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A NOTE ON RUSSIAN NAMES

In the Russian language, a formal address requires the use of both a first name and patronymic (derived from the father’s first name). In the text I use mostly first names as this is more familiar to the Western reader.

Women’s names have feminine endings in the Russian language: Anna Karenina, Elizaveta Chertkova, Alexandra Tolstaya, Sophia Motovilova, Tatyana Sukhotina, etc. Sophia Tolstoy’s name in Russian is Sophia Andreevna Tolstaya.

Among family and friends, a diminutive of the first name is commonly used; for example, Tanya for Tatyana, Masha for Maria, Sasha for Alexandra, Dima for Dmitry or Vladimir (as with Vladimir Chertkov, who called himself Dima). Sophia called Tolstoy by his diminutive Lyovochka. He called her Sonya. In the footnotes and in the index their first names appear in full.

In this book Lev is used interchangeably with Leo, since there is no consistency in sources.


“There are false heroes—and false devotees . . .

What! Will you find no difference between

Hypocrisy and genuine devoutness?”

—Molière, Tartuffe


PROLOGUE

There are two sides to every attachment: one loves, the other allows himself to be loved; one kisses, the other gives his cheek to be kissed . . . And in our friendship it was I who kissed and Dmitry who presented his cheek; but he too was ready to kiss me.” These lines from Tolstoy’s early novel, Boyhood, may help fathom the strangest relationship of his late life, his admiration for a man to whom he became bound by love and their joint pursuit of religious ideals. Like the hero of his novel, Tolstoy subordinated himself to the influence of his single-minded friend, who was incomparably inferior to him intellectually and morally.

Tolstoy was fifty-five when he met Vladimir Chertkov, a handsome ex-officer of the Guards, a generation his junior. Their first encounter in 1883 sparked an intimate friendship; as contemporary biographer Aylmer Maude writes, “An attachment immediately sprang up between the two men, which lasted all Tolstoy’s life . . .”1 A man of forceful personality, Chertkov appealed to Tolstoy and won his trust, becoming the writer’s closest companion and confidante for three decades.

It was a paradoxical union between the ingenious writer and a dogmatic man, who was a foe to creativity, but nevertheless attracted and fascinated Tolstoy. Contemporaries, who met both, regarded their closeness as nothing short of mysterious. Tolstoy alone refused to recognize the obvious gap between them, repeatedly describing Chertkov as his best friend and alter-ego.

Chertkov was dominant in Tolstoy’s life during the writer’s religious phase. Following publication of Anna Karenina, Tolstoy experienced a profound spiritual crisis, rejecting his literary achievement, and former life as a family man and landowner as sinful and futile. He sought a deeper meaning of life in strong faith, but existing religions did not satisfy him. After years of toiling to retranslate the Gospels, Tolstoy formulated his own, practical religion, devoid of mystery. It was based on the ethical principles, which Tolstoy believed Christ had taught, but Christians failed to practice. The most vital among them was the precept of not resisting an evil doer by force. It inspired Tolstoy’s doctrine of non-violence, which in turn led him to renounce all existing social institutions as coercive.

At the time he met Chertkov, Tolstoy felt isolated in his intellectual milieu where his new religious writings failed to make an impact. Unlike those in Tolstoy’s circle, Chertkov grew up among Russia’s first evangelicals and expressed keen interest in his philosophy. Their first meeting lasted into the night: the writer read him chapters of his recently completed work, What I Believe. Chertkov concurred with Tolstoy in all questions that mattered to the writer and immediately struck him as a like-minded man. Regardless of what happened later, he would never revise this impression. Tolstoy yearned for a strong follower to keep him steady on his chosen path, and found such an adherent in Chertkov.

Their relationship was enmeshed in faith, but extended beyond Christian brotherly love. During the first year, Chertkov became Tolstoy’s confidante to whom the writer even told his marital troubles. Tolstoy kept no secrets from Chertkov, allowing him to read his diary, a privilege given in the past only to his wife, Sophia. His exchange with Chertkov was intense and intimate, and the two men had each other’s permission to destroy the occasional letter. Tolstoy assured Chertkov that their relationship was “beyond trust.”2 Later, he would have other followers and befriended some of them, but only with Chertkov did he form an exclusive and non-transparent union.

Despite his insignificance, Chertkov claimed a prominent role in Tolstoy’s life. Tolstoy wrote him over 930 letters, more than to any other person, including Sophia. However, many things in Tolstoy’s letters are just implied and the story of the relationship emerges only from the disciple’s letters, of which over one thousand survive. But Chertkov’s part of the exchange has been long inaccessible. The disciple had made a special arrangement with Tolstoy asking him to return his letters immediately upon reading; later they were suppressed by the Russian archives.

During the atheistic Soviet era Tolstoy’s religious writings could not be promoted, and this period of his life and his relationships with his followers remain the least known. This particularly concerns his association with Chertkov. Even today, the materials that could shed light on the character of Tolstoy’s friend are guarded, almost like a state secret. More than a century later, Moscow’s archives are still denying access to Chertkov’s papers, even to his letters to Tolstoy—and when the Russian archives are hiding information, there is something the public is not supposed to know.

In Russia, there is a tradition of portraying its national writers as flawless. Chertkov’s love-friendship correspondence with Tolstoy, some of which was destroyed at the writer’s insistence, suggests their relationship was homoerotic. This is, of course, a sensitive subject in Russia. But it alone does not explain why Chertkov’s papers were suppressed.

From his letters to Tolstoy, which I had been able to access exclusively when researching Sophia’s biography, Chertkov emerges as a manipulative and unscrupulous man. But how could Tolstoy maintain a close and lasting friendship with his moral opposite? This question is impossible to answer without knowing the whole story.

Chertkov had exacerbated Tolstoy’s marital discord. He was at the center of events that generated lasting controversy—Tolstoy’s signing of a secret will, his flight from home at eighty-two, and his pathetic death at Astapovo. The secret will was drafted by Chertkov himself and signed in dubious circumstances at his insistence. “Why write about Chertkov?” asked a librarian at the L.N. Tolstoy State Museum. “He was a shady character.” This observation, or at least the second part of it, was on the mark. It exposes the need for the cover-up. Without access to full information Chertkov can be presented as a suitable companion to Tolstoy, who inexplicably described him as the man he “most needed” and “the person closest” to him. Although Tolstoy had emphasized Chertkov’s dedication to his teaching and causes, the disciple’s devotion was wishful thinking on the writer’s part.

In fact, the relationship was complex and troubled. While Chertkov indeed spent decades publishing Tolstoy’s works and propagating his teaching, he hindered rather than helped him. His involvement in the writer’s public affairs was a source of annoyance and grief. Chertkov demanded privileges and promotions from Tolstoy, which he received because the writer could never refuse him. Faced with this relentless pressure, Tolstoy turned over all his public affairs to his disciple, also appointing him to be his sole representative abroad. As such, Chertkov devoted his time to intrigue and aquiring personal influence. He attained the exclusive right to publish the writer’s most profitable first editions—despite Tolstoy’s renunciation of copyright, which enabled all publishers to produce his works on equal terms. Chertkov argued that his publishing enterprise employed Tolstoy’s moral principles, making it superior to the rest. This helped him to establish a monopoly on publishing Tolstoy’s latest writings. One of his major quarrels in the publishing world occurred during Tolstoy’s work on Resurrection and jeopardized it. There were also Chertkov’s disagreements with other disciples and even the writer’s daughters. Although Tolstoy was frustrated by the strife, he took Chertkov’s side in all disputes and in his conflict with Sophia, who was the disciple’s main rival.

A despotic man, Chertkov was a poor choice to promote Tolstoy’s message of universal love and unity. But he ironically used the non-resistance teaching to influence the writer himself. Over the years, he insisted on maintaining his exclusive and extraordinary privileges to copy Tolstoy’s diary and his entire correspondence. His ingenious argument was that he needed these letters and entries for the compendium of the writer’s thoughts he was compiling. In fact, he used them as mind control. When Tolstoy would express some thoughts that disagreed with his own doctrine, he would immediately receive a stern letter from Chertkov. As Tolstoy practiced submission, Chertkov gained power over him. He surrounded Tolstoy with secretaries whose job it was to send him a copy of everything the writer produced. These people, to whom Chertkov paid salaries, were also spying on the writer. Chertkov’s obsessive desire to know even Tolstoy’s intimate thoughts had a detrimental effect on his creativity. Chertkov meddled in his work, told him what to write, and often nipped Tolstoy’s ideas in the bud. He carried on with his activity despite Tolstoy’s objections that this perennial reading over his shoulder “stifled and paralyzed” him.

Some of Tolstoy’s most important decisions, which were also the ones the writer would come to regret, were made under his disciple’s pressure. Among them were Tolstoy’s public renunciation of copyright, which only fueled competition between publishers and in the end did not benefit readers. The secret testament, in which he appointed Chertkov sole executor of his literary estate, generated conflict with Tolstoy’s family.

During Tolstoy’s final years Chertkov emerged as being in complete control of the elderly writer. Dushan Makovitsky, Tolstoy’s personal doctor, describes this influence as “tremendous and despotic.” The disciple took away Tolstoy’s manuscripts and he alone decided who should publish and translate his works. Having witnessed this state of affairs, Mikhail Sukhotin, the writer’s son-in-law, later explained to Tolstoy’s last secretary, Valentin Bulgakov, that Tolstoy “loved Chertkov with exceptional tenderness, partially and blindly; this love drove L.N. [Tolstoy] to become completely subordinated to Chertkov’s will.”3 The fact that Tolstoy loved Chertkov can be sensed from his many letters including the one he had written in 1910, shortly before leaving Yasnaya forever: “Today, for the first time I felt with a special clarity—and sadness—how much I miss you . . . There is a whole sphere of thoughts, feelings, which I cannot share with anyone as naturally as with you, knowing that I’m completely understood.”4 If Chertkov loved Tolstoy in return, his love was selfish and pathological: it inspired his vain desire to possess and control the writer’s spiritual legacy, which belonged to all.

As Maude remarks, Chertkov pushed Tolstoy to his extremes. And so it was with Tolstoy’s flight from his ancestral estate, which Chertkov had long anticipated and urged him to make. Tolstoy’s fanatical followers yearned for a lasting legend of their own, expecting him to go out into the world to preach, like Christ and Buddha. By abandoning his home and the so-called “conditions of luxury,” Tolstoy would validate his extreme material renunciation. Chertkov also had a personal agenda in his long struggle with Sophia, attempting to prove that he was closest to Tolstoy. Without his intrusion and scheming the ailing writer would have not left home.

Chertkov brought many inexplicable things into Tolstoy’s life. The daughters, with whom he was closest among the children, were unable or unwilling to disclose all they knew. The eldest, Tanya, had admitted that she was being bound by her “promise of silence.”5 Tolstoy remained exceptionally protective of Chertkov to his last days. In a farewell letter to his eldest children, written in Astapovo, he reminded them that Chertkov occupied “a special position in relation to me.”6

A man of striking personality, Chertkov commanded attention. His photographs with Tolstoy show him towering over the writer. Tolstoy, a little old man, labors at his desk. Chertkov, sitting behind him to record his pronouncements, is a powerful and impressive figure. These photographs are evocative of the relationship where Chertkov was dominant.

His story is intriguing. Although a close friend of Tolstoy, he was also close to the tsars and was even believed to be an illegitimate son of Alexander II. Chertkov’s ancestors were influential courtiers and his father was a general in the Tsar’s suite. His uncle, Peter Shuvalov, was an adviser to the same Tsar and an all-powerful chief of the secret police. Unlike his claim, Chertkov never severed his ties with the establishment. He was a lifelong friend of Dmitry Trepov, a chief of the gendarmes and an assistant minister of the interior, who was effective at eliminating political dissent.

New evidence suggests that Chertkov, whose loyalty Tolstoy never doubted, had ties to the tsarist secret police. This book will tell the little-known story of police surveillance over Tolstoy, whose works against the Orthodox Church and the authoritarian state made him into Russia’s most prominent dissident. One year before meeting Chertkov, Tolstoy was placed under permanent secret surveillance. Chertkov’s arrangement to keep a copy of everything Tolstoy wrote, including his correspondence and diaries, should be seen in this context. Tolstoy was not entirely blind to Chertkov’s dark side. One day, he discovered that the disciple was deceiving him: he was not the only one reading his diaries. On another occasion, he learned that Chertkov had deposited his papers at the private residence of the chief of the gendarmes, Trepov. But even such painful discoveries would not disillusion Tolstoy, who wanted to believe that the man he loved and who shared his faith, was devoted to him.

Despite his proximity to the tsars, Chertkov did not emigrate after the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. Instead, he made another swift rise, acquiring new patrons in dictators Lenin and Stalin, with whom he met and corresponded. He also describes his meeting with the head of the Bolshevik secret police, Felix Dzerzhinsky, in a short reverential memoir. Close to the tsars, to Tolstoy, and to the Soviet government, Chertkov had reinvented himself many times. Whether as a Tolstoyan or a near-Communist, he was seen as fighting for the good cause. All the while, he was a man of dark passions, consumed with ambition and greed, and living a double life.

Drawing from new evidence, this biography will re-examine different aspects of Tolstoy’s paradoxical alliance with Chertkov and reveal the strange magnetism it held for the writer. Among the enigmatic relationships in literary history, from Dr. Johnson’s with Mr. Savage to Somerset Maugham’s liaisons with his secretary friends, Tolstoy’s strange and enduring affair with his moral antipode stands out as the most surprising.


CHAPTER ONE

BORN TO PRIVILEGE

“We who are the descendants of oppressors and tyrants . . .”

—Tolstoy, in a letter
to Sergei L. Tolstoy1

“If Chertkov did not become what he became, he would have been a governor general and would hang people.”

—Tolstoy, in a conversation
with Valentin Bulgakov2

Vladimir Chertkov’s aristocratic family was close to court for generations and linked to the ruling dynasty with many visible and invisible ties. A few distant members of his family were related to the Romanovs—and what is more, Chertkov was believed to be an illegitimate offspring of Alexander II. The Tsar had many fleeting affairs and fathered at least seven children out of wedlock. Chertkov met him as a child, at his parents’ home, and later, as a young man, craved the Tsar’s personal attention.

After centuries of absolute monarchy, Russian aristocracy depended on the Tsar’s favor, which placed an indelible mark on the Machiavellian characters of courtiers. This was Chertkov’s milieu as he was growing up. At the remark of Russia’s first Prime Minister, Sergei Witte, “military types” at court advanced in rank by looking after the royal kitchens, “horses, dogs, and the like.”3 Since the sixteenth century, the Chertkovs produced a succession of military generals and high-ranked administrators, whose influence and wealth was obtained through such court service. Both of Chertkov’s grandfathers were generals who held court titles as equerries; managing the royal stables was an influential position, providing direct access to the Tsar. (One equerry in Russia’s history, Boris Godunov, even rose to the throne.)

In the eighteenth century, when the aristocracy’s wealth and status were measured by their number of male serfs, favorites of Elizabeth I, Catherine II, and Paul I received princely handouts. They were granted millions of rubles, vast estates, and thousands of serfs. Some of Chertkov’s ancestors belonged to this privileged group of courtiers. Before the emancipation of 1861, his paternal grandfather, Count Ivan Dmitrievich Chertkov, was among the top sixty-three serf owners in Russia, owning 6,838.4

Chertkov’s father, Grigory Ivanovich, inherited twenty estates, the largest of which were in the vast Voronezh province in Russia’s south. Among the hundreds of serfs who worked for the family was Egor Mikhailovich Chekhov, the writer’s grandfather. Egor raised Count Chertkov’s cattle and drove them to market. As a clever salesman he was allowed to share the profits. However, it took him thirty years to save enough money to buy freedom for himself, his wife, and three sons. The daughter’s freedom was added as a bonus, out of Count Chertkov’s generosity.5

Born in 1828, the same year as Tolstoy, Grigory Chertkov studied at the elite Imperial Page Corps, which produced future generals, statesmen, and court officials. Upon graduating he chose aristocracy’s oldest and most respectable profession, war. Grigory Chertkov served under three reigns, beginning as an aide-de-camp in the suite of Nicholas I. His career was launched under Alexander II who led a military campaign against Poland from 1863–1864. Despite his moderate attitude towards minorities, the Tsar suppressed the Polish uprising for independence. The campaign launched many careers including that of Grigory Chertkov, who was promoted to major-general and remained in the suite of Alexander II.

The name “Chertkov” first appeared in Tolstoy’s letters in the early 1860s, during his work on War and Peace, when he conducted research in the newly opened public libraries. Emancipation of the serfs in 1861 and other great reforms of Alexander II inspired a surge in public activity. This is when the first libraries—the Rumyantsev Museum and the Chertkov Library—were opened in Moscow for public use. Count Nikolai Petrovich Rumyantsev spent two million rubles6 to renovate his palace, the Pashkov House, damaged during Napoleon’s invasion. After the renovations it was home to the biggest library and archive. The splendid neoclassical palace of white stone topped the hill opposite the Kremlin and from its windows one could see the churches’ cupolas on Cathedral Square. Tolstoy spent many hours in this building reading Masonic manuscripts and other documents. In 1865, he also read historical materials in the Chertkov Library. The library’s owner, Alexander Dmitrievich Chertkov, was a distinguished historian and archeologist, who belonged to the Moscow branch of Vladimir Chertkov’s family. His library had a special collection of manuscripts and books on the war with Napoleon and portraits of military generals, which Tolstoy came to research for his novel. Alexander Chertkov donated his precious library to the city as a way to give back some of his wealth, generated by serfs. (He owned 13,888 male serfs before the emancipation. Female serfs were not counted.) Alexander II’s reforms preceded Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation by two years. In Russia, the reforms stirred public consciousness and inspired the notion of “noblesse oblige.” In 1856, with the Tsar’s emancipation still at the discussion phase, Tolstoy began to free serfs at his estate, Yasnaya Polyana.

During his research Tolstoy came across Chertkov’s maternal ancestors as well. Chertkov’s mother, née Countess Elizaveta Chernysheva-Kruglikova, was related to several Decembrists. Tolstoy read their history for his planned novel The Decembrists, which he drafted before War and Peace. In December 1825, a group of young aristocratic officers, heroes of the war with Napoleon, had attempted to overthrow the absolute monarchy and establish a constitutional regime. After suppression of the Decembrist Uprising, five of its leaders were hanged, and scores of others sent to Siberia. Tolstoy interviewed them when, after decades of exile, the Decembrists were allowed to return to European Russia. Although he never completed this earlier novel, the altruism of the rebel aristocrats would inspire him for decades.

The story of the Decembrist Zakhar Chernyshev, closely related to Chertkov’s mother, made it into Tolstoy’s notebooks. The Chernyshev clan, which rose to prominence in the eighteenth century, owed their wealth to Peter I’s favorite batman, Grigory. During subsequent reigns the former valet was promoted to major-general, received valuable estates and the title of Count. His son, Ivan Grigorievich Chernyshev, was a favorite of Peter III, who granted him two state-owned copper smelting factories in the Urals. Peasants assigned to work at these factories, which produced artillery, were mercilessly exploited: the Urals were an epicenter of peasant rebellions.

Ivan Chernyshev’s influence increased under Catherine II, who appointed him as ambassador to London, senator, and Field Marshal. Chernyshev’s fashionable wife, née Anna Islenyeva, wore jewels worth £40,000.7 Court aristocrats led opulent lifestyles: the Chernyshevs owned Mariinsky Palace in Petersburg worth 3 million rubles and a palace outside the capital, known as Chernysheva dacha.

The ill-fated 1825 uprising changed the family’s luck. The sole heir to an immense fortune, Zakhar Chernyshev was sentenced to hard labor in Eastern Siberia. For a year, he worked in the silver mines wearing shackles, in conditions far worse than those of the serfs at his grandfather’s smelting factories. Zakhar was the uncle of Chertkov’s mother, Elizaveta; her aunt, Alexandra Grigorievna Muravyova (née Chernysheva), the wife of a prominent Decembrist, had voluntarily followed him to Siberia.

Elizaveta’s connection to the exiles did not affect her standing at court: many aristocrats had family members involved in the revolt. A beauty, she was introduced to Nicholas I at her coming out ball. The Tsar, who had deported her uncle and other relatives to Siberia, chatted with her graciously. In 1851, Elizaveta married the fabulously rich Grigory Chertkov, who became an aide-de-camp to the same Tsar.

Prince Alexander Ivanovich Chernyshev, also her relative, was Nicholas I’s Minister of War and Field Marshal. His story is fascinating. A reactionary, he helped suppress the Decembrist Uprising and insisted on harsh penalties for the leaders. Alexander Chernyshev is depicted in War and Peace as an aide-de-camp to Alexander I, when during an early stage of the Napoleonic wars he is stationed in a fortified camp in Drissa on the River Dvina.

Alexander Chernyshev’s career was launched at fifteen: he was introduced to Alexander I during a coronation ball in 1801. The boy impressed the Tsar with his intelligence and was chosen as an imperial page. At twenty-two, as an aide-de-camp in the Tsar’s suite, Chernyshev was trusted to deliver Alexander I’s personal messages to Napoleon. Later, he co-managed an espionage operation in Paris. Before Napoleon’s invasion in Russia, he procured secret military reports about the redeployment of the French army eastwards. He obtained this information through his paid agents, officials employed in Napoleon’s government and military administration. An adventurer, Chernyshev even infiltrated Napoleon’s family. While in Paris, he became a lover of Pauline Borghese Bonaparte, Napoleon’s younger sister. In 1812–1813, during the final stage of Napoleon’s invasion in Russia, Chernyshev commanded several Cossack regiments, known as “flying detachments,” which operated behind enemy lines and made deadly raids on the Grande Armée.8 Alexander Chernyshev’s story was undoubtedly known and told in the family when Chertkov was growing up, although this alone cannot explain his opportunism later on and his knack for conspiracy.

Chertkov’s parents had a close relationship with Alexander II even before he became Tsar. In 1852, as heir to the throne, Alexander Nikolaevich baptized the couple’s eldest son, Grigory. Having the Tsar as godfather brought certain privileges, such as a grant for the boy’s education; on attaining his majority the young man could claim a post in the Ministry of Court.9

Alexander II visited the Chertkovs’ home unaccompanied, arriving in a one-horse sleigh. His intimacy with the family fueled the gossip that he had sired the couple’s second son, Vladimir. Born on October 22, 1854, Vladimir, or Dima, as they called him at home, was alone among a family of three brothers to survive adolescence. The others both died of consumption: Grigory at 17 and Mikhail, the youngest, at 10; the family witnessed his death in the south of France.

Tolstoy also lost two of his brothers to the same disease, which was rampant then. In 1860, Tolstoy was traveling with his eldest and beloved brother, Nikolai, when he too died in the South of France, at Hyères. As Tolstoy wrote a friend, “Nothing in life had made such an impression on me.”10 His brother’s death inspired Tolstoy’s thoughts about the need for religion, devoid of a metaphysical side. At his brother’s funeral he got an idea to write “a materialist Gospel,” a life of Christ without miracles.11

As a child, Dima Chertkov had practically no exposure to ordinary people, growing up among the children of Russia’s ruling elite. The future Alexander III was among his playmates, as he would like to mention later on. Such an upbringing left him with a peculiar picture of the world and a strong sense of his own exclusiveness. He would become forever drawn to those in positions of the highest authority.

In contrast, Tolstoy did not meet a single government official until in his late teens. His father, Nikolai Ilyich, a participant in the war with Napoleon, had no ambition to pursue a military career in court, remarking he would not become a court equerry. As a liberal, he despised government service and, upon marriage, settled at his wife’s country estate Yasnaya Polyana where Tolstoy would spend most of his life. The estate belonged to Tolstoy’s maternal grandfather, Nikolai Volkonsky, vividly portrayed in War and Peace. Promoted to full general under Catherine the Great, Volkonsky later fell in disfavor. According to a family legend, this happened after he refused Catherine II’s request to marry her lady-in-waiting, Varvara Engelgardt. This young woman was the mistress of Catherine’s favorite, Grigory Potemkin, and by marrying her, Volkonsky would do him a favor, which would be undoubtedly returned with interest. When Varvara Engelgardt married Prince Sergei Golitsyn (related to the Chernyshev clan), the latter was promoted to General of the Infantry. In 1903, Tolstoy related this incident in his memoir with obvious pride that his grandfather did not seek advantages at court.12

Tolstoy was orphaned early and did not remember his mother. In childhood, he prayed to his mother’s soul: his need for her love became inseparable from his faith in God. Later he would say that love was the essence of the human soul and that the ultimate goal of humankind was to become united in love.13 Among Tolstoy’s earliest influences was his peasant nanny and Yasnaya’s housekeeper, Praskovia Isaevna: he describes her selfless love in his first novel, Childhood. His German tutor, who handled his early education, was unsophisticated but truthful and kind, qualities Tolstoy would come to value most.

Chertkov’s nannies and governors came from England; he was educated at home by tutors he shared with the royal family. Among his tutors was Charles Heath, who taught at the Imperial Alexander Lyceum, the school for future diplomats and high officials. Heath would also educate Russia’s last Tsar: in 1894, on a visit to Britain, Nicholas II introduced him to Queen Victoria.14

In 1884, remembering his lessons with Heath, Chertkov told Tolstoy: “He was an expert of English literature, a fan of Shakespeare, and also a talented water-color painter. He was noble, straightforward, and remarkably passionate . . . I remember, during his lessons we would forget all about spelling, and become carried away by heated discussions of various subjects, which lasted several hours.”15 Heath introduced Chertkov to painting, which would become his lifelong hobby.

Chertkov’s family would spend much of their European vacation in England. When recalling “the comfortable and isolated little world” of his childhood, Chertkov would write how “after a tiresome journey by rail, our whole family settled in for lodging for the night at one of the best hotels of the foreign city.”16 Later in life, he would stay in Angleterre when abroad and when in Moscow—at the fashionable hotel, Slavyansky Bazar.

In 1864, when Dima was ten, Count Peter Shuvalov married his father’s sister, Elena Ivanovna. Influential in the interior ministry, Uncle Shuvalov soon rose to become the closest adviser to Alexander II. In 1866, after the first assassination attempt on the Tsar, when a strong man was needed to fight revolutionary terrorists, Shuvalov was swiftly appointed the chief of gendarmes and head of the secret police (or the Third Section of His Imperial Majesty’s Own Chancellery). But Shuvalov’s repressive policies failed to discourage revolutionaries who made persistent attempts on the Tsar’s life, until succeeding in 1881.

The all-powerful chief of the gendarmerie, Shuvalov never failed to remind the Tsar he was responsible for his safety and that of the empire. Alexander II trusted him completely: Shuvalov’s influence was such that he even selected government ministers (notably from among his family and friends, e.g., Count Vladimir Bobrinsky and Count Konstantin Palen).

The Tsar endorsed all his appointments even though Shuvalov, a conservative, opposed the abolition of serfdom. Shuvalov was the real power behind the throne, which is why he was dubbed “Peter IV,” after an epigram by a poet Fyodor Tyutchev. At the height of his influence Shuvalov established surveillance over government ministers and the Tsar himself. This action also became responsible for his fall from grace. Like other courtiers, Shuvalov disapproved of Alexander II’s morganatic union with Catherine Dolgorukaya.17 He spied on the couple during their European travel and, overstepping his authority, destroyed the negatives of the Tsar’s portrait with his secret wife. In 1874, Shuvalov received a prominent but distant post as ambassador to Britain.

Uncle Shuvalov’s influence over the Tsar impacted Chertkov’s imagination. When he became Tolstoy’s close friend and publisher, he resorted to similar tactics, reminding the writer about his own role promoting his religious creed. Chertkov repeated this so many times and so persuasively that eventually Tolstoy felt indebted to him. During Shuvalov’s ambassadorship, Chertkov visited him in London, and later benefitted from his uncle’s connections abroad. Upon Shuvalov’s retirement in 1879, Chertkov would join him on hunting expeditions.

In his teens, Dima Chertkov hunted on the prairies that stretched around his parent’s Voronezh estates. Lizinovka’s estate manager, Vladimir Shramm, advised his young master, in Petersburg, about the availability of foxes and rabbits and new arrivals in their kennel where he cross-bred English hounds with the borzoi.18 One summer, while riding on the hot prairie, Dima suffered sunstroke. Doctors forbade him strenuous mental activity and later blamed his violent mood swings and temper tantrums on this hunting incident. In a letter to Chertkov, Tolstoy eloquently describes his mental imbalance: “. . . Your mood is changeable—sometimes you are feverishly active, other times apathetic.”19

At nineteen, Chertkov was enlisted as an officer in the Horse Guards. Handsome, taller than average—of guardsman’s height—he was nicknamed le beau Dima. Because the Guards’ barracks were in Petersburg, his manservant regularly delivered him clean linen, supper, and wine. Chertkov’s friend in the Guards, Dmitry Trepov, would remain his lifelong companion and best government contact. A son of Petersburg’s governor general, Fyodor Trepov, he would surpass his father’s career success and enjoy great favor in the court of the last Tsar.

Like other gilded youth of Petersburg, Chertkov took part in carousals with the gypsies, activity also favored by the sons of Alexander II, the Grand Dukes Alexei and Vladimir. (The Grand Dukes’ behavior is known to have scandalized public opinion.20) Describing his pastime as an officer, Chertkov would write, “All three classical vices—wine, cards, and women—I gave myself without a restraint, living in a daze, with rare interludes of staidness.”21 Rich and with big connections, which made them feel impervious, the Guards had unlimited opportunities for amusement as well as vice.

They did daily drills to prepare for parades, frequented the officers’ club, and attended balls in the capital. Although officers were expected to attend balls, they rarely received a personal invitation. The regiment was informed how many Guards would attend and the officer in command named those who would take on the duty. The senior colonel would instruct them before a ball: “You must not think about having a good time . . . You have got to dance with the ladies and do your best to keep them amused . . .”22 But for a willful man like Chertkov, there was pleasure in defying these rules.

Unlike most other Guards, le beau Dima received a personal invitation to the Anichkov Palace where the Grand Duchess Maria Fyodorovna held small, select dances for three hundred guests. (The annual balls at the Winter Palace would host two to three thousand.23) Those who attended were royalty and the cream of aristocracy; officers were invited only when extra dancing partners were needed. It was under such circumstances that Dima Chertkov attended; but when the hostess herself invited him to a waltz, he abruptly refused. The ballroom went silent, but Maria Fyodorovna, a close friend of Chertkov’s mother, forgave the prank. She smiled and fastened a rose to le beau Dima’s chest.

Such behavior would have been unthinkable for Chertkov’s father: a dutiful servant of the royal family, he would remember a single rebuke for years. At a ball given by German ambassador Prince Reuss, General Chertkov danced with Maria Fyodorovna and sat beside her, on her orders, failing to observe that Alexander II had entered the ballroom with the German emperor. The Tsar publicly reprimanded Chertkov for his oversight. Years later, under the new Emperor, the incident was still remembered at court. By then, General Chertkov’s legs were amputated due to gangrene, but he attended balls in a wheelchair. He sat surrounded by the ladies of the imperial family when Alexander III entered the ballroom. The courtiers whispered that now Chertkov could not be reprimanded for remaining seated.24

Dima Chertkov rebelled against his father’s influence. A military administrator, General Chertkov attained top awards, to which his rank entitled him, including the Order of Alexander Nevsky with diamonds. But he was only a general-adjutant in the large imperial suite, which swelled under Alexander II to an unprecedented 385 people.25

The Guards would meet the Tsar and his suite during the Sunday review of their regiments, which took place at the Mikhailov Manège. It was anticipated by all the officers, who were vying for the Tsar’s personal attention. The guards would be lined up, waiting for the moment when the gates opened and Alexander II would appear, leading his gray horse Ovid. The Guards immediately hushed. “The command, ‘Be on guard!’ resounded through the enormous hall . . .” The officers presented their reports, while the rest anticipated the show of horsemanship to follow. Officers from different regiments—the Cavalier Guards, the Horse Guards, and the Don Cossacks of the Guard—galloped in three straight lines, never losing their distance, then all at once came to a halt before the Tsar. The Cossack riders performed acrobatic stunts and the Tsar, delighted, shouted, “Thank you! Good fellows!”26 After the review Alexander II chatted with the Guards, whom he knew by name, and praised their performance. On one occasion, Chertkov tells, he outcompeted the other officers with his show and the Tsar, impressed, rode up to him, an act that was “unprecedented in the history of the Guards’ Sunday ceremonial reviews.”

Stopping directly opposite me, he [Alexander II] looked at me with sympathy, nodded, and made a throaty sound of approval. Then, looking around, he asked, “Where is Grigory Ivanovich?” This was my father. All at once, members of his entourage began to summon Grigory Ivanovich. In a while, my father, who did not like to sit in the front row, arrived. The Tsar told him, “But he is more handsome than you were.” “I do not contend, your Imperial Highness!” “You do not contend! You do not contend!” the Tsar replied.27

Having recorded this story in 1932, as an old man, Chertkov still relished the Tsar’s special attention. In fact, Alexander II had casual relationships with his adjutants-general and baptized their children, which is why the Guards called him their “leader-father.”28 But Chertkov apparently believed that the Tsar was his actual father, which may explain his grandiose sense of self-worth, that would later enable him to treat Tolstoy as his equal. As Chertkov wrote in another memoir, “Alexander II was well-disposed to me . . . and I was looking forward to a new meeting with him, face to face.”29

Chertkov would tell of how he and his parents were invited to the Livadia Palace in the Crimea where the royal family spent their holidays.30 An invitation to Livadia was considered a sign of imperial grace. However, Chertkov later altered his diaries and such accounts cannot be verified. Uncle Shuvalov indeed visited Livadia: in the 1860s, at the height of his influence, he was seen accompanying Alexander II’s young sons, Sergei Alexandrovich and Paul Alexandrovich, to the Crimea. Witte, then the head of the Odessa railroad, was surprised that the powerful chief of the gendarmerie was looking after the Grand Dukes as their tutor.31

Tolstoy had encouraged Chertkov to write his recollections, and in 1909 he produced a short memoir about his time in the Guards. At eighty-one, Tolstoy read it with tears of joy.32 It was a story Chertkov had partly told during their first meeting, when he spoke of experiencing a religious awakening while still in the army. He had begun to proselytize in the military hospitals where junior officers were assigned inspection duties. This is also where Chertkov for the first time encountered simple folk: he read the Gospels to the sick and dying soldiers.

Chertkov remembers himself at twenty-two, on duty at the enormous Nikolaevsky Military Hospital, which accommodated over a thousand patients. Although it was patronized by the Tsar, corruption was rampant. Junior officers, who knew nothing of accounting, were entrusted with checking the books. Administration routinely confiscated money from soldiers, and because they were afraid to complain, such violations usually went unreported. Chertkov launched his own investigation, finding that the cash ended up in the desk drawer of the hospital treasurer. When he challenged the official, the latter produced the requested sum with indifference.

Soon he learned that there were political inmates among the patients. They were kept separately, in sweat-boxes, and routinely tortured by exposure to extreme cold and heat. Contact with politicals was forbidden, and the fact of their existence in the hospital was a secret, but this only fueled Chertkov’s curiosity. He prevailed on a guard to open one of the boxes. Upon finding a consumptive prisoner in an overheated cell, Chertkov demanded his transfer. The terrified guard fled, obviously to report the case, of which Chertkov was aware. Meanwhile, he entered the cell, took out the Gospels, which he kept in his pocket, and began reading to the inmate, who turned out to be a revolutionary radical of some prominence. Later, realizing that he exceeded his authority, Chertkov admitted that he simply “forgot” that he had officers above him. In fact, he was accustomed to being in command. When called before the general in charge, Chertkov was amused: “I perfectly realized that nobody would punish me because of my parents’ high position in society . . .” Upon learning his name, the head of the hospital, who was a classmate of Chertkov’s father at the Page Corps, dropped the case. It was Chertkov who complained about the inadequacy of the hospital administration. He took the case to his regimental commander, Baron Vladimir Freedericksz, who would become minister of the imperial court. Proving his noble intentions and impressing Freedericksz seemed the main point of his visit. “As we parted, we both felt that we belong to the same exclusive circle of ‘decent people,’ for whom acting like the hospital administration was just as unthinkable as bad table manners . . .” As for the political inmates, their fate was not assuaged: they were placed under tighter security.

Chertkov preached the Gospel in military hospitals at the time of a religious revival in Petersburg. His circle of upper aristocracy had recently undergone spiritual conversion and begun to engage in charitable activities. Chertkov’s mother opened sewing shops, shelters, tea rooms, and visited women’s prisons and hospitals where she also proselytized to the terminally ill.

Two years earlier, in 1874, an English evangelical preacher, Lord Radstock,33 made his first, phenomenally successful visit to Petersburg. Like many in his milieu, Chertkov was influenced by Radstock’s message of personal salvation through independent Bible study. His mother had heard Radstock in Europe, shortly after the death of her youngest son, and found solace in his sermons. Upon becoming Radstock’s follower, Elizaveta invited him to Russia. In Petersburg, she introduced him to family and friends, becoming responsible for his instant success.

An English aristocrat and Oxford graduate, Radstock had worked among the poor in London’s East End and conducted missionary activities in India. Arriving in Petersburg in spring of 1874, during Holy Week, Radstock turned fashionable salons into prayer homes. Each day he would speak to two or three gatherings and would have individual appointments in between. This unremarkable red-haired man with blue eyes and childish laughter was casually dressed and spoke without eloquence, in faulty French. But his simple message, that salvation was open to all who desired it, was eagerly received. Meetings were held in some forty mansions and palaces. Radstock would begin with a silent prayer for divine guidance, then read and discuss passages in the Gospels, never preparing his comments. At the end of each gathering, he knelt in front of his audience to an improvised prayer, uttering it with deep conviction; he concluded with a hymn. He led people to Christ, rather than to the Church. His sermons were accessible, unlike services by the Orthodox clergy, still held in Church Slavonic, which was incomprehensible even to men with university education. Radstock’s audiences would exclaim, “How simple! How clear!” His role was compared to that of a nanny.

Front pages of Petersburg newspapers began to praise Radstock as well as attack him, all of which boosted his fame. Because his success created tensions with the Orthodox Church, his adherents were cautious about revealing their names. Among them were many prominent aristocrats: Countess Elena Shuvalova (née Chertkova), statesman Baron Modest Korf, Count Aleksei Bobrinsky (minister of ways and communications), Princess Vera Lieven and her sister, Princess Natalia Gagarina. Alexander II and his personal physician were said to have been among Radstock’s friends. According to a senior Orthodox priest, “Not to be a Radstockist meant to lower oneself in the eyes of society and risk the danger of becoming labeled a backward person.”34

Novelist Ivan Turgenev wrote that despite official harassment, Lord Radstock was winning hearts with his “awkward and ineloquent sermons.”35 Writer Nikolai Leskov remarked that Radstock “indeed must have true faith; how different from our clergy who function like civil-service men.”36 In March 1876, during his work on Anna Karenina, Tolstoy met Count Bobrinsky, who was his neighbor in the Tula province. As Tolstoy wrote to Alexandra Tolstaya, his relative and lady-in-waiting at the Petersburg court, Bobrinsky “struck me very much by the sincerity and ardor of his faith.”37 Tolstoy asked Alexandrine, as he called her, to describe her impressions of meeting Radstock. Alexandrine spoke of him as “a dear and kind sectarian. . . . According to his system, every human being can divest himself in no time of all his passion and evil inclinations provided he has the desire to follow his Savior. . . . He often talks of such cases . . . in which the conversion took place in about an hour’s time. This is his weak point. But then, what devotion to Christ, what warmth, what immeasurable sincerity! His message resounded here like a bell, and he awakened many who before never thought of Christ and their salvation.”38 Tolstoy, who also believed that “sudden conversions rarely or never happen,”39 used her account for an ironic depiction of the missionary Sir John and his circle of devotees in the novel: “It was a circle of elderly, unattractive, virtuous and pious women and of intelligent, educated and ambitious men. One of the intelligent men who belonged to this circle called it ‘the conscience of Petersburg society.’”40 Tolstoy mocked Radstock’s converts because they maintained privileged lifestyles.

Radstock’s missionary activities came at a time when the Orthodox Church’s influence was declining. Whereas Western church-state separation had begun in the early sixteenth century with Martin Luther’s two kingdoms doctrine and Henry VIII’s break with Rome, the Russian Orthodox Church remained closely allied with the government. If anything, church-state relations in Russia were going in the opposite direction of those in Europe. The Church had lost its independence back in 1721 when Peter I replaced the Moscow Patriarchate with the government appointed Holy Synod. The Synod was directed by the Chief Procurator, the lay head of the Orthodox Church and a member of the Tsar’s cabinet. In 1880, the reactionary Konstantin Pobedonostsev was appointed to this post, which he would occupy for twenty-five years. It was also in the early 1880s that Tolstoy began to challenge the Church’s authority, complaining of its continued alliance with the state. During Pobedonostsev’s time in office the Orthodox Church was subservient to the autocracy and did not make any independent decisions. Everything, from repair of church buildings to selecting priests and disbursing Church funds, was decided by lay officials. Priests were expected to assist the police, reporting anything suspicious or disloyal learned during confession. Moreover, the Church joined the state in the persecution of sectarians and other minorities. The largest group of religious dissenters, the Old Believers, had caused a schism in the Church in the 1660s, after they refused to accept Patriarch Nikon’s reforms to rituals. Some sectarian groups, such as the Doukhobors, or “spirit wrestlers” (they would become one of Tolstoy’s causes) were continually harassed and displaced by the government. Although by some estimates sectarians comprised a quarter of the empire’s population, they all experienced discrimination.41 The abusive policies of the state and the Church led to general disillusionment with official religion. Beginning in the 1860s, Russia saw the spread of nihilism among young radicals: they preached materialism and atheism. Most intellectuals would leave the Church by the early twentieth century.

While educated society was becoming more secular, Tolstoy believed in the importance of religion; however, he also stopped attending church. In 1859, at age thirty, he wrote Alexandrine that he read the Gospels and prayed in his own room, “but to go to church, to stand there and listen to unintelligible and incomprehensible prayers . . . that I absolutely cannot do.”42

In fact, the Orthodox Church had suppressed the spread of the New Testament: it only became widely accessible in Russia in 1876, when it was distributed by Radstock and other missionaries. Although the New Testament had been translated into modern Russian back in 1823, it was available marginally. The first complete Bible was not published until 1882.43

The Church was alarmed with Radstock’s popularity: in 1878, he was banned from Russia. After his expulsion, Chertkov’s uncle, Colonel Vasily Pashkov, took over his missionary activities, becoming the leader of his own movement.

Immensely rich, Pashkov owned factories and vast estates around Novgorod, Moscow, Tambov, and Orenburg. In addition, his wife (Elizaveta Chertkova’s eldest sister, Alexandra) had inherited most of the immense Chernyshev fortune. In 1909, Tolstoy would visit Kryokshino, their lavish estate near Moscow: it was where Chertkov would have him sign the first redaction of his secret testament.

While in the past, the Pashkovs’ Petersburg palace had accommodated balls for two thousand with Alexander II attending, in the 1870s, it drew aristocrats and peasants alike, for regular prayer meetings. Unlike Radstock, Pashkov preached to all classes indiscriminately. In the words of a contemporary, the motley crowd in his residence resembled “Noah’s gatherings of pairs from every kind of living creatures.”44 After the sermons, Pashkov gave elaborate meals and distributed cash to anyone who asked. The authorities viewed Pashkov as a safer alternative to the spread of populist and socialist ideas. The governor of Petersburg, General Fyodor Trepov, even provided police protection during Pashkov’s prayer gatherings. Trepov indefatigably fought the revolutionary movement and in 1878, was sentenced to death by a group of radicals. A revolutionary named Vera Zasulich shot and wounded him to avenge the flogging of a political prisoner.

Pashkov and his followers, among whom Chertkov’s mother was most active, formed “The Society for the Encouragement of Spiritual and Ethical Reading.” Their religious propaganda became unprecedented in the empire: the society produced millions of pamphlets and other spiritual literature, selling it for less than a kopeck, and distributed the Bible. Chertkov would adopt many of his uncle’s practices when launching Intermediary, his publishing enterprise with Tolstoy.

In 1879, Chertkov took a sabbatical to engage in Christian study in England. As a personal favor to General Chertkov, Baron Freedericksz permitted an extended leave of eleven months without quitting the regiment. Chertkov settled outside London, in a house of a rural minister, but did not shut himself from society. He frequented London’s Piccadilly Club where he could meet members of the English diplomatic service and the Foreign Office. At the residence of Uncle Shuvalov, in his last year as ambassador, Chertkov even met European royalty. Later, he told Tolstoy an anecdote from his time in London: he was invited to a supper at the Russian embassy for the Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII. The supper was served on small separate tables. The tables were swiftly removed before the dance, revealing that the Prince of Wales and a lady beside him sat with their legs joined. Tolstoy, eighty-two, was laughing heartily and asked Chertkov to repeat the story to his eldest daughter, Tanya.45

Upon returning to Petersburg, Chertkov joined a Christian study group, one of many that sprang up in the capital. Among its members were talented young aristocrats, such as Prince Boris Golitsyn, a physicist and future academician; Paul Biryukov, a naval officer and Tolstoy’s future biographer, and Count Alexander Geiden, another naval officer, who would become Admiral of the Fleet. Chertkov’s close friend in the Guards, Dmitry Trepov, was the group’s leader. Much like his father, Trepov Jr. would brutally suppress student demonstrations in his capacity as the governor general of Petersburg. The Gospel’s message was apparently lost on him, but Chertkov would always insist that Trepov was a decent man.

Later, Chertkov would tell that he left the army because of his pacifist beliefs. While this may be true, his deep disdain for discipline and authority made him unsuitable for a military career. In 1880, Chertkov submitted his resignation and left for Lizinovka, his family’s estate. As Tolstoy suggests in Resurrection, using Chertkov’s background for Dmitry Nekhlyudov, there was also his dream of becoming an artist. Tolstoy’s hero resigns from the army, believing “he had a talent for art.” Nekhlyudov’s well-appointed studio, in which Chertkov’s is recognizable, was “a large, lofty room fitted up with a view to comfort, convenience, and elegant appearance.” Like Nekhlyudov, who was aware of his “inability to advance in art,”46 Chertkov lacked the talent and perseverance to become a portraitist.

In 1881, two major events rocked Petersburg: Fyodor Dostoevsky’s death and the Tsar’s assassination. After publication of his final novel, The Brothers Karamazov, Dostoevsky was treated as a prophet: tens of thousands came for his funeral. Tolstoy had mixed feelings about his great literary rival whom he had never met. Days after Dostoevsky’s death on February 9, Tolstoy wrote he was “the very closest . . . and most necessary man for me.”47 But two years later, he told critic Nikolai Strakhov, that Dostoevsky’s “elevation into a prophet and saint” was “false and erroneous.”48

To Chertkov, who was fascinated with Dostoevsky as a Christian writer, his fame illustrated phenomenal spiritual power. He wanted to see Dostoevsky and even made arrangements for the meeting. As Chertkov later told Tolstoy, Dostoevsky’s death came “as a great personal privation to me—I was about to meet him. I think I’ve never heard of a better and loftier interpretation of Christ’s teaching in terms of its practical application as in The Idiot and, mainly, in Alexei Karamazov.”49

The following month, Alexander II was assassinated by members of the revolutionary organization the People’s Will. Chertkov’s reaction to this event is veiled in mystery: years later, he made the strange and impersonal remark that the Tsar’s murder reawakened his monarchist sentiments.50 On March 1, the Tsar attended the regular Sunday parade of the Guards’ regiments. As he was driving back along the Catherine Canal towards the Winter Palace a terrorist bomb was thrown, injuring his Cossack convoy. The Tsar was unharmed in his bomb-proof carriage, a present from Napoleon III of France. But when he left the carriage to look at the injured, a second explosion fatally wounded him.

Following the assassination the aristocracy vowed to defend the monarchy. Three million rubles were raised to fund a conspiratorial monarchist society, the Holy Brotherhood, formed to hunt down revolutionaries at home and abroad. Chertkov’s other uncle, Paul Shuvalov, was a co-founder of Holy Brotherhood, which recruited members from among the government ministers and the military. But membership was kept secret even from the police. The Guards were likely to join this short-lived organization: it was their duty to defend the monarchy. Around this time, Chertkov briefly returned to his regiment.

Uncle Peter Shuvalov was assigned to inform the European courts about Alexander III’s ascension to the throne; Chertkov was included in his delegation. But in the end, he did not go, dashing his family’s hope for his military career. Chertkov’s parents were particularly close to Alexander III, a nationalist Tsar, who pursued repressive policies.

In March, Tolstoy wrote to the new Tsar asking him not to execute his father’s assassins, but to forgive them in the name of Christian law. “One cannot fight them by killing or destroying them. It is not their number which is important but their ideas . . . There is only one ideal which can be opposed to them . . . the ideal of love, forgiveness and the returning of good for evil.”51 However, Alexander III began his reign with executions, much like his grandfather Nicholas I, who had executed the Decembrist leaders. The terrorists, including one woman, Sofia Perovskaya, a general’s daughter, were hanged on April 3, 1881. Revolutionaries retaliated by plotting to assassinate Alexander III on the sixth anniversary of his father’s death.

Later that year, Chertkov’s resignation from the army became official and he returned to Lizinovka, at once plunging into activity as a landowner and a preacher. A vast estate, Lizinovka was surrounded by villages with a total population of 5,000, but the inhabitants had no access to education or medical care. Chertkov’s mother had opened an ambulatory and a village school at the estate. Chertkov made further improvements, opening village stores, reading rooms, and the community savings bank. He also transformed the village school into a trade school for sixty boys, hired teachers, and himself gave religious instruction. When Chertkov moved from the mansion into the student dormitory, his mother wrote that he was confusing Christianity with democracy.52

Simultaneously, Chertkov became involved with zemstvo, the local government, established during the liberal reforms of Alexander II to build roads, promote public education, and provide medical service. The judicial reform created Justice of the Peace courts to try lesser cases, and jury trials—for more important offenses. Shortly after the Emancipation, Tolstoy served as the Arbiter of the Peace, resolving arguments between the gentry and peasants. Tolstoy settled land disputes in peasants’ favor, which earned him the gentry’s wrath. Chertkov wanted to serve as an Honorary Justice of the Peace, an unpaid position to which local landlords were entitled. Justices were confirmed in the Senate, so Chertkov wrote to both his father and Uncle Shuvalov, urging them to speed up his nomination.53 This was unnecessary, but Chertkov wanted influential people to become involved, even if his family belonged to the opposite political camp from his present milieu.

Chertkov’s new associates were liberal landowners; one was his Petersburg friend Rafail Pisarev, who was also working for the local government. Pisarev had assisted Tolstoy with educational projects, opening and inspecting schools in the Tula district. The two were so close that Tolstoy mentioned him affectionately in his diary. It was through Pisarev that Chertkov soon entered Tolstoy’s intimate circle of friends.

When in 1883, Chertkov’s mother asked him to consider civil service, he refused: a formal career was against his beliefs. Besides, by joining a government service he would only lose money. In fact, his allowance of ten thousand rubles exceeded a salary of a high government official. (The director of the Department of Railroad Affairs then received an annual salary of 8,000 rubles.54) Chertkov preferred to be his own master, writing his mother that he would achieve greater influence if the initiative and the course remained in his hands.55

Having made costly improvements in Lizinovka, Chertkov was heavily in debt. His mother complained about the bills, which he expected his family to pay. Chertkov was unsuccessfully trying to raise money by selling his hunting rifles and Persian carpets from the Lizinovka manor. (His intended buyer was Aunt Shuvalova.) Afraid that he would squander the family’s fortune, General Chertkov amended his will, leaving the capital to his wife. Chertkov would continue to receive an allowance, which his mother doubled.

Earlier that year, describing a glamorous reception with the Tsar at their Petersburg apartment, Elizaveta listed their guests. The Chertkovs entertained Alexander III and Empress Maria Fyodorovna; Grand Duke Mikhail Nikolaievich56 and Grand Duchess Olga Fyodorovna57; General Pyotr Cherevin (friend of Alexander III and chief of palace security), General Adjutant Nikolai Levashov (former Governor General of Petersburg); Count Illarion Vorontsov-Dashkov (Alexander III’s friend, then minister of the imperial court), his wife Countess Alexandra Vorontsova, and Countess Elizaveta (Betsy) Shuvalova (née Baryatinskaya). Countess Betsy Shuvalova, who could trace her ancestry further than the Romanovs, lived in the eighteenth century palace on Fontanka 21, where she hosted some of the most splendid balls in the capital. The previous owner of the Fontanka palace, Maria Naryshkina, was a mistress of Alexander I.

Dinner was served in the red living room, where Elizaveta Chertkova sat between the Tsar and Countess Vorontsova. “After the tea, everyone went into Papa’s study and walked around the room for a long time . . . and finally sat down to play cards. The Tsar with his party sat at your round antique table of Louis XV, which was dragged from your room and which everyone admired.”58 The Empress played cards at a separate table with the ladies. Elizaveta and Aunt Sophie Chertkova, who did not take part in the game, were watching and admiring “the grand spectacle” from their “ordinary armchairs.”

Chertkov was twenty-nine when he received this letter. That fall, he met Tolstoy, finding a new patron and a proxy father in the writer whose fame made him an equal of the Tsar.


CHAPTER TWO

UNLIKELY FRIENDS

“I have a weak character and submit easily to the influence of people I love.”

—Tolstoy, in a letter to Alexandrine
(Alexandra Tolstaya), 1863

“I love him and I believe in him.”

—Tolstoy, Diaries, 1884

“Little did he [Maugham] know that he was about to enter the longest, most miserable, and most miserably destructive relationship in his life.”

—Selina Hastings,
The Secret Lives of Somerset Maugham

Chertkov’s first meeting with Tolstoy, in late October 1883, was opportune: the writer felt increasingly isolated in his intellectual milieu where his religious works failed to make an impact. Chertkov, keenly interested in his teaching, struck Tolstoy as a man “of one mind” with him. Their immeasurable differences—in intellect, character, and age—only strengthened mutual attraction: Chertkov soon became his confidante.

When, after the universal success of Anna Karenina, Tolstoy turned to religious writing, his friends and family were disappointed. His new dogmatic style was a far cry from his artistic works, and his preoccupation with the Gospels, an attempt to prove that the official Church teachings were incompatible with Christian ideals, was of interest to few. In mid-life, Tolstoy had experienced a profound spiritual crisis, which affected his views, character, work, and lifestyle, compelling him to reject his literary achievement and former life as a family man and landowner. In 1880, he refused to participate in the Pushkin festival in Moscow with the unveiling of the poet’s monument. The event drew rapturous crowds: Dostoevsky and Turgenev were among the speakers. Tolstoy dismissed the event’s importance, which generated a rumor in the writers’ milieu that he no longer wrote fiction and that he had gone mad.

In A Confession, which he wrote at the time, he describes his struggle with suicidal thoughts and his search for a deeper meaning of existence, a truly spiritual life that alone could escape destruction by death. Religion promised salvation from doubts in a simple truth: we do not live for ourselves. Tolstoy did not believe in sudden conversions, and existing world religions did not satisfy him. True faith could be found “through work and suffering,” he wrote Alexandrine. “You say you don’t know what I believe in. Strange and terrible to say: not in anything that religion teaches us; but at the same time I not only hate and despise unbelief, but I can see no possibility of living, and still less of dying, without faith.”1 Tolstoy did not accept the Christian doctrines of redemption and resurrection. He sought a religion that could withstand his rational scrutiny. The idea of creating a practical religion, which would guide his conscience, had first occurred to him at twenty-seven. When formulating it in his diary, he wrote that he could devote his life to implementing this dream:

This idea is the foundation of a new religion corresponding to the development of mankind—the religion of Christ, but purged of dogma and mystery, a practical religion, not promising future bliss but providing bliss on earth . . . Working consciously to unite people with religion is the foundation of the idea which I hope will occupy me.2

Tolstoy had never labored with such intensity as in his fifties. Immersed in translating the four Gospels (from the Greek), he worked to recapture Jesus’ messages in their purest and earliest form, before they were corrupted by the Church’s interpretation. He said he was conducting “an investigation of the teachings of Christ” based “on what has come down to us” from Jesus.3 Eventually, he focused his attention on the moral imperatives in the Sermon on the Mount, which he viewed as the blueprint for building the Kingdom of God on earth. In St. Matthew’s Gospel Jesus tells that the old law of “an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth” should be replaced by a non-violent response: “But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil . . .” Tolstoy thought this message was key to understanding Christianity. He argued that no physical force can be used to compel another human being, a belief that enabled him to renounce not only violence and war, but all social institutions as coercive. When he met Chertkov, Tolstoy was completing his book What I Believe in which he formulated his non-resistance doctrine.

In summer 1883, at the wedding of his friend Pisarev, whose estate was near Yasnaya Polyana, Chertkov met an old friend of Tolstoy, Nikolai Davydov. As prosecutor and president of the Tula circuit court, Davydov handled Tolstoy’s petitions on behalf of the peasants and was a source for his fiction. During a long nocturnal conversation Chertkov told the judge of his belief that Christ’s teaching was incompatible with military service. Davydov was struck that on other issues that mattered to Tolstoy, such as his attitude to the Orthodox Church, Chertkov also sounded precisely like the writer. He was even more fascinated when Chertkov told him he had never read Tolstoy’s works, but arrived at the same conclusions independently.

Davydov at once wrote Tolstoy that he should meet the young like-minded aristocrat. By then, Chertkov’s name was familiar to Tolstoy: Gavriil Rusanov, another acquaintance and member of Tula’s district court, had also spoken favorably about him. Chertkov had befriended people close to Tolstoy, thus setting himself above the writer’s many visitors and acolytes.

Davydov also helped with the arrangements: at Chertkov’s request, he sent a telegram informing him when Tolstoy was in Moscow. Chertkov was already there, staying at the fashionable Slavyanski Bazar Hotel not far from the Kremlin. The hotel and its restaurant were favored by wealthy landlords, Petersburg ministers, and owners of Siberian gold mines.

Tolstoy’s Moscow residence was in Khamovniki, a working class neighborhood on the outskirts of the city. The century-old, two-story wooden house was surrounded by a large garden and shady park. Tolstoy’s upstairs study was at the back of the house, isolated from noise, its windows facing the garden. A heavy desk of dark mahogany with a wood railing dominated the small study, and two black leather armchairs stood beside it.

Chertkov was neither an intellectual, nor, as he claims, had he read Tolstoy’s works before they met. But he knew enough about the writer to impress him, and began with a confession. He told about his dissolute life as an officer in the Guards, his interest in the Gospels, which had produced his spiritual transformation; all of this had a perfect pitch for the writer. When Chertkov mentioned he quit the military upon becoming a pacifist, Tolstoy picked up the manuscript of What I Believe and began reading. During the last week of October, Chertkov returned to Tolstoy’s house several times. They discussed the Gospels and Tolstoy’s teaching; Chertkov asked detailed questions and recorded the answers in his notebook. Chertkov belonged to circles close to court and Tolstoy was glad that his ideas were making an impact on the very rich.
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