living on. Why should he pay for someone who treats his daughter so badly!’

They didn’t speak for a week. Sergei felt insulted, but the wound was deeper because the words contained the truth. He knew how worthless he was.

At the end of July, hostilities broke out between Austria and Serbia. Nicholas II ordered the mobilisation of the armed forces and twenty-four hours later Russia was at war.
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Sergei was sleeping in the Milky Way. He had slammed the door on Anna and he wasn’t going back.

Volodya, a devoted father, asked him how he could walk out on his marriage and his child.

‘I’m eighteen,’ Sergei said. ‘There are things I need to do with my life.’

There were other, unspoken reasons that he hid from himself. It was easier to talk about poetry. Volodya was working on a patriotic drama, invoking the heroes of Russia’s past to stiffen her present resolve.

‘Why do you keep writing about nature?’ he asked Sergei. ‘At a time like this, with the world on the brink of catastrophe? Even the Symbolists, Blok and Bely and the others, are writing about Russia.’

‘Another friend used to ask me why I don’t write about love and emotions,’ Sergei said. ‘I told him that I write what I know and what I think I understand. Maybe when I’ve created my own life, then I shall turn it into poetry . . .’

Some of the boys were talking about joining up. Volodya spoke of Russia’s historic mission to protect civilisation and the threats she had seen off in the past – the Polovtsians, the Mongols, the Ottomans, the Teutonic Knights, Napoleon’s invading armies.

‘It’s all right for you,’ Sergei said. ‘You know what you believe and what you want. Your life is destined to run easy.’

The Milky Way held a poetry evening in aid of the war effort. Russia’s need had revived national pride, patriotism quieted the demands for revolution. Volodya read from the twelfth-century ‘Song of Igor’, a rousing call to defend the motherland.


Then Prince Igor gazed upon the sun and said, ‘Brothers! Better would it be to be slain than be a slave! Let us mount our swift horses, that we may look upon the blue waters of the Don. I want to break a lance at the limit of the Polovtsian steppe, with you, O Russians. I want to lay down my life, or else drink of the Don from my helmet!’



The audience applauded and Volodya’s eyes shone. ‘Igor’s Song’ was a reminder of the ruin that faces Russia when her sons do not unite.


Then Prince Igor steps into his golden stirrup . . . but the wolves stir up a storm in the ravines; the foxes yelp at scarlet shields; the screeching of eagles summons the beasts to a feast of bones. O land of Russia, you are already beyond the hill! The black earth beneath the hooves is sown with bones and watered with blood: a harvest of sorrow has come upon the land!



The audience leapt to their feet. There were chants of Rossiya! Rossiya! and a hired band played Tchaikovsky’s ‘Slavic March’.

Volodya Bobrov volunteered that same evening.

He was part of the Russian army that entered East Prussia on 17 August. As Russian forces were routed at Tannenberg ten days later, a bullet entered his left eye and blew away the back of his skull.
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Russian prisoners, August 1914
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War fervour had rallied support for the monarchy. But defeats at Tannenberg and then the Masurian Lakes spread apprehension. Autumn was a time of uncertainty.

The revolutionary movement split into those who agreed with the war and a hardcore who declared the enemy of their enemy to be their friend. A young agitator named Vladimir Lenin, in exile in Switzerland, believed collaboration with the Germans was a price worth paying if it helped remove the tsar.

Backing the status quo was no longer without risk, but Sergei did so. He knocked on Anna’s door and told her he was leaving Moscow. He was going to St Petersburg, because that was where the best writers and critics were based, and where the royal family lived.

‘I can’t be satisfied with poems in obscure Moscow journals. Moscow is not the centre of the literary world; it takes everything ready-made from Petersburg. If I am to be successful, I need to be there.’

He would conquer the literary salons, win over the critics and enchant the aristocracy. He would become the most celebrated poet of the age.

Anna looked at him. ‘Really? Is that how poets conduct themselves?’

‘Poets write stories,’ he said. ‘Then hope that people believe them.’
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Grisha wrote again.


When you married Anna, I asked if you were sure this was what you wanted. Now I ask if you understand what you are doing leaving her.

You told me long ago how you suffered when your parents abandoned you, how it robbed you of your life. Do you want to do the same to Yuri?

Are you scared of happiness, Seryozha? You could have it with your wife and child. Long ago, you could have had it with me. Why do you reject those who care for you?

I have little time left. I would love to see you. But I know you are far away and you have your own troubles.




CHAPTER 4


He arrived in St Petersburg with a single suitcase, full of poems.



Yesenin had composed the sentence on the train, the opening line of the biography he imagined appearing in his old age.


He had nowhere to go and nowhere to stay. He knew no one. He had staked everything on his talent.



It was almost true.

He had presaged his arrival with a letter to the nation’s greatest living poet, Alexander Blok. Blok had replied with a patrician diffidence that others might have taken as a rebuff. Sergei, who needed the world to acknowledge him, took it as an invitation.

He hauled his suitcase along Nevsky Prospect, past the Yusupov Palace and the Haymarket, down to Blok’s apartment on Ofitserskaya. From the window of the great man’s study, he watched the barges on the Pryazhka. He struggled to breathe, clenching his fists until his nails drew blood from his palms.

‘The master will return shortly,’ the servant had said. It was an hour before he came.

‘Yesenin? I received your poems. Peasant verse. Talented. You and I have little in common.’

‘But, master . . .’

Sergei’s deference softened Blok.

‘Your way will be hard. All of us must answer sooner or later for our actions and in Russia today, literature is the harshest path. It is hard to tread so that the wind does not sweep you away or the swamp suck you under.’

Sergei proffered an anthology of Blok’s work and the poet graciously signed it.

‘On reflection, you might go to see Gorodetsky. I shall write you a note.’
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Sergei Mitrofanovich Gorodetsky, poet, recognised the handwriting.


Dear Gorodetsky, I am sending you Sergei Yesenin. I attach six of his poems. You will understand him better than I. Do all you can to help. Blok.



Gorodetsky invited him in. Compared to Blok’s, the apartment was shabby. A living room, a bedroom and a study, in which for the next three months Sergei would sleep on a couch whose wayward springs made him toss and turn.

Gorodetsky had standing. Not of the first rank, but a competent lyricist and willing to help a younger colleague. He took Sergei to the Stray Dog.

In the basement of the Dashkov mansion on Mikhailovsky Square, the Dog was the haut lieu of Russian poetry. The greatest names gathered at its smoke-filled bar to hear the satirical cabaret and recite their poems with the ink still damp. Akhmatova, Mandelstam, Tsvetaeva, Gumilev and Blok himself. Poetry, power and celebrity ricocheted from its walls like the wild electrons recently netted by the scientists of the Petersburg Polytechnic.

It was a Futurist evening. Velimir Khlebnikov declaimed his ‘Incantation by Laughter’; Kruchenykh chanted verses from his ‘Victory over the Sun’. Then Vladimir Mayakovsky rose, head shaven, hands thrust into his pockets. With eyes cast down, in a voice gripped by emotion, he recited three poems excoriating the war, ‘Mama and the Evening the Germans Killed’, ‘Napoleon and Me’, ‘War Is Declared’.

There was silence, followed by quiet approbation. The months of hostilities, with hospital trains ferrying back the dead and wounded had changed public attitudes. People were tired of it, but hesitant to speak out.
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Vladimir Mayakovsky



Sergei climbed on to the stage. Something about him – the fire in his eyes, the beauty of his face – stilled the room. He took a breath and began.


I have tired of my native land, of her

Endless fields and buckwheat fragrant.

I shall leave my home forever,

To live a thief and vagrant.

I’ll walk the silver curls of life,

Seek out the humblest dwelling.

My dearest friend will turn his knife

On me, the reason not for telling.

My winding yellow path will measure

The sunlit fields of flowers;

The girl whose name I treasure

Will chase me from her bower.

And when I come back home to live

And see the others smiling,

I’ll hang myself with my jacket’s sleeve,

On an evening greened in gloaming.

The willows by the fence will bend;

The dogs will bark. Unwashed,

I shall be buried by my friends

In a shroud of unbleached canvas.

And the moon will float up in the sky,

And drop her oars down in the water.

And as ever, Russia will get by

And dance and weep in every quarter.
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He woke in the morning with the memory of applause. The audience had responded to his peasant rhymes and folk rhythms. They liked his enthusiasm and loved his golden curls. The management had invited him back.
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Yesenin and Gorodetsky, 1915





When he returned to the Stray Dog, the doors were locked. A notice explained that the establishment had been ‘closed by order of the competent authorities’. Tsarist agents had reported the anti-war sentiments aroused by Mayakovsky’s poems and the Petersburg governor had decreed that subversion must be repressed.

A vision had dissolved in a change of light; Sergei was an addict deprived of his drug. Gorodetsky tried to put things in perspective, but Sergei wouldn’t listen.

‘You don’t understand,’ he said. ‘For you, poetry’s a job. For me, it’s everything. My parents, my wife and child, my friends – I’ve sacrificed them all. The other night seemed like the start . . . but it’s gone!’
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A letter reached him via Moscow.


Esteemed Sergei Alexandrovich,

My son died yesterday. He suffered much, but his end, when it came, was peaceful. Grisha fell asleep and his soul passed into eternity.

He spoke of you every day. He said how sad he was that his Seryozha was not with him. He would read your letters many times over. He had your portrait on his wall.

Sergei Alexandrovich, my son died a martyr. His illness had so diminished him that only skin and bones remained. His mother and I are so afflicted by sadness that we cannot speak. We cannot live.

Your letters are safe. I have collected them in a file and sealed it with wax. His diary lies locked in a casket, in memory of our darling boy.

Dearest Sergei, the loss of our child is unbearable for us. Our souls are burdened with sorrow.

Andrei M. Panfilov



The move to Petersburg, the false hopes of the Stray Dog, the strain of living among strangers, and now the loss of his friend. It was a blow too far. Gorodetsky found him weeping. Sergei showed him the letter.

‘Grisha Panfilov was the person I loved most in the world. I knew he was dying but I didn’t go to him. How could I have let him die alone!’

Gorodetsky offered comfort, but Sergei didn’t want it.

‘There is no excuse. I told myself I was busy, but I could have made the time. There’s something wrong with me. I’m cruel; I hurt the people who love me . . .’

That night, on the cusp of sleep, he glimpsed his reflection in the mirror on the study wall. It was black and deformed: he saw himself. His diary entries charted his self-loathing.


I can’t imagine what’s the matter with me. If things continue in this fashion, I will kill myself. I’ll hurl myself from the window.

I’m a real bastard. I’m covered in lies and deceit. I think I’ve buried my soul. Or, more like, sold it to the devil. And all for the sake of my talent.

I lust for fame and recognition . . . more important than family, love, decency and truth itself.



Self-awareness and self-reproach were twin torturers. They would draw him to a relationship that would shape his future.
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When Sergei wrote to Nikolai Klyuev, the older man knew who he was. His appearance at the Stray Dog had not gone unnoticed. People were speaking about the young poet with the radiant eyes.


Highly esteemed Klyuev!

I have read and admire your poetry and feel compelled to write to you. Like you, I am a peasant poet. I appeared recently at the Stray Dog, where my verse was highly appreciated. There are many things I would like to discuss.

S.A. Yesenin

PS You may write to me at Gorodetsky’s.



Klyuev’s reply was unctuous.


Dearest Sergei,

I was at the Stray Dog and was moved by your appearance! I loved the freshness of your poems – they struck me as the true voice of the countryside – and I admired the physical beauty of your person, which I regard as an earnest of the inner purity of your being. Russian poetry has been swamped by artifice and insincerity. Natural poets like you and me must take up the cause of renewal and spontaneity. I am burning to speak with you. Klyuev.



Sergei showed Klyuev’s letter to his host. Gorodetsky read it through.

‘Nikolai Klyuev is powerful,’ he said. ‘And clever. Russia has had enough of sophisticated poetry – all that mystical, foreign-sounding Symbolism we’ve been fed on. Since the war came, people have wanted something more down to earth, more Russian. So Klyuev’s been serving up his peasant verse – “poetry of the people for the people”, he says. And dried-out, intellectual Petersburg has lapped it up. Klyuev is popular. The critics, the public, the aristocracy love him.’

‘But that’s perfect,’ Sergei said. ‘I can do all those things!’

‘Yes, I think you can.’ Gorodetsky hesitated. ‘The problem is that Klyuev is . . . difficult. He has a gift for poetry, and also for self-promotion. His poems are full of religion, but his personal behaviour is scandalous. He writes of innocence and belief, but he’s a cynic. He’s sincere and duplicitous, loving and scheming, generous and predatory. People fall under his spell, and once they’re in his power he doesn’t let go.’

Sergei laughed. ‘Don’t worry about me! I’m as tough as they come. I grew up in the wilds. My grandfather used me as his hunting dog. I can deal with Nikolai Klyuev.’
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The war was a year old and Russia was suffering. The Germans had used poison gas at the Battle of Bolimov, where forty thousand Russians were killed or wounded. On the streets of Russian cities, young men blinded and with lips covered in froth began to appear alongside the limbless and the disfigured.

When the Germans broke through Russian lines in Galicia and advanced into Russian territory, the war menaced the home front. Thousands of square miles were lost; refugees fleeing the fighting poured into the cities. What had been a distant combat became immediate and threatening.

The tsar took personal control of the armed forces, but defeats continued. Nicholas seemed strangely detached. Writing from the front, his letters to Alexandra were filled with news of social occasions, games of dominoes and queries about the children’s health.

Young Russians, who had rushed to enlist in 1914, were now refusing to serve. There were conscription riots and prominent figures, including Vladimir Mayakovsky, tore up their draft papers.

Sergei received his and hesitated. He wasn’t against the war; but there were other considerations. He was a poet. Dying in the trenches would be absurd; but making a show of pacifism might harm his reputation. He found a helpful doctor who certified a problem with his eyesight.
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The threat remained. The call-up demand would return if the situation worsened. Like many young Russians, Sergei spent the autumn of 1915 wondering how long he would be free.

He met Nikolai Klyuev in October, when the older poet returned from a summer composing exalted verse in a northern retreat.

‘I am dying to see you,’ Klyuev had written. ‘If you are able to come, then come at once without even replying to this letter.’

He found Klyuev’s apartment in the shadow of St Isaac’s Cathedral. Drawn blinds, dark wallpaper and thick Turkish carpets gave it the air of a shrine. The only light was from an iconostasis illuminated by candles that smelled of incense.
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Nikolai Klyuev



Klyuev, stocky and balding, wore a peasant blouse with red-embroidered collar, wide blue trousers and knee-length boots. His greeting was effusive.

‘Such meetings as ours are the miracles that make life worth living. It is a joy to know you, little brother. Your fame goes everywhere!’

Flattered, Sergei submitted to his embrace.

‘You are too generous. I am a novice and you a master. I hope one day to emulate your success.’

Klyuev gazed at him.

‘I have read enough of you to recognise your talent, but sometimes talent does not suffice. Everything is changing in Russia, Seryozha; everything is in turmoil. In such times, we must shout to make ourselves heard.’

Sergei nodded.

‘Every day I go into the woods,’ Klyuev said. ‘I sit by a whitewashed chapel amid age-old pines and feel myself an inch from the eternity of the Russian sky. When the azure-feathered dawn alights on my notebook and the hare nibbles the hay from the rick, I know the paradise of the spirit is in me. I am the vessel through which God will speak to His world.’

He paused.

‘But a poet must convince his public that he is giving them what they desire. Even if that means debasing oneself before the unworthy. Do you understand, Seryozha? Do you know what I mean by debasing oneself . . . ?’

The balance between them had tilted. Sergei had come as a supplicant, but now the master wanted something from him.

‘Debasing oneself? I fear I don’t understand.’

Klyuev’s eyes were knowing and ashamed. Sergei smiled to prompt him, but he drew back.

‘What I mean is that you may have been surprised by some of my actions. You may feel that my behaviour in public – I mean my recitals and so forth – does not always correspond to the seriousness of my work . . .’

Sergei laughed. The moment had passed.

‘You mean the peasant act? The clothes and the country accent and all that palaver? To be honest, it does seem a little – extraordinary!’

Klyuev burst into laughter.

‘Precisely! You can see through it, because you’re from the country yourself. But the toffs and the intellectuals simply love it. They’ve been crying out for the authentic voice of the Russian people ever since Tolstoy told them the peasants are the fount of God’s truth and wisdom. So I’m giving them what they want! They’ve no idea what I’ve invented to stoke their fantasies!’

Klyuev read the admiration on Sergei’s face.

‘It’s astounding, Seryozha; I’ve never been so popular in my life. The critics praise me to the skies and I’ve got so many bookings for recitals that I can barely fit them all in.’

Sergei took his hand. ‘But, that’s what I want, Nikolai. That’s what I want for myself.’


CHAPTER 5

Inflation was eating at the Russian economy. Prices rose daily. Family budgets that had kept people in comfort no longer made ends meet. When the rouble was taken off the gold standard, coins disappeared to be melted down. The war was dissolving the glue that held society together.

Publishing houses continued to function, but writers and poets struggled. Some of them wrote political poems, supporting or opposing the status quo. Sergei was reluctant. His time in Moscow and now in St Petersburg had exposed him to the ways of the city. Themes of alienation and loneliness had begun to appear in his verse, alongside memories of childhood and the village.

At Gorodetsky’s suggestion, he carried a notebook to record his impressions as he walked the streets. Neither of them was writing commercial poetry, the sort of polemical verse that commanded fees from publishers with vested interests. Gorodetsky found satisfaction in the creative act, but Sergei wanted more.

‘It’s fine for you to say that beauty is its own reward. But what’s the point of beauty if no one sees it? We’ll be two more neglected poets who went to their graves without changing anything. At best, we’ll be a footnote at the end of a book about some untalented charlatan who got himself noticed!’

When Gorodetsky asked what he intended to do about it, Sergei shrugged.

‘Klyuev has invited me to recite with him.’
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The audience at the Tenishevsky Theatre on Mokhovaya Street was an assortment of shabby students and smartly dressed couples, artists and shop-girls rubbing shoulders with aristocratic ladies attended by liveried servants. Nikolai Klyuev opened the evening.


Love’s beginning was in the summer,

Its ending dusky fall.

In a maiden’s simple guise

You approached me with a greeting.

The woods, watchful, mute,

Turn to the blue of smoke.

Winter thaws, imperceptible

Through the patterned lace.

But the heart senses: mists,

A vague movement of the forest,

Irrevocable shades

Of violet-tinted evenings.

Oh, do not flee to the branches

Like a trembling little bird!

The years will fade into the

Grey haze of time.



The familiar material with its vague, infectious yearning couched in the language of nature drew applause. After an hour, Klyuev ended with a new poem describing the journey of the human soul through the regions of the body. The audience seemed puzzled by the explicit physicality of it, the references to intestines, stomach, guts and the burning sexual organs. But it sounded as if it was imbued with the wisdom of the people, so they applauded anyway.

Klyuev held up his hand for silence. He waved to the wings. It was Sergei’s twentieth birthday and he was going to make an impact. In a Russian blouse of pink silk, gathered by a tasselled golden belt over aquamarine pantaloons, he was exactly what the audience expected from a peasant poet. Rouged cheeks and darkly pencilled eyes gave his natural beauty the theatricality of outrageous artifice.


She hobbled on a shattered foreleg,

Then curled in pain outside her den.

Thin stitches of blood

Marked out her circles in the snow.

The memory of the shot still

Filled her ears with pulsing smoke.

The forest swayed now in her eyes;

The wind quickened, made her drunk.

The mist was upon her, a black woodpecker,

The evening sticky, wet and crimson.

She raised her head in anxious query

As her tongue went cold on the blazing wound.

The vixen’s yellow tail fell like fire in the storm;

The taste of rotted carrots on her lips;

The smell of hoar-frost and the fumes of burning clay;

The blood seeping slowly in her tight-shut eyes.
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Sergei hardly slept that night. In the morning, he went to buy the papers but there were no reviews. Gorodetsky found him uncommunicative and tense. A week later, the Monthly Journal published an appreciation by the critic Boris Lazarevsky:


I heard two poets last night – and what poets they were! Nikolai Klyuev is a genuine Russian bard . . .



Sergei skipped several paragraphs.


. . . Klyuev’s companion, Sergei Yesenin is a 20-year-old cherub, blond and curly, and he amazed me. His verse is as simple as air, as fragrant as grass, and as tender as the new moon. In a quarter of an hour, he taught me to respect the Russian people and above all to understand that which I had not understood before – the music of the people’s language.



Sergei was gleeful. The glimpse of public recognition seemed a promise of vindication against those who had doubted him, a reassurance in the face of his own uncertainties.

‘Russia is ready for me,’ he told Gorodetsky. ‘Ready for the new poetry I represent – I and Klyuev, of course. People are tired of poets plumbing the depths of the soul, ascending the Golgotha of mysticism. Russia yearns for the ice water of simplicity; the precise, concrete image; unmediated contact with the tangible, visible world. We must reject the mystical past and celebrate raw reality!’

The peasant boy who had come seeking shelter and advice was dispensing unshakeable prescriptions of wisdom. Gorodetsky praised him, but Sergei sensed hesitation.

‘What? You don’t think this is cause to celebrate?’

‘No, of course it is—’

‘So, what then?’

‘I just wonder if there isn’t something . . . unreal about it. Poems about nature and animals are well and good, but what about your own emotions as a poet, as a man, living through the greatest changes in human history—’

‘But there are emotions!’ Sergei said. ‘What do you think the vixen poem is? Or the bitch and her puppies? They are emotions – my emotions . . .’
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Klyuev laughed when Sergei showed him the review.

‘What did I tell you! They love our poetry. You and I must always appear together. I shall make sure your name is on the posters.’

With every recital, their audiences grew. Klyuev said the public wanted optimistic verses about the beauty of the land and the purity of the folk. He advised Sergei to omit the sorrow and regret, and concentrate instead on sweet memories of his village childhood.

Sergei did. His poetic landscape melted into an idealised Russia that had never existed. He used his art to rewrite his life, removing the pain and terror, omitting the anguish of his broken family in an idyllic love song to a happiness he’d never known.

Like Klyuev, he adopted a provincial accent that metropolitan commentators proclaimed the true voice of the Russian people. He would recite his poems then sing unaccompanied chastushkas, folk songs he had learned as a child. He danced the trepak and played the accordion. His outfits became more outrageous, his make-up thicker. The audience cheered when he stepped on stage and applauded after he left it.

Gorodetsky, who had been reporting on Sergei’s progress in weekly letters to his own mentor, Alexander Blok, was dismayed.


Klyuev has dug his claws into Sergei. He has cast Yesenin as his young brother and seeks to dominate him. He has taken possession of the boy – I can find no other word for it. He fastens his belt for him, strokes his hair and follows him with his eyes.

Klyuev is charming in his insidious humility. He says he is a religious poet, but he believes less than an atheist. When he is accused of lying, he says ‘deceit is the only weapon we peasants have against the intelligentsia’. He pretends to be illiterate, but it’s all an act. He lives in luxury and reads Heine in the original. Why does Sergei prostitute himself? Why does he do what Klyuev tells him?
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After a recital at which they had worked the audience into a frenzy, the two poets had been forced to flee from crowds of admirers. They ran through the blacked-out streets, roaring with laughter, yelling verses at the top of their voices. Klyuev took Sergei’s hand. When they found themselves at Klyuev’s apartment, Klyuev invited him in.

‘Time for champagne!’ he said. ‘How I love to tug at your curly hair, Seryozha! I won’t tell you what you are for me, because you know it yourself, my dear beloved one.’

They drank and talked, drunk on success.

‘Nikolai . . . Kolya . . . ?’ Sergei said.

‘Yes, dear one . . .’

‘You do admire my poetry, don’t you?’

‘Of course I do—’

‘And you’re not . . . ashamed of me?’

‘How could I be ashamed of such a—’

‘Then tell me – why don’t you take me with you when you recite to the toffs?’

‘To the toffs?’

‘Yes. I know you go to their salons. You get invited into high society . . . to the lords and ladies.’

Klyuev thought for a moment.

‘Well, Seryozha. Not everyone is granted access to the world of the aristocracy.’

‘But you are! And that’s what I want, too. I want to impress the people who matter.’

Sergei had drunk too much.

‘Seryozha, let’s not argue,’ Klyuev soothed. ‘We’re tired, and it’s too late for you to go back to Gorodetsky’s. I’ll make up a bed for you in the lounge.’

‘But if you want to stay my friend,’ Sergei said, ‘you’d better think bloody carefully about what I’m saying.’

Klyuev smiled and turned out the light. At three in the morning, Sergei felt a hand caress his cheek.

‘Seryozha, dearest heart. Come and sleep with me in the big bed,’ Klyuev said. ‘We’ll be snug in there. And if you let me hold you, I’ll take you with me to the toffs.’
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Sergei Yesenin was a sensation in Petersburg’s salons. The city had renamed itself Petrograd in a spit of anti-German pique but the literary passions of Catherine, the great Prussian tsaritsa, lived on. Aristocratic ladies paraded fashionable writers and poets at après-midis and soirées, hosting gatherings in gilded drawing rooms, with canapés and tête-a-têtes sometimes très intimes. Those who pleased the arbiters of high society were invited back, fêted and rewarded, taken on trips to stately homes and stylish resorts. It was an enchanted circle, at odds with the reality of the war-blighted city.

Sergei’s first appearance had been nerve-racking. In the salon of Countess Zubova, he had stood clenching and unclenching his fists, waiting his turn to perform. Klyuev, there to introduce him, stroked his hair and squeezed his waist.

Leaning on the marble fireplace, he began without waiting for silence. Muscular, incantatory rhythms, rising and falling with the drama of the verse, verging on the histrionic, always hypnotic, hushed the hubbub. Men put down their drinks; ladies eyed him through their lorgnettes.

His poems drew applause and smiles. But he wondered if they were smirks.

‘I have one more thing,’ Sergei said. ‘Something I am working on at the moment. It’s in prose. I’m not sure how the story will end.’

He looked at Countess Zubova.

‘May I read it, your highness?’

The countess nodded. The boy was beautiful.

‘It’s called “By the White Water” and it’s set in the countryside where I come from. The characters are peasants, true Russian folk. I want to show that they have emotions and dreams and desires as vivid and as moving as any of us – any of you – here today.’

The room was listening.


‘Perhaps it was the intense heat or the water lapping on the shore. Pelagia could think only of her absent husband, of lying naked with him in the hayloft, of the memories that excited her.

Her blood stirred. Her lips were red and moist. Her breasts swelled. When she stroked them, carefully, gently with her open palms, she felt her legs tremble and her cheeks begin to burn.

She pictured her husband’s powerful chest, his strong arms and soft lips; she felt the warmth of his breath and the press of his mouth on hers. Her body arched with desire. She knew it was a sin.

“The satanic one!” She crossed herself. She plunged into the water to drown her longing, lit an icon candle with her wet hands and fell to her knees. She prayed. But at night, naked beneath the sheet, the heat ran through her body and her thighs pounded.

She walked to the chapel to pray for salvation. On the way home, the heat made her take off her shoes. Walking barefoot in the long grass she felt dewdrops sparkle on her calves.

A young man caught up with her and spoke rudely, insinuatingly. Her eyes measured his muscular body.

“Do you think I am afraid of you?” she said; and as she spoke, her breasts filled and her eyes grew dim. Her resolutions from the church were forgotten.

When the man took her hand, she didn’t pull away. She pressed herself against him, leaned her head on his shoulder and walked with him. Her blouse came open and her scarf fell to the floor.

“Must be bad without a husband,” the man said. “Maybe I’ll come and see you.”

“Come!” she said.

The sun was setting, casting long shadows from the bushes. The heat was intense and filled with the fragrance of buckwheat. Pelagia dropped to her knees.

The earth was pulling her down. The man was upon her, clutching her by the neck. She felt no fear, no regret at what was happening. She lay on the grass and closed her eyes. His blazing cheeks were caressing her breast, his tobacco-scented lips and his rough hands.

“Don’t!” she said, struggling to lift herself. “Don’t!”

She hit him hard in the face and ran. Hiding in the wheat, flat to the ground, she held her breath, fearful her breathing would betray her. The day died and the moon rose with white horns in the sky.

When she reached home, the night was blue and dark. She opened the door and the man was there. He seized her arms.

“What are you up to?” he said. “First you tease and then you scream. This time I won’t let you go. Scream or don’t scream, I’m going to have you!”

The weight that had oppressed her lifted from her heart. Her body flooded with warmth. She realised it wasn’t him she was running away from; it wasn’t from him that she hid in the wheat field.

She pushed his hands off her arms and lay on the floor. He buried his face between her knees. She bit hard into her lip and a stream of blood ran down her chin.’



Sergei looked up. Ladies were fanning themselves with black lace éventails.

‘I said I don’t know how the story will end, but I have a draft that I’ve been working on since I met my friend, Nikolai.’ He gestured to Klyuev, who smiled and bowed. ‘Would you like me to try it on you?’

There was a murmur of assent.


‘When Pelagia’s husband returned from his year away, she hardly recognised him. He was a skeleton. His chest was sunken, his shoulders fallen, his face gaunt.

She asked him what the matter was, and he answered with a bitter smile.

“I got ill. I went downhill. Who can tell?”

There was sadness in his voice. He lay on the bed and closed his eyes. Pelagia lay down next to him, her heart racing. She knew it was wrong of her, but she pressed herself against him; she couldn’t stop herself.

Her husband lifted his head. “I can’t, Pelagia. The illness. I don’t have it in me any more.”

He looked longingly at her full breasts and soft cheeks, stroked her hair and touched her bare neck.

In the spring they took on a helper, Yushka, the son of the village policeman, who came to live with them. Sometimes, when Pelagia was sitting at her husband’s bedside Yushka would brush against her shoulder as if by accident.

One night she crawled into the bed where he was sleeping. Yushka looked surprised, but then understood. He wrapped himself around her and didn’t let go. She burned and trembled with a powerful fever.

In the morning, when she was lighting the icon lamp, she thought, “There is emptiness in my soul,” and the lamp fell from her hands.

On the porch, she burst into tears. The dog came to comfort her, but sensing the depth of her mistress’s sorrow, she cried too and their keening rose in a bitter howl of grief.’
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Gorodetsky wrote to Blok.


Yesenin has decamped. He packed his suitcase this morning and has moved in with Klyuev. When I asked why he was going, he said it was because it is a bigger apartment with proper heating and electricity.

It is certainly true that Klyuev lives well. The man pretends to be an itinerant monk, but he lives like a prince. He has introduced Sergei to the nobility. He parades him in salons and drawing rooms, where he’s fawned over by society ladies and by gentlemen of an aesthetic bent.

Sergei has become the haut monde’s darling. People have been waiting for a genuine poet of the village, and this one has brought his verse wrapped in a rustic kerchief. He offers the idealised village that our soul-sore society has been thirsting for – a prelapsarian idyll to restore our faith in mankind. The result has been a joyous festival of mutual admiration.

But Sergei is smart. I think he’s using his peasant guile to outwit the townies, to offer the intellectuals what they want to hear and seduce the countesses. Blue eyes, curls and a shy smile can go a long way.
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Before Sergei left, Gorodetsky had given him a note of recommendation to the publisher M.V. Averyanov, and Sergei went to see him as 1915 drew to a close.

Delighted by the prospect of publishing the new young poet that everyone was talking about, Averyanov told him to select thirty or forty poems that could be made into a debut collection.

When Averyanov asked if he had a title in mind, Sergei said, ‘Radunitsa, the day of all souls. Because it will remind me to pray for mine.’


CHAPTER 6

The war had divided the arts in Russia. Popular culture rallied to the tsarist banner with songs, paintings and plays glorifying the national struggle. Caricatures of Kaiser Wilhelm appeared. Postcards, lithographs, children’s comics and films showed the enemy as beer-swilling murderers.

The avant-garde, already at odds over the legitimacy of tsarist autocracy, was less certain. Some artists and writers refused to renounce the revolutionary cause. The vast majority simply ignored the conflict. Theatres served up escapist fare, farces and light operettas, or – at the other extreme – plays about death and decay. After an initial enthusiasm for Glinka’s patriotic ‘Life for the Tsar’, opera houses decided it was enough simply to play the national anthem and avoid German composers.

The closure of the Stray Dog had left Petersburg’s poets homeless. A new venue appeared in early 1916, in the shape of the Actors’ Camp, another basement cabaret, this time on the Champs de Mars between the Moika and the Neva. More spacious than the Dog, it had two high-vaulted rooms painted with figures from the commedia dell’arte and a proscenium stage, on which the director Vsevolod Meyerhold had been engaged to mount a series of deliberately provocative plays.

Mikhail Kuzmin’s Two Swains and a Nymph, an imbroglio of same-sex lovers disquieted by an undertow of heterosexual desire, topped the bill. The confusion of war had weakened the grip of the tsar’s censors, but the management were nervous. They asked the author for cuts, but Kuzmin refused.

Kuzmin’s former lover, Nikolai Klyuev, bolstered his resolve. Since they had parted, almost a decade earlier, they had maintained a regular exchange of caustic commentaries on literature and sex.

‘I say you should stay firm, dear heart,’ Klyuev said. ‘Meyerhold will stand by you. Remember how brave he was when we insisted on a female Dorian in his film of dear Oscar’s comedy?’

‘I dare say,’ Kuzmin replied. ‘And if the play is a disaster, I shall just go back to writing poetry. I see you have been keeping busy, yourself – quite the celebrity nowadays . . . you and your little peasant boy.’

Klyuev laughed.

‘He’s so sweet. And so naïve! I told you about my charade of not inviting him to the haut monde? He got so annoyed and stamped his little feet. So of course, when I said he could come after all, he was ready to do anything I asked of him – and I mean anything, my dear!’

‘And what did you do in return?’

‘I took him to all the salons – Countess Zubova, Ignatieva, Kleinmikhel, Bukharova, Gippius and Merezhkovsky. It was a hoot. One lady told me she was surprised our little peasant was so clean. She’d been expecting a dirty-faced yokel with shit on his boots. Another said how nice it was that he knows how to use a fork and spoon! But he has this unwavering faith in his own genius. He uses incomprehensible dialect words that intrigue his audience. When the ladies ask him to explain, you can see the mischievous cunning in his eyes. I’d say there’s a lot of calculation in young Sergei. Behind that guileless face, there’s a determined, practical mind. At times, I think he despises us all!’

‘We are fools for beauty,’ Kuzmin said. ‘A comely face, shapely thighs and a cute smile – we are dough to be kneaded in their hands. And if they hate us, it makes it even more piquant to keep them bound to us despite themselves!’

‘I am a little concerned about that,’ Klyuev said. ‘Sergei has written something that troubles me. It’s a heterosexual romance, “By the White Water”, and it describes sexual desire from the point of view of a woman attracted to men. What do you think that can mean?’

‘Heaven knows!’ Kuzmin said. ‘But why worry? Beautiful boy, beautiful prose. What more could one wish for?’

‘For clarity!’ Klyuev said. ‘I just want to know – is he a self-loathing homo who hates himself for letting himself be seduced? . . . Or some calculating hetero ready to do whatever it takes to further his career?’
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Photo dedicated by Sergei Yesenin to Nikolai Klyuev, ‘I shall carry your love with me forever’, 1916
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The war clouded people’s minds. The spectacle of proximate death led them to ask unfamiliar questions and seek answers in unfamiliar places.

Booksellers struggled to sell their usual wares – editions of the classics lingered on the shelves – but a new genre of sensationalist, often violent pornography found buyers in all sections of the population, including the most respectable.

The nationwide bestseller was Mikhail Artsybashev’s novel, Sanin, with its advocacy of unbridled sensual gratification in the face of nihilistic despair. Newspapers were swamped with small ads for obliquely described sexual services and for their corollary, a rash of patent medicines for gonorrhoea and syphilis.

Russians were nervous, unsure, vulnerable. The search for meaning took people beyond the traditional Church to séances, table-tapping and theosophy. Extreme religious sects overlaid pagan sensuality with the trappings of Christianity and prophecies of the apocalypse.

Several peasant communities, convinced that the Antichrist was loose in the world, elected to cheat the devil through acts of collective suicide. Others flocked to visionaries who promised salvation through mortification. The Skoptsy sect declared that the way to avoid sin, and hence eternal damnation, was self-mutilation, specifically castration, sometimes forcibly administered.
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