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The system of transliteration from Cyrillic used in this volume is that of the
Library of Congress, without diacritics. The soft sign is denoted by an apos-
trophe but is omitted from place-names (unless they appear in transliterated
titles or quotations); English forms of the most common place-names are
used (e.g. Moscow, St Petersburg, Yalta, Sebastopol, Archangel). In a number
of cases (e.g. St Petersburg-Petrograd-Leningrad-St Petersburg) the names of
cities have been changed to suit political circumstances. On occasion this has
meant substituting one ethnic group’s name for a city for a name in another
language (e.g. Vilna-Vilnius-Wilno). No attempt has been made to impose a
single version on contributors but wherever doubts might arise as to the iden-
tity of a place alternative versions have been put in brackets. The same is true
as regards the transliteration of surnames: for example, on occasion names are
rendered in their Ukrainian version with a Russian or Polish version in brackets.
Where surnames are of obvious Central or West European origin then they
have generally been rendered in their original form (e.g. Lieven rather than the
Russian Liven). Anglicised name-forms are used for tsars (thus Alexander I')
and a small number of well-known figures retain their established Western
spellings (e.g. Fedor Dostoevsky, Leo Tolstoy, Alexander Herzen), even though
this may lead to inconsistencies. Russian versions of first names have generally
been preferred for people other than monarchs, though some freedom has
been allowed to contributors in this case too. Translations within the text are
those of the individual contributors to this volume unless a printed source
is quoted. All dates are rendered in the Julian calendar, which was in force
in the Russian Empire until its demise in 1917. The only exceptions occur in
chapters where the European context is vital (e.g. when discussing Russian
foreign policy). In these cases dates are often rendered in both the Julian and
the Gregorian forms. The Gregorian calendar was eleven days ahead in the
eighteenth century, twelve days in the nineteenth and thirteen days in the
twentieth.
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Introduction

DOMINIC LIEVEN

The second volume of the Cambridge History of Russia covers the ‘imperial
era’, in other words the years between Peter I's assumption of power and the
revolution of 1917.

As is true of almost all attempts at periodisation in history, this division has
its problems. For example, peasants were the overwhelming majority of the
empire’s population in 1917, as in 1689. The history of the Russian peasantry
obviously neither began in 1689 nor ended in 1917. The enserfment of the
peasantry was largely concluded in the century before Peter’s accession. The
destruction of the peasant world as it had existed in the imperial era came less
in the revolution of 1917 than during Stalin’s era of collectivisation and ruthless
industrialisation.

Nevertheless, if one is to divide up Russian history into three volumes then
defining the dates of volume two as 1689 to 1917 is much the best option. In
formal terms, this volume’s title (Imperial Russia) accurately defines the period
between Russia’s proclamation as an empire under Peter I and the fall of the
Romanov dynasty and empire in March 1917. More importantly, this era is
united by a number of crucial common characteristics. Of these, the most
significant were probably the empire’s emergence as a core member of the
European concert of great powers and the full-scale Westernisation of the
country’s ruling elites. These two themes are the great clichés of modern Rus-
sian history-writing: like most such clichés they are broadly true in my opinion.

In editing this volume, I have made only a limited effort to impose my
own conception of Russian history on the volume’s shape, let alone on how
individual contributors approach their topics. Readers who wish to gain a sense
of my own overall understanding of the imperial era will find this in chapterr,
on Russia as empire and European periphery. They will be wise to remember
that, like most academics, I see my own myopic obsessions — currently empire
and peripherality —as the key to understanding the whole period to which this
volume and my scholarly life has been devoted.
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Aseditor, however, my key beliefhasbeen that a Cambridge History mustbe
both comprehensive and diverse. The Russian Empire between 1689 and 1917
was a very diverse and complex society, which can and should be understood
and studied from a great many different angles. To take but one example: it is
in the nature of the Cambridge History as fundamentally a work of reference
that most of its chapters have to be broad surveys of key themes in Russian
history. But in some ways the micro-history of a single Great Russian village
in a single year in the eighteenth century would provide more insights into
crucial aspects of Russian history than a handful of general chapters, however
well informed.

Even more important than diversity is comprehensiveness. I have tried to
edit a volume from which the teacher of an MA programme in Russian history
and her or his students can draw a rich and detailed understanding of Russian
history in the imperial era. Very few people will read this volume as a whole
and at one ‘sitting’. But they will need to find within it detailed, scholarly
coverage of a very broad range of themes. ‘Coherence’, though important, is
therefore less of an issue than comprehensiveness. This volume covers politics
and government: foreign policy and military history; economic and financial
affairs; the history of all the key social groups in Russia, as well as of women
and of the empire’s non-Russian minorities; the legal and judicial system, the
police and the revolutionary movement; Russian intellectual history and the
history of Russian high culture.

To fit all this into a single volume has not been easy but in my view it
has been essential. For example: in order to concentrate more space on other
issues, I was urged at one point to drop the two chapters on Russian cultural
history on the grounds that this subject is amply covered in histories of Russian
literature, music and art. It seemed to me, however, that this volume would
approach these subjects from a different angle to the ones most common in
histories of Russian literature or the arts. Moreover, in some respects the vast
and unexpected contribution made to European and world culture by Russian
writers, musicians and artists is the most significant and exciting element in
the history of Imperial Russia. To ignore it would therefore be a touch bizarre.
In addition, Russians’ understanding of themselves and their place in Europe,
the world and the cosmos was so totally intertwined with literature, music
and art that to leave out these themes would seriously distort the history of
Imperial Russia.

In my opinion, the only way to address the requirements of the Cambridge
History given the 228 years covered by this volume and the nature of the
existing literature was thematic. Most chapters in this volume are therefore
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broad thematic surveys. To cover the vast range of necessary topics and do
justice to the existing literature, in most cases I was only able to allow con-
tributors roughly 7,000 words each. It is immensely difficult for scholars who
have devoted their lives to detailed study of topics to compress a lifetime’s
insights into so short a space. I was very grateful to contributors for their
willingness to do this and vastly impressed by the outstanding skill with which
they addressed this challenge.

Most themes chose themselves. To take the most obvious examples, you
cannot have a history of Russia without a chapter on the Orthodox Church
or the peasantry. A generation ago you not only could but would have had
a volume without a chapter on Russian women. Barbara Engel’s splendidly
comprehensive and thought-provoking piece on a vast subject which is very
difficult to define or confine shows just how much genuine progress has been
made in this area over the last thirty years.

But if T have exercised some editorial influence in the selection of chapters
it has been on the whole in what many will consider a conservative sense.
This volume is based overwhelmingly on American and British scholarship.
For all its excellence, this scholarship has tended at times to concentrate on
a narrow range of fashionable topics. Traditional core topics such as foreign
policy or the history of Russia’s economy, financial, fiscal and military systems
have been extremely unfashionable among Anglophone historians in recent
decades. For example, there are no standard histories of Russian foreign pol-
icy or of the empire’s fiscal and financial systems written in the last thirty
years which one could confidently assign to Anglophone graduate students.
This volume gives what I conceive to be appropriate weight to these crucial
but unfashionable topics. This is of course a matter of my own judgement
and responsibility. But my sense that this was necessary was strengthened by
talking to Russian historians of Russia. In my view, to justify the work that
goes into a volume of the Cambridge History that volume must be respected
and legitimate in Russian eyes, as well as those of the Anglophone academic
community.

Although the thematic structure of this book is in my view essential and
inevitable, it does create some problems as regards chronology and the inte-
gration of the various themes. Ideally, two volumes on this period would have
allowed one to concentrate on periods and another on thematic topics. Given
the requirement of one volume, I have concentrated on themes but included
a number of chapters either on overall contexts (for instance chapters 3 and 1
by Mark Bassin and myself respectively) or on specific periods (the chapters
by Paul Bushkovitch, Larisa Zakharova and Eric Lohr).
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As already noted, historical truths and insights come from many differ-
ent angles. Had space permitted, I would have indulged my commitment to
micro-history more fully. I have, however, sought to lace the volume’s survey
chapters with a small number of much narrower and more detailed vignettes.
These are in a sense almost literally verbal illustrations attached to groups of
thematic chapters. Thus Catherine Evtuhov’s chapter on Nizhnii Novgorod
is designed to complement and illustrate the chapters on Russia’s ‘middle
classes’, economy and Church: Michelle Marrese’s chapter links but also illus-
trates the survey chapters on law and women by Jorg Baberowski and Barbara
Engel, not least by showing graphically that for all its imperfections law made
a hugely important impact on eighteenth-century Russian life; Alex Martin’s
chapter on 1812’s impact on Russian identities encapsulates a key theme in the
broader chapters on Russian culture and political thinking; Nikolai Afonin’s
chapter on the navy in 1900 plays the same role in linking the chapters on Rus-
sian empire and power to themes of economic development and revolution.
If these vignettes have allowed the inclusion of younger scholars among the
contributors to the Cambridge History, that is an additional bonus.

Although, as noted above, I expect only the occasional martyr to read this
book from cover to cover, I have nevertheless conceived of it as a coherent
whole. Perhaps more significantly, I see the book as comprising a number of
groups of chapters which can profitably be read together at a single sitting.
The table of contents shows how I see these groupings to work.

The first three chapters introduce the overarching theme of empire from
different perspectives: in comparative and geopolitical perspective (Lieven),
as it managed the minority peoples (Weeks) and as empire affected Russian
conceptions of their own identity and that of their polity (Bassin). The next four
chapters are all linked to Mark Bassin’s theme of Russian perceptions of their
nation and its ideals. They are followed by three chapters on the non-Russians
(Poles and Ukrainians; Jews; Muslims), which ought to be read in conjunction
with Theodore Weeks’s Chapter 2. After this come nine chapters on Russian
society, three on domestic government (Shakibi, Hartley, Waldron) and five on
diplomatic and military affairs. Larisa Zakharova’s excellent chapter illustrates
the close link between failure in war and radical domestic political change in
the mid-nineteenth century. This leads logically to the volume’s last three
chapters, which tell the story of the regime’s struggle with revolution and the
empire’s ultimate collapse in the midst of global war.

A word is needed about the bibliography. This has been a major nightmare
for me since in principle it could have been longer than the rest of the vol-
ume. The first section of the bibliography is a very limited guide to the most
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important published ‘official histories’, primary sources, collections of doc-
uments and guides to archival holdings. The rest of the bibliography covers
secondary sources. I have divided this into themes in order to make the book
more friendly to teachers and students. I have also given strong priority to
books over articles. I did this partly because I needed some principle which
would allow me to confine the bibliography to manageable limits and partly
because the majority of these books themselves contain bibliographies which
will provide the reader with a guide to further reading. I have included no
memoirs in the bibliography, because this would open the floodgates, but
draw readers’ attention to Petr Zaionchkovsii’s exceptionally valuable multi-
volume guide to memoirs which is listed in Section one. Given this volume’s
readership, it seemed sensible to give priority firstly to books in English and
then to works in the Russian language.

Two final points are required in this introduction.

Shortly after writing his chapter for this volume Professor Reggie Zelnik
was killed in an accident. The community of historians of Russia thereby lost
not only a fine scholar but also a human being of great generosity and warm-
heartedness. These qualities are recalled not only by his books but also in the
memory of his friends and his former students.

For technical and financial reasons, this volume is based overwhelmingly on
Anglophone scholarship. This is in no way an assertion that this scholarship
is superior to that of our continental European or Russian comrades-in-arms
and colleagues. One of the great joys of travelling to Russia at present is that
one meets a wide range of excellent and enthusiastic young Russian historians.
Given the frequent poverty and material challenges that these young people
face, their commitment and enthusiasm is humbling. Even more humbling is
recollection of the courage and integrity with which the best Russian scholars
of the older generations sustained academic standards amidst the frustrations,
dangers and temptations of the Soviet era. By dedicating this volume to Pro-
fessor Petr Zaionchkovskii of Moscow University I wish to pay tribute not just
to an outstanding scholar and human being but also to the many other Russian
historians during the Soviet era to whom our profession owes a great debt.
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Russia as empire and periphery

DOMINIC LIEVEN

Empire is one of the most common types of polity in history." It existed from
ancient times into the twentieth century. Among its core characteristics were
rule over many peoples and huge territories, the latter being a great challenge
in the era of pre-modern communications. Military power was crucial to
the creation and maintenance of empire but long-term survival also required
effective political institutions.> Most empires were ruled by some combination
ofatheoretically autocratic monarch and a warrior-aristocratic class, though in
some cases large and sophisticated bureaucracies greatly enhanced an empire’s
strength and durability? In the long term the most interesting and important
empires were those linked to the spread of some great high culture or universal
religion.
Tsarist Russia was a worthy member of this imperial ‘club’. If its long-term
historical significance seems somewhat less than that of Rome, of the Han
Chinese empire or of the Islamic tradition of empire, its achievements were
nevertheless formidable. This is even more the case when one remembers
Russia’s relatively unfavourable location, far from the great trade routes and
the traditional centres of global wealth and civilisation.# The tsarist regime
directed one of the most successful examples of territorial expansion in history.
Until the emergence of Japan in the twentieth century, it was the only exam-
ple of a non-Western polity which had challenged effectively the might of the
1 For a historical survey of types of empire within a comparative study of polities see
S. Finer, A History of Government, 3 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). Also
M. Duverger (ed.), Le Concept d’Empire, (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1980).
D. Lieven, Empire: The Russian Empire and its Rivals (London: John Murray, 2000) discusses
many of the themes of this chapter at length and contains a full bibliographical essay.
2 On ‘bureaucratic thresholds” and the institutionalisation of empire, see e.g. M. Doyle,
Empires (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986), especially chapter 5.

3 S. N. Eisenstadt, The Political System of Empires, new edn (New Brunswick and London:
Transaction Publishers, 1992).

4 J. Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony: The World System AD 1250-1350 (New York:

Oxford University Press, 1989), pp. 156—7. Russia earns one paragraph in a book devoted
to the world system of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.
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European great powers. Moreover, in the nineteenth century, this empire’s rul-
ing elites spawned a musical and literary high culture which made an immense
contribution to global civilisation.

Tsarist history belongs not just to the overall history of empire but also,
more specifically, to the modern story of the expansion of Europe. To a great
extent Russian expansion depended on imported European institutions, tech-
nologies and even cadres, both military and civil. Its “victims’, often nomadic
and Islamic, had many similarities with the peoples conquered by other Euro-
pean empires. Increasingly the ideology which justified expansion was that of
European civilising mission. In this sense matters did not even change after
1917. Marxism was a Western, racially blind but culturally arrogant theory of
historical development whose optimism and commitment to one unilinear
path of development had much in common with Macaulay and nineteenth-
century liberal champions of empire.

As is true of most empires, the tsarist empire was made up of radically
differinglands and peoples which it acquired and used for a variety of purposes.
Initially it was furs which drew the Russians into Siberia, the early period
of Russian empire beyond the Urals thereby having something in common
with the French fur-based empire in Canada. The cotton-based empire in late
nineteenth-century Central Asia had parallels with the cotton economy of
British Egypt, though central Asia (like Egypt) had also been acquired as part
of the Anglo-Russian struggle for geopolitical advantage in Asia. Finland was
annexed to enhance the security of St Petersburg, and military and geopolitical
factors were also behind the initial Russian decision to jump the Caucasusrange
and incorporate Georgia into the empire.

The three most crucial acquisitions in the imperial era were the Baltic
provinces, Ukraine and Poland. The first was vital because it opened up
direct trade routes to Europe, which contributed greatly to the growth of
the eighteenth-century economy. By the end of the nineteenth century ‘New
Russia” and the southern steppe territories were the core of Russian agricul-
ture and of its coal and metallurgical industries: without them Russia would
cease to be a great power. Expansion into Ukraine and the ‘empty” steppe
was Russia’s equivalent to the ‘New Worlds™ conquered and colonised by the
British and Spanish empires. Odessa, founded in 1794, had a population of
630,000 by 1914 and was one of the world’s great grain-exporting ports. Mark
Twain commented that it looked just like an American city’.> Of all Russia’s

5 P. Herlihy, Odessa: A History 1794-1914 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1986), p. 13.
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imperial acquisitions, Poland proved to be the biggest thorn in Petersburg’s
flesh in the nineteenth century, though it made a considerable contribution
to the imperial economy and its territory was a useful glacis against invasion
from the West. Poland’s initial division between Russia, Austria and Prussia
had something in common with the “Scramble for Africa’ a century later. It
was a product of great-power rivalry and bargaining, a convenient compromise
which aggrandised the great powers and lessened tensions between them at
the expense of weaker polities.

Being recognised as the rulers of a European great power and empire (to a
considerable extent the two concepts were seen as identical) was central to the
Romanovs’ self-esteem and identity, not to mention to the raison d’étre and
legitimacy of their regime. At the same time, in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries there were excellent objective reasons for wishing to be a great power
and an empire. Inan era when a small group of predator states—Britain, France,
Spain, the United States and (later) Germany — were subjecting most of the
globe to their direct or indirect dominion, the alternative to being a great
imperial power was unappetising.

Russia was a more successful European great power in the first half of the
imperial period than in the second. The obvious dividing line was the Crimean
War of 1854-6, though the reasons for failure in that war could be traced back
two generations at least.

From 1700 until 1815, the key to being a European great power, apart from
having the basic human and economic resources, was the creation of an effec-
tive military and fiscal state apparatus. This Peter I and his successors achieved.
Without belittling the achievement of two outstanding monarchs and their
lieutenants in ‘catching up with Louis XIV’, they did enjoy certain advantages.
A key impediment to maximising the effectiveness of the European absolutist
military-fiscal state was the various territorial and corporate institutions and
privileges inherited from the feudal era. These had never been so deeply rooted
in the Muscovite frontier lands of Europe, and where they had existed they
were uprooted by tsars in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Moreover,
Russia like Prussia, belonging to the second wave of European absolutist state-
building, was not lumbered by outdated and venal fiscal and administrative
institutions, and the vested interests which grew around them.® The tsarist

6 Seee.g. chapter1of T. Ertman, Birth ofthe Leviathan: Building States and Regimes in Medieval
and Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) and chapter 11 by
Richard Bonney, “The Eighteenth Century II: The Struggle for Great Power Status and
the End of the Old Fiscal Regime’, in R. Bonney (ed.), Economic Systems and State Finance
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995).
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autocracy and its alliance with a serf-owning nobility was an exceptionally
effective (and ruthless) mechanism for mobilising resources from a vast and
pre-modern realm which lacked European assets such as a university-trained
bureaucracy until well into the nineteenth century.

By the mid-nineteenth century a professional bureaucratic elite was being
created, but by then the factors of power in Europe were changing to Rus-
sia’s disadvantage. Above all this stemmed from the onset of the Industrial
Revolution in Western Europe, and its extension to Germany in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century. Though Nicholas I's government in his
thirty-year reign before 1855 might have done a little more to speed Rus-
sian economic development, the basic geographical pattern of industriali-
sation in Europe was way beyond the means of any Russian government
to change. Russia’s economic backwardness was cruelly evident during the
Crimean conflict. The British and French fought and moved with the tech-
nology of the industrial era, for instance travelling to the theatre of oper-
ations more quickly by steamship and railway from Western Europe than
Russian troops could reach Crimea on foot. Meanwhile Russian finances
collapsed under the strains of war, and a military system rooted in serf-
dom could not provide the armed forces with sufficient reserves of trained
manpower.

The Crimean War made it clear that modernisation, social and govern-
mental as well as economic, was essential if Russia was to survive as a great
power. In 1863 the threat of Anglo-French intervention in support of the Polish
rebellion rammed this point home. So too did Prussia’s subsequent defeat of
Austria and France by skilful use of railways, trained and educated reservists,
and a sophisticated modern system of general staff planning, management
and co-ordination. In response the tsarist regime did embark on radical poli-
cies of economic, administrative and social modernisation. By 1914 Russia was
much more modern than she had been in 1856, but in relative terms she was
still well behind Germany or Britain. Moreover, the price of very rapid forced
modernisation was acute class and ethnic conflict.

The regime’s relative failure in war and diplomacy between 1856 and 1914
itself greatly contributed to its declining legitimacy. At the same time inter-
nal conflict and tsarism’s reduced domestic legitimacy were major factors
undermining its position as a great power. It was the threat of revolution at
home as much as military reverses which determined the regime to accept
unequivocal defeat and sue for peace in 1905 with Japan. By January 1917
Russia’s military and economic performance in the Great War had in most
ways been deeply impressive, and much better than anyone had a right to
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expect.” With American intervention looming on the horizon, a place among
the war’s victors was a near certainty. Revolution and the collapse of the home
front destroyed this prospect.

Although the onset of the Industrial Revolution was the key factor deter-
mining Russia’s declining success as a great power after 1815, relationships
between the European great powers were also crucial. In the eighteenth cen-
tury fortune tended to favour Russia. Her three immediate rivals in East-
ern Europe — the Ottomans, Swedes and Poles — were all in decline, as was
their patron, France. From 1689 until 1815 Anglo-French rivalry was a fixed
point in European international relations. In attempting to dismantle the
French-backed international status quo in Eastern Europe Russia could usually
reckon on British benevolent neutrality, and sometimes on active financial and
other support. Even more important was the emergence of rival Germanic
powers in central Europe. The Habsburgs and Hohenzollerns were almost
inveterate rivals, both of them looking to Russia for support. This was, for
example, an important factor in Catherine II's ability to smash the Ottoman
Empire and extend Russia’s territory to the Black Sea without European
intervention.

In the nineteenth century matters changed very much to Russia’s disad-
vantage. After 1815 automatic Anglo-French rivalry could not be taken for
granted. The Crimean War illustrated the great vulnerability of Russia’s enor-
mous coastline to combined British and French naval and military power. By
1856 even Petersburg itself was in danger from the Royal Navy. To defend these
coasts Russia was forced to sustain two (Baltic and Black Sea) fleets, to which
by the twentieth century Pacific rivalries and the rise of Japan had added a
third. Navies and the infrastructure to sustain them are always at the cutting
edge of technology and are exceptionally expensive to sustain. For a relatively
poor country to run three separate fleets at different ends of the earth and with
immense difficulties as regards mutual reinforcement was crippling. Since in
the case of the nineteenth-century Black Sea and twentieth-century Pacific
these fleets and bases had to be sustained at the end of immensely long and
difficult communications they were not only expensive but also vulnerable.
In both the Crimean and Japanese wars this resulted in enemy amphibious
operations capturing both the fleet and its base.®

7 D. R. Jones, ‘Imperial Russia’s Forces at War’, in A. R. Millett and W. Murray (eds.),
Military Effectiveness, 3 vols., vol. I: The First World War (Boston: Allen and Unwin, 1988,
pp. 249-328. O. R. Ayrapetov (ed.), Poslednaia voina imperatorskoi Rossii (Moscow: Tri
Kvadrata, 2002).

8 On dilemmas of Russian naval power: E N. Gromov, Tri veka rossiiskogo flota, 3 vols. (St
Petersburg: Logos, 1996).
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Even more threatening was the situation in Central Europe after 1871.
German unification established Europe’sleading military and economic power
on Russia’s western border, within striking distance of the empire’s economic
and political heartland. The Austro-German alliance of 1879 ended the rivalry
between Habsburgs and Hohenzollerns from which Russia had benefited for
so long. To some extent Germany now backed Austria in the Balkans, where
Russian and Austrian interests had long been in conflict. By the end of the nine-
teenth century, as was the case with the British and Americans, the German
and Austrian relationship was more than a question of realpolitik. A certain sol-
idarity of culture, values and ethnicity also existed, most importantly among
the elites, but also more deeply in society too.

Some members of the Russian elite began to see the coming century as
impending a “clash of civilisations’, and although this was a dangerously self-
tulfilling idea, it was not entirely wrong. In the twentieth century Russia was
to ruin itself in competition firstly with a Germanic bloc and its clients, and
then with the Anglo-Americans. Russia’s answer to this challenge by 1900 was
the alliance with France and the Slav bloc. The latter was always weakened,
however, by rivalries between the Slav peoples, to many of whom tsarism in any
case seemed a very unattractive model. The French alliance was a surer source
of security, though one rooted only in realpolitik and not at all in cultural, let
alone ideological, solidarity. In addition, alliance with France always entailed
the risk that it would incite the Germans to use force to break out of perceived
‘encirclement’. As the events of 1914-17 showed, for Russia to stand in the way
of Germany’s bid for global power could be fatal. On the other hand, as Stalin
discovered in 1939—41, to stand aside from European balance-of-power politics
and allow Germany to defeat France and establish a Napoleonic degree of
hegemony on the continent could also prove catastrophic.

Much of the history of tsarist empire can usefully be viewed through the
prism of its position on the periphery of the European continent, in other words
in direct contact with the polities whose power grew enormously during the
period 1700-1914 and came to dominate the globe. For Russia, Europe was
neither a devastating sudden apparition as for the native Americans, nor a
faraway object of interest and nuisance as for the eighteenth-century Chinese
and Japanese. On the contrary, it was throughout the imperial period the
crucial source of models, emulation and challenges.

Russia’s closest imperial equivalent was the Ottoman Empire, another great
power on Europe’s periphery. On the whole, in terms of empire’s essence and
raison d’étre, which is power, Russia comes well out of this comparison. In 1600
Europeans regarded the Ottoman Empire as a very great power and a major
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threat. Muscovy by comparison, was a minor peripheral polity, as barbaric
but far less important. Three centuries later the situation was totally reversed.
The tsar ruled over a European great power extending from Germany to the
Pacific and containing 170 million subjects. The Ottoman sultan ruled perhaps
33 million subjects and his empire’s survival depended on the ‘goodwill’ of the
Christian powers, in other words on the mutual jealousies which meant that
none of them was willing to see a rival empire annex Ottoman territory.’

Geopolitics was one explanation for tsarist success and Ottoman failure.
With the collapse of the Mongol Empire and its heirs, a vast vacuum of power
opened up between the Urals and the Pacific which Russia easily filled. Part of
that vacuum, for example, became the Urals metallurgical region, the key to
Russia’s position as Europe’s premier iron producer for much of the eighteenth
century. In the Ottomans’ case, the power vacuum to their east was filled by
the Safavids, who not merely blocked eastward expansion but also established
a very dangerous second front with which Ottoman rulers engaged in war in
Europe always had to reckon. By 1600 the Ottomans had in any case reached the
geopolitical and logistical limits to possible expansion. This had implications
for the legitimacy and finances of an empire whose previous prosperity had
partly lain in the proceeds of territorial conquest. Meanwhile Russia was able
to move southwards out of the forest zone and into the fertile steppe, in
the process enabling the huge expansion of its economy and population, and
legitimising the alliance between autocratic tsar and serf-owning nobility. It
was much easier for the Russians to deploy their power in this region, than
for the Ottomans to block them so far north of the Black Sea. Moreover
Russian victory owed much to the shift in the military balance away from
the nomadic warrior-cavalryman and towards the massed firepower of the
European infantry-based army, in other words the military model which the
tsars had adopted.

Other factors were also important. At its peak in the sixteenth century the
Ottoman system of government was both more efficient and more just than
was ever the case in serf-owning Russia. But the system of close bureaucratic
regulation of society was hard to sustain over the generations, especially given
the immense area of the empire. As the Ching dynasty also discovered in
China’s bureaucratic empire, the system relied in part on exceptionally able

9 There is a vast literature on the decline of the Ottoman Empire: for a suitably non-
committal overview, see D. Quataert, The Ottoman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2000), chapters 1 and 2; also R. Mantran (ed.), Histoire de 'Empire Ottoman
(Paris: Fayard, 1989). For a specifically military angle: R. Murphey, Ottoman Warfare 15 00—
1700 (London: University College London Press, 1999).
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and diligent monarchs who were able to impose their authority on court
and bureaucratic factions.™ The Russian alliance between autocratic tsar and
serf-owning mini-autocratic noble landlord allowed far greater exploitation
of the peasantry than existed when the Ottoman system worked properly.
But the Russian system of linking central power to a property-owning hered-
itary provincial nobility was more robust and more easily sustainable. The
eighteenth-century Ottoman situation in which local satraps remitted mini-
mal resources to the centre and obeyed its orders when they chose was fatal
to imperial power and inconceivable in the tsarist context.

Tsarist success was also owed to willingness to import and utilise European
institutions, ideas and cadres, of whom the German noble and professional
classes of the Baltic provinces were the most prominent. In the fifteenth century
the Ottomans had been equally open, for example creating a navy from scratch
and packing it with Christian officers. From the sixteenth century, openness
began to decline, however, partly as a result of the Ottomans’ newly won
position as ruler of the Arab lands and Holy Places, and defender of Sunni
orthodoxy against the Shia dissident regime in Persia and its potential Shia fifth-
column allies under Ottoman rule. Perhaps too there is a banal but important
reason for the two empires’ different trajectories. Past success had given the
Ottomans few reasons to question traditional ways and institutions. Not until
the catastrophic defeats in 1768—74 was the necessity of radical change and
borrowing self-evident. By contrast, Russia in the seventeenth century was
self-evidently weak and vulnerable, having barely escaped with its independent
statehood from the Time of Troubles.

Whatever its causes, the Ottomans’ failure to sustain their power had dis-
astrous consequences for millions of their Muslim subjects. At its height, the
Ottoman Empire provided security for Muslims from the north Caucasus,
through Crimea and the Balkans, to the Arab lands of the Levant and north
Africa. The empire’s decline and fall resulted in the expulsion of the great
majority of the Muslim population from the empire’s European provinces,
amidst extreme levels of suffering and murder. It also resulted in Christian and
Jewish colonisation of Algeria and Palestine, and indeed an attempt in 191922
to deprive the Turks of part of their Anatolian homeland.

At least tsarist power protected the Russian people from such a fate. It
also provided the essential military backing for their colonisation of the rich
steppe lands of south-east Europe and south-western Siberia. But the tsarist

10 See in particular B. S. Bartlett, Monarchs and Ministers: The Grand Council in mid Ch’ing
China (Berkeley: California University Press, 1991).
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regime achieved this at a great price in terms of economic exploitation and
the denial of rights and freedoms. As noted above, the key differences between
tsarist and Ottoman empire can partly be seen as the greater effectiveness
with which tsarism’s military-fiscal apparatus exploited its subjects, and the
greater openness of its social elites to Westernisation. For this the regime
and the elites themselves paid a heavy price in 1917. Among the key factors
behind the exceptionally bitter social revolution in 1917—21 were memories of
serfdom and its legacy, and the wide cultural gap between European elites and
Russian masses. On Europe’s periphery one paid a high price for both power
and powerlessness.

Comparisons with the maritime empires at Europe’s western periphery
are in some ways less useful. Trans-oceanic empire differed from any land
empire in several key ways. So long as one exercised maritime hegemony, as
the British did for a century after 1815, one’s metropolis and colonies enjoyed
a security which no land empire could easily obtain. But the loss of maritime
power could bring rapid disaster. By the late eighteenth century, roughly 40
per cent of Madrid’s revenues came from the Americas in one form or another.
The interdiction of Spanish trade by the British navy after 1795 bankrupted the
Spanish government, played a major role in encouraging revolution in Latin
America and led to the definitive loss of Spain’s status as a great power. It
contributed too to a massive financial and political crisis in metropolitan Spain
which lasted for a generation or more."

Colonists in a trans-oceanic empire were likely to feel removed from a
metropolis to which few of them would ever return. The ocean voyage itself
marked a clear break. For Russian colonists migrating across the Eurasian
steppe it was far less obvious that they had left their motherland. Even so,
geography was only one factor in the emergence of separate colonial identities
in the maritime empires. Self-governing institutions in the British colonies
were crucial in the creation of colonial political identity, and elected elites
who defined and defended separate colonial interests. Self-government in this
explicit sense did not existin Spanish America but provincial institutions packed
with Creole elites, who had often bought their offices, played a not dissimilar
role.

In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Russia the cultural and ‘ideologi-
cal’ gap between Cossack frontiersman and Petersburg aristocratic elite was

11 On this see chapter 5 in D. Ringrose, Spain, Europe and the ‘Spanish Miracle’ 1700-1900
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); chapter 9 in J. Lynch, Bourbon Spain.
1700-1808 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989); and chapters 1, 2 and 3 of C. J. Esdaile, Spain
in the Liberal Age (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 2000).
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much greater than that between Virginian and English gentlemen. Siberian
regionalists in the nineteenth century proclaimed a sense of separate identity
rooted in the rugged frontier experience and even in intermarriage with the
natives. A flood of colonists from European Russia on the Trans-Siberian rail-
way in the late nineteenth century helped to dilute regional separatism but
so too did tsarist policy as regards both Siberians and Cossacks. The regime
was very careful to deny the autonomous political institutions around which
dangerous identities might crystallise, and to crush any vestige of separatism
at birth. It succeeded in turning Cossack frontier rebels into loyal servants of
the autocratic state.

There were good reasons why Europe’s peripheral powers foundedits great-
est empires. It was far easier to expand outside Europe than at the continent’s
core, where rival great powers could unite and intervene to block one’s efforts.
A comparison between the Romanov and Habsburg empires illustrates this
point. Russia in the eighteenth century was able to conquer Ukraine and demol-
ish its separate political institutions and identity. The latter could survive only
if Ukrainian leaders received support from Russia’s great-power rivals. Partly
because of Ukraine’s geographical inaccessibility this was not a realistic danger
between Charles XII's defeat at Poltava and the German protectorate estab-
lished in Ukraine in 1918 after the Russian Empire’s dissolution. By contrast
the Habsburgs never succeeded in imposing central authoritarian rule for long
in Hungary, and by 1914 were paying a heavy political and military price for
this failure. Hungarian intransigence was a key cause for Habsburg failure,
but so too was the fact that at vital moments in the Habsburg relationship
with Hungary, Magyar rebels received decisive support from the Ottomans or
Prussia.

Common peripherality both united and divided Britain and Russia. At times
both empires tried to steer clear of European entanglements, but faced by
a real threat of French or German hegemony in Europe, they were in the
end likely to unite against the common danger, mobilising the resources of
their non-European territories to help them in the struggle. Their resources
and their relative geopolitical invulnerability were the crucial reasons why
no universal empire was ever established in nineteenth- or twentieth-century
Europe. On the other hand, when Europe was stabilised and no immediate
threat of hegemony existed, nineteenth-century Britain and Russia became
rivals for hegemony in Eurasia. To some extent the same happened in
the second ‘Great Game’, otherwise known as the Cold War, though by then
the United States had replaced Britain as the leading player in the Anglophone
bloc.
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Before the middle of the nineteenth century almost all empires had been
federations of aristocratic elites. The political weight of the usually illiterate
peasant masses was very limited. The eighteenth-century British Empire in
Ireland illustrates this point and its implications for empire’s security. British
elites believed that their rule was illegitimate in the eyes of the Irish Catholic
masses, but they were confident that by expropriating the native land-owning
class and denying positions in government or the professions to Catholics,
they had made successful revolt impossible by depriving it of possible leaders,
unless Ireland was invaded by large French armies. In the eighteenth century
this calculation proved correct but nineteenth-century developments made it
redundant. Above all this was because of the growth of mass literacy and a
Catholic middle class, of democratic and nationalist ideology, and of a vibrant
Catholic civil society whose members were also politicised by the existence of
an increasingly democratic political system.™

From the middle of the nineteenth century not just the British in Ireland but,
to varying degrees, all European empires were beginning to experience what
one might define as the dilemma of modern empire. One aspect of this dilemma
was the growing consensus that the future belonged to polities of a continental
scale, with resources to match. Even in the first half of the nineteenth century,
Herzen and de Tocqueville had predicted that for this reason the next century
would belong to Russia and the United States. By the second half of the
nineteenth century such predictions were commonplace, partly being inspired
by the success of modern technology and communications in opening up
continental heartlands to colonisation and development. Continental scale,
however, almost inevitably entailed multiethnicity. In an era when democratic
and nationalist ideologies were gaining ever-greater strength and legitimacy,
how were such polities to be legitimised and made effective? At the very least,
socioeconomic modernisation meant that the traditional policy of alliance
with peripheral aristocracies would not suffice to hold an empire together.
Moreover, as government itself intervened more deeply in society to respond
to the demands of modernity, new and sensitive issues emerged, especially as
regards questions of language, state employment and education.”

The implications of this dilemma took a century or more to come to full
fruition. Empire in Europe, including British rule in most of Ireland, did

12 On eighteenth-century British calculations see S. J. Connolly, Religion, Law and Power:
The Making of Protestant Ireland 1660—1760 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp.
249—50. On the evolution of a nationalist civil society in nineteenth-century Ireland see
W. Kissane, Explaining Irish Democracy (Dublin: University College Dublin Press, 2002).

13 Lieven, Empire, pp. 50-1.
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not long survive the First World War. Two more generations passed before
empire’s demise in Asia and Africa. Modernity came to different empires, and
their very different provinces, at varying speeds. In principle, however, there
were a number of strategies which an empire could adopt to face this chal-
lenge, though in practice empires might adopt a mix of strategies from time
to time and from province to province.

Most Victorian-era empires sought to identify themselves with progress,
modernity and the triumph of civilisation,'* though it was not easy for tradi-
tional dynastic empires to do this with the same confidence and consistency
as was trumpeted by the United States or, later, the Soviet Union. An entirely
modern, supra-ethnic identity which could trump or at least weaken the polit-
ical salience of ethnicity was beyond the possibility or even the imagination of
Victorian empire. Much more conceivable was the attempt to preserve tradi-
tional supra-ethnic sources of identity and loyalty. To some extent all empires
did this by exploiting popular monarchism. The most thoroughgoing and
potentially successful strategy to utilise pre-modern supra-ethnic identities
was pursued by Abdul Hamid II, who attempted to unite Turks, Arabs and
Kurds by mobilising Islam to legitimise Ottoman rule.” Catholicism in the
Habsburg Empire had played a similar role well into the eighteenth century
but by 1900 had lost much political ground to modern, secular liberal and
nationalist loyalties. By 1900 Russian Orthodoxy was too inherently national
to offer much hope of matching Islam’s role as supra-ethnic legitimiser of
empire.

The most common imperial strategy was to attempt to consolidate as
much as possible of the empire into a core ethno-national bloc. This was inter
alia to recognise the unstoppable force of nationalism and to seek to harness
majority nationalism to the cause of imperial and conservative elites. Both
the Russians and the Magyars attempted to do this in the decades before 1914.
During the First World War the Turkish nationalist leadership pursued the
same goal in Anatolia by the most terrible possible means, namely genocide.
Though its tactics were totally different, British Empire Federalism had the
same final goal, namely the creation of a Greater British nation and polity,
combining the United Kingdom and the White colonies. British imperialists
hoped that the security, prosperity and great civilisation represented by the

14 Even, for example, the Ottomans, whom Europeans saw as the epitome of incivility and
reaction: see S. Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains: Ideology and the Legitimation of Power
in the Ottoman Empire 1876—1909 (London: I. B. Tauris, 1998).

15 See in particular: K. H. Karpat, The Politicization of Islam: Reconstructing Identity, State,
Faith and Community in the Late Ottoman State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001),
especially chapters 7 and 8.
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British Empire would hold the loyalty of non-Whites too but by 1900 it was
widely recognised that Britain’s long-term hopes of remaining a great power
rested on the maintenance of a Greater British identity and loyalty in the White
colonies.

A final possible strategy was the one adopted, initially more by force majeure
than by intention, in the Austrian half of the Habsburg Empire. This entailed a
move from traditional authoritarian empire towards multiethnic federalism, in
the process developing many policies and constitutional guarantees designed
to protect the civil, political and cultural rights of ethnic minorities. These, for
example, included the right of minorities to education in their own language,
as well as protection through the courts and the police against harassment
and discrimination. They also included the recognition that sensitive issues
concerning ethno-national rights and identities must be settled by negotiation
between communities, not by majority or state diktat.®

In many ways Habsburg Austria stood out for its civilised management
of empire’s dilemmas, not only in comparison with Russia and Hungary
but also when measured against Britain’s White colonies and the United
States, where indigenous and non-White peoples were not merely denied
civil and cultural rights but also subjected to murderous pogroms to which
government turned a blind eye. But, however relatively civilised, the Aus-
trian ‘solution’ to empire’s dilemmas by no means ended ethnic tensions,
while contributing to the weakening of the state’s armed forces and exter-
nal might. Without nationalist enthusiasm it was difficult to persuade parlia-
ments to accept high peacetime military budgets or to motivate millions of
conscripts to die for the state in time of war. Given traditional tsarist priori-
ties, this fact alone would have damned the Austrian model in Russian official
eyes.

Until the middle of the nineteenth century the tsarist polity was more a
dynastic and aristocratic empire, than an ethnic Russian one.” As was quite
often the case in pre-modern empires, the core Russian population was in some
respects worse exploited than peripheral ethnic minorities. Very obviously,
Baltic German, Ukrainian, Georgian and other aristocrats gained far more
from empire than was the case with the enserfed Russian masses. Incorporating
non-Russian aristocracies into the Russian imperial elite, whose own identity

16 SeeaboveallS. Stourzh, ‘Die Gleichberechtigung der Volkstamme als Verfassungsprinzip
1848-1918’,in A. Wandruszka (ed.), Die Habsburger Monarchie1848—1918, vol. III/ii (Vienna:
Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1980), pp. 975-1206.

17 In this discussion my debt to Andreas Kappeler is obvious: see A. Kappeler, Russland als
Vielvolkerreich (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1993).
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was in any case being transformed by Westernisation, was a vital and very
successful element in the creation and maintenance of empire.

The tsarist regime never entirely abandoned this policy. In the twentieth
century, fear of social revolution often strengthened the mutual dependence of
regime and non-Russian land-owning elites. Nor, very sensibly, did the regime
ever have a single, ‘coherent’ strategy for dealing with the non-Russians. An
empire whose rulers attempted to govern Balts, Kyrgyz and Ukrainians in sim-
ilar fashion would not have lasted long. Nevertheless, the old overall strategy
of alliance with local aristocracies was clearly inadequate in a modernising
empire. This first became evident in Poland, where most of the local elite
refused to be co-opted in traditional tsarist fashion and led rebellions in 1831
and 1863. The traditional strategy also came under attack from Russian society,
where influential voices began to call for a closer identification of the regime
and empire with ethnic Russians’ interests and values. In most European states
in the second half of the nineteenth century, conservative elites adopted a more
nationalist hue in order to mobilise support against their liberal and socialist
enemies: Bismarck and Disraeli set the trend but Russia was no exception.

In any case, nationalism and the attempted preservation of empire could
easily overlap. Consolidating a sense of Russian nationhood in as large as
possible a core population made obvious sense to most of the tsarist ruling
elite, regardless of whether they considered themselves Russian nationalists.
Above all, this meant ensuring that no separate sense of Ukrainian nationhood
emerged, which Petersburg tried to do by blocking the evolution of a distinct
Ukrainian literary language and high culture.”™ In 1897 only 44 per cent of the
empire’s population were Great Russians: define Ukrainians and Belorussians
as Russians who merely spoke a local dialect, and a much more comforting
message emerged for those committed to the empire’s preservation. Two-
thirds of the population were now of the core nationality. In typical Victorian
style, tsarist elites tended to regard nomads and Central Asian Muslims as too
backward to be politically threatening, while the smaller Christian peoples
were seen as too weak to sustain a separate high culture, let alone political
independence. It was on calculations such as these that a relatively optimistic
view of the empire’s viability could be based even in 1914.

In reality, by the eve of the First World War tsarism was very far from
having solved the dilemmas of empire, though to do the regime justice the
same was true in other empires and some of empire’s key problems were in fact

18 For an excellent recent discussion of these issues see: A. I. Miller, ‘Ukrainskii vopros’ v
politike vlastei i russkom obshchestvennom mnenii (vtoraia polovina XIXv) (St Petersburg:
Aleteiiya, 2000).
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insoluble. In the Russian case, the management of multiethnicity was bound to
get more difficult as even the limited freedom of the constitutional era allowed
nationalists to organise and put down roots in society, and as modernisation
came to previously isolated and illiterate sections of the community, making
them potentially more accessible to the nationalist message. Nevertheless, in
1914 minority nationalism was no immediate threat to the regime. Most non-
Russians were still peasants and nomads, and usually still beyond the reach of
nationalist politicians. Many of the tsar’s subjects regarded empire in general
and the Russian Empire in particular as inescapable realities in an imperialist
age. A great many of them by no means preferred the kaiser or the Ottoman
sultan to the tsar. In a centralised empire such as Russia, power was in any
case concentrated in the Russian capitals, Petersburg and Moscow. In the last
resort a government which controlled them and the railway network could
reassert its power in the periphery, as tsarism did in 1905—7 and the Bolsheviks
in 1918—23. Non-Russian nationalism would only become a major danger if
Russia entered a European war or revolt erupted in the Russian heartland.
This of course happened in 1914-17.

Itisuseful to view political instability even in Great Russia through the prism
of peripherality. Russia had always been peripheral in Europe but the Industrial
Revolution sharpened this reality. A gap had emerged by 1900 between on the
one hand a European ‘First World" made up of a north-western group of
states which encompassed Britain, France, the Low Countries and Germany,
and on the other the ‘Second World’ countries of Europe’s southern and
eastern periphery. The fact that the First World was largely Protestant and the
Second was overwhelmingly Catholic or Orthodox sharpened this distinction.
The states of the Second World were poorer and politically less stable than
the core. Constant comparisons with the core themselves contributed to a
sense of their regimes’ failure and illegitimacy. Dependence on foreign loans
and investment worsened resentment. Even without the problems of extreme
multiethnicity which plagued Hungary, let alone Russia, creating a nation
was much harder in Italy and Spain than in France or Britain. Whether one
measures a government’s nation-building potential in terms of prestige, money
or effective administration, the European periphery was poor by the core’s
standards.

Empire itself was part of the problem. Building a political nation in Britain,
France and Germany had owed much to the reserves of patriotism and collec-
tive pride accumulated by victory in war and the struggle for empire. Defeat
in 1898 increased the Spanish right’s propensity to compare the degenerate
present to a previous golden age. Defeat in Morocco in 1923 finally destroyed
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the liberal Restoration regime.” The same nearly happened in Italy after the
catastrophe of Adowa in 1896, itself the product of Crispi’s search for mili-
tary glory to legitimise the liberal regime and assuage a desperate thirst for
recognition as a great power.>® Russia was a great power but not one with
many victories to its name in the decades before 1914. Partly for that reason,
the nationalist newspaper Novoe vremia greeted the new year in 1914 with a
reminder to all of Russia’s ‘still terrible thirst for greatness’.* Defeat against
Japan had indeed been tsarism’s equivalent of Adowa and Anual, and had even
more dramatic domestic consequences. Of course, the British and French too
sometimes suffered colonial disasters. On Europe’s periphery, however, weak-
ness made colonial disasters both more likely and more politically dangerous.

In general, political stability in Russia was even more under threat in 1914
than in the other major states of the periphery, Hungary, Spain and Italy. The
sheer size and multiethnic complexity of Russia contributed to this. So too did
the fact that tsarism had made fewer concessions to liberalism than the regimes
in power in Hungary, Spain and Italy. Civil rights were therefore less secure
in Russia than elsewhere, much to the fury of many members of the upper
and middle classes.”* Another aspect of the survival of the Old Regime was
that the dynastic state was less under the control of social elites in Russia than
was the case elsewhere in the periphery, which added to the sense of distrust
and alienation from authority, even in circles which were natural supporters
of conservatism.

The survival of a ‘pure’ Old Regime meant that trade union rights were
even less secure and the working class even more militant in Russia on the
eve of the war than was the case in Spain and Italy. Meanwhile the attempt
at a conservative strategy of agrarian modernisation in Russia had led to
the preservation of the peasant commune as a barrier against landlessness
and immiseration in the countryside. Though in many ways this strategy
embodied a vision of social justice which was attractive in comparison to the

19 On the impact of Spain’s loss of her ‘second” empire see: S. Balfour, The End of the Spanish
Empire 18981923 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997). Compare this e.g. to the much less
traumatic response to the much greater loss of the ‘first” empire in the early nineteenth
century: see M. P. Costeloe, Responses to Revolution: Imperial Spain and the Spanish American
Revolution 1810-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).

20 C.Duggan, Francesco Crispi: From Nation to Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

2002), especially pp. 670-709.

Cited in D. Lieven, Russia and the Origins of the First World War (London: Macmillan,

1983), p. 132.

22 See the very revealing comparisons of the status of civil rights in various pre-1914 Euro-
pean states: N. Bermeo and P. Nord (eds.), Civil Society before Democracy (Lanham: Row-
man and Littlefield, 2000).

2

=

24



Russia as empire and periphery

impact of economic liberalism in the Italian and Spanish countrysides, the
sense of peasant solidarity it encouraged in Russia’s villages rebounded on the
regime in 1905 and 1917. Add to all this the fact that the Orthodox Church was
much weaker politically than its Catholic counterpart in Spain and Italy, and
Russia’s vulnerability to social revolution is further confirmed.

The point of course is, that although Hungary, Spain and Italy were less
vulnerable than Russia, their path after 1914 was also to be anythingbut smooth.
Nowhere did one see liberalism’s survival and mutation, British-style, into
liberal democracy. Especially in Spain and Italy fragmentation within the ruling
liberal group was a factor here. More important was the growing threat of
revolutionary socialist movements in the towns and, still worse, of agrarian
revolution. In Hungary as in Russia, the aftermath of the First World War saw
the coming to power of a communist dictatorship, which in the Hungarian
case was overthrown by foreign intervention. In Italy the liberal order had very
limited legitimacy by 1921 and many of its erstwhile supporters turned with
relief to fascism as a bulwark against socialist revolution and a means to gain
for Italy the status she ‘deserved’ among the Great Powers but supposedly had
been denied by the Versailles settlement. After the collapse of the monarchy
in 1931, Spain entered a period not altogether unlike the Russian experience
in 1917. Political polarisation along ideological, class and regional lines proved
too extreme to be contained by peaceful means. Civil war was the result, in
Spain as in Russia. In the Spanish case it was the right that won. This was partly
because foreign intervention was much more purposeful than in the Russian
civil war, partly because the elite of the peacetime Spanish army spearheaded
the counter-revolution, whereas its closest Russian equivalent had been wiped
out on the eastern front. But the right’s victory was also owed to the strength of
the Roman Catholic Church and of the conservative small-holding peasantry
of northern Spain.

Putting Russia in the context of Europe’s Second World periphery does not
therefore incline one to optimism about its likely political fate in the twentieth
century. On the other hand, looking at Russia’s pre-communist history as
empire and periphery from the perspective of 2004 can inspire some hope for
the future. The obvious conclusion from this chapter has to be that empire has
been a huge burden on the Russian people, albeit one which in the past there
were often very good reasons to sustain. This is true whether one sees empire
primarily in terms of great military power, or in terms of managing a vast and
multiethnic polity. Historically, the Russians had to devote a catastrophic share
of their meagre wealth to military power, and the autocratic regime required
to mobilise these resources was inevitably highly repressive and unlikely to
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develop a sense of citizenship in its subjects. Meanwhile, merging with many
other peoples into a huge imperial conglomerate complicated the definition
of Russian identity and the creation of a Russian nation of citizens. Despite the
immediate difficulties of the post-imperial 1990s, shedding the Soviet empire
and living in an era when traditional empires in any case are redundant opens
up more hopeful perspectives for Russia’s future.”

If Europe’s Second World has now disappeared, that is partly because the
continent’s southern periphery has been absorbed into its core. In the decades
after 1945, a benign international context, the discrediting of authoritarianism
of the right and the left, and massive economic growth all contributed to this.
In 1900 north-west European Protestants were much inclined to believe that
economic modernity and democratic stability were beyond the genius of the
benighted Catholics of Europe’s southern periphery. They proved to be wrong.
There is no reason in principle why the same should not be true as regards
Russia.

23 These are central themes in G. Hosking, Russia: People and Empire (London: Harper
Collins, 1997).
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2
Managing empire:
tsarist nationalities policy

THEODORE R. WEEKS

Almost from its inception, Russia has been a multinational state. Long before
anyone spoke of the ‘Russian Empire’ (Rossiiskaia Imperiia), a designation that
dates from the latter part of Peter I's reign, a variety of ethnic groups lived in
territories claimed by the Muscovite tsar. However, the very concepts of nations
and nationality, now considered a central element of human identity, were
largely absent in Imperial Russia, at least until the later nineteenth century.
Rather, religion played a far more central role in defining what was ‘“foreign’
thanlanguage or ‘ethnicity,” a slippery conceptatbest. The role of the Orthodox
religion (Pravoslavie) for Russian identity cannot be overstated. Thusa ‘Catholic
Russian’ or ‘Muslim Russian’ even today are conceptually difficult for many
Russians to accept.

In Russian — unlike English — one can differentiate between Russian as a
cultural-ethnic category (russkii) and Russian as a political-geographical des-
ignation (rossiiskii). In practice, however, the distinction was never made con-
sistently in the imperial period, not even by officials who should have known
better. Even more inconsistent, perhaps, is the use of the term ‘Russification’
both at the time and in subsequent historiography. The Russian Empire did not
‘embrace diversity’ — such an idea would have seemed absurd to the tsars and
their servitors. They took for granted the predominance of Russian culture
(includinglanguage) and the Russian Orthodox religion within the empire. But
Imperial Russia also lacked the resources and even will to carry out consistent
and activist programmes of national assimilation or “ethnic cleansing’ whether
through education or more violent methods. Tsarist ‘nationalities policy” was
not, in fact, one single policy. Rather, there were very different measures taken
in, say, the Caucasus, Poland or Central Asia, at different times. Typically an
activist, often violent period in which non-Russians would be actively perse-
cuted would be followed by years in which a more passive, though seldom
benevolent policy was followed.
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Nationalities before Peter

When Peter the Great came to the throne, the Russian Empire already
stretched from the White Sea and Pskov in the west all the way to the Pacific
Ocean. While some small Finnic tribes lived in Muscovite territory from an
early date, the real beginning of Russia as a multinational empire can be
dated rather precisely in the years 1552—6. At this point Ivan IV (‘the terri-
ble’) seized the Volga khanates of Kazan and Astrakhan, bringing at a stroke
thousands of Muslim Tatars under Muscovite rule. The conquest of Kazan
and Astrakhan also opened the way for further Russian expansion to the east,
into Siberia. On the whole, Moscow allowed the Tatar elite to retain its status
and property demanding, however, loyalty to the Russian centre. Only in the
eighteenth century did Peter and, with less consistency, his successors press
Muslim landowners to accept Russian Orthodoxy or give up their estates.
Here again the key issue was not ethnicity or national culture but religion.
The baptised Tatar landowners did not soon give up their ethnic and cultural
distinctiveness.

Having gained power over the Volga Muslim khanates but stymied in their
attempts to seize territory to the west and south, the natural direction of expan-
sion lay to the east. To be sure, Russian traders — in particular the Stroganov
family — had even earlier ventured beyond the Urals, but consistent explo-
ration leading to permanent territorial claims began only in the late sixteenth
century. Conquest of Siberia is usually connected with the Stroganov fam-
ily and in particular the Cossack commander in their employ, Ermak, who
helped defeat the Muslim overlords of western Siberia in the 1580s, opening
the way to Russian conquest of the entire sparsely-populated expanse of ter-
ritory between the Ural mountains and the Pacific. The city of Tobolsk was
founded in 1587, Tomsk in 1604 and Okhotsk on the Pacific Ocean in 1648.
Russian expansion over this huge area proceeded slowly but without encoun-
tering serious obstacles. The local peoples, a hugely various collection of
linguistic, cultural and religious groups, were seldom in a position to oppose
the better-armed and organised Russians. Nor did Russian rule particularly
impinge on their everyday lives. On the whole, Moscow had no particular
interest in direct rule, but was ruthless in enforcing a tribute paid in furs,
the yasak. Certain groups, most notably the nomadic Kalmyks, did oppose
accepting Muscovite rule (and the yasak), but their raids could not prevent
the steady Russian march to the east over the seventeenth century. This pro-
cess of territorial expansion was capped by the Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689,
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which set down the Sino-Russian border that would not change for nearly two
centuries.”

Expansion in the eighteenth century and nationality

Conquest of the Baltic under Peter

Peter the Great was the true founder of the Russian Empire. Indeed, it was he
who insisted on a change in the Russian state’s nomenclature to Rossiiskaia
Imperiia, a change only gradually accepted by the other European powers.
More important than the name change were territorial gains. After his crushing
victory over Charles X of Sweden at Poltava (summer 1709), the fate of Sweden’s
erstwhile Baltic provinces was sealed. In the course of the following year the
region from Riga to Vyborg (Viipuri) came under Russian rule. Peter was
careful not to alienate the ruling classes in this strategic area. The cities of
Riga and Reval (Tallinn) retained their customary privileges, including the use
of German language and a great deal of autonomy. Similarly the Livonian
nobility (of mainly German ethnicity) continued to exercise its traditional
rights and even gained back considerable lands previously lost to the Swedish
crown. Religious freedom was guaranteed, though Orthodox churches were
also introduced. Thus the transfer of sovereign power from Stockholm to
St Petersburg changed little in the everyday workings of these provinces. The
mainly German nobility and middle class continued to exercise almost total
control over the economy and social life of the region, also profiting from the
opening of the Russian market to their agricultural products. Furthermore,
the Baltic German nobility was to play an inordinately important role as
officers, officials and ambassadors of the Russian Empire. Typically for the
age, the peasant masses of Estonian and Latvian ethnicity did not play a role in
St Petersburg’s political calculations.

Peter’s victory at Poltava also sealed the fate of Ukraine as an independent
entity. The Ukrainian leader Mazepa’s alliance with the Swedes spelled his
downfall; in the eighteenth century Russia tightened its grip on left-bank

1 The best overview of Russia as a multinational state is A. Kappeler, The Russian Empire:
A Multiethnic History (New York: Pearson Education, 2001). On Russia’s ‘first (minority)
nationalities” — primary among them the Volga Tatars — see A. Kappeler, Russlands erste
Nationalitdten: das Zarenreich und die Vilker der Mittleren Wolga vom 16. bis 19. Jahrhun-
dert (Cologne: Bohlau 1982). The struggles of the Kalmyks against the expanding Mus-
covite/Russian state are explored in Michael Khodarkovsky, Where Two Worlds Met: The
Russian State and the Kalmyk Nomads, 1600—1917 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992).
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(east of the Dnieper) Ukraine which it had gained in the Treaty of Andrusovo
(1654). However, significant territories of present-day Ukraine remained under
Ottoman and Polish rule until later in the century.

Ukraine under Catherine

Catherine the Great (reigned 1762-96) continued Peter’s work of imperial
expansion. During her reign the empire expanded to the Black Sea in the
south and the Vistula river in the west, taking over territory relinquished
by two declining states, Poland and the Ottoman Empire. Russian military
victories on land and sea forced the Sultan to agree to the Treaty of Kiiciik
Kaynarca early in 1774. The terms of this treaty gave Russia a foothold on the
Black Sea (between the Dniester and Bug rivers); two decades later Russian
rule extended over the entire northern Black Sea littoral from the Dniester
eastward. This territory was sparsely populated and the government quickly
put in place programmes to entice new settlers to what they called ‘New
Russia’. On the site of a Turkish fort called Yeni Dunai (‘New World’) the city
of Odessa was founded in 1794, soon to become one of the most ethnically
mixed and cosmopolitan cities in the empire.

Partitions of Poland

Even more than the conquest of Ottoman territories, Catherine’s legacy has
been marked by her participation in the dismemberment of Poland. For
Poles, the German-born Russian empress represents a despised and much
reviled figure. In his Books of the Polish Pilgrimage the national poet Adam
Mickiewicz described her as “The most debauched of women, a shameless
Venus proclaiming herself a pure virgin.” Catherine did not initiate the actual
partitions — that role belonged to King Frederick II (‘the Great’) of Prussia.
But certainly Catherine did everything she could to contribute to the weak-
ening of the Polish state which resulted in its ultimate demise in 179s5. In
the three partitions, Russia gained considerable territories in what is now
Belarus, Ukraine and Lithuania. Unlike Prussia and Austria, Russia did not
take over ethnically Polish territory in the partitions. However, in the vast
eastern lands of the erstwhile Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the nobility
(szlachta to use the Polish term) was generally Polish by language and cul-
ture, and Catholic in religion. The peasantry was Lithuanian, Belarusian and
Ukrainian by ethnicity, and Catholic, Orthodox or Uniate by religion. Thus,
with the partitions, Russia took on not one, but several potential ‘national prob-
lems’, leaving aside for a moment the most troubling one of all: the Jewish
question.
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With the destruction of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and the
incorporation of its eastern half by the Russian Empire, St Petersburg took
on a very serious national challenge. As subsequent tsars were to discover,
ruling over Poles was far more challenging than dividing up their ailing state.
Poles differed from other national groups living within the empire in their
long and distinguished history as a major power (Russians certainly did not
forget the role of the Poles during the Time of Troubles of the late sixteenth
century), their well-developed national culture (Copernicus was, after all, a
Pole), the high level of national consciousness among the Polish nobility and
their strong Catholicism. The Polish nobility had international connections,
both to the Vatican and to their brethren in Prussia and Austria. Catherine’s
rather cynical and contemptuous attitude towards the Poles reflected her
inability to appreciate the long-term ramifications — most of them negative —
of the Partitions.” For the moment, however, Catherine’s policy favoured the
incorporation of the Polish nobility into the ruling elite of this region as long
as these nobles expressed their loyalty to the Russian state, as many did.

Jewish question

With the partitions Russia acquired not only a sizeable class of potentially
troublesome Poles but an even larger group of religious aliens: the Jews.
Muscovy had never allowed Jews to reside within the state and even Peter the
Great had not been free of judeophobic prejudice. When urged to consider
the economic benefits of allowing Jewish merchants to trade in Russia, Peter’s
daughter Elizabeth I had replied ‘T seek no gain from the hands of the enemies
of Christ.” Now, mere decades later, some of the largest and oldest Jewish
communities in Europe came under Russian rule.

Under Polish-Lithuanian rule, Jews had enjoyed considerable autonomy.
In effect, the Jews had been considered a separate estate with its own rights
and responsibilities, a not uncommon set-up in a pre-modern state. Initially
Catherine proceeded cautiously, guaranteeing her new Jewish subjects in 1772
(after the first partition) the continuation of ‘all freedoms relating to reli-
gion and property’ that they had hitherto enjoyed. At the same time, Cather-
ine needed to assign the Jews a place in the Russian estate (soslovie) system.
Since they were obviously neither peasants nor nobles, Jews were assigned for
the most part to the vague ‘townspeople’ (meshchane) category, to the consider-
able consternation of Christian townsfolk. But Russian policy toward the Jews

2 For more detail on Polish nationalism around the time of the partitions, see A. Walicki,
The Enlightenment and the Birth of Modern Nationhood: Polish Political Thought from Noble
Republicanism to Tadeusz Kosciuszko (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989).
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was contradictory. On the one hand, it attempted to integrate them into the
Russian social and economic system. Simultaneously, St Petersburg showed
great reluctance to grant Jews the rights allowed other urban dwellers. This
contradiction would only worsen in the course of the nineteenth century.

The Jews’ special status was codified in the Jewish statute of 1804. While
retaining Jewish autonomy in the form of the kahal, this law made clear that
the ultimate goal of Russian policy was to reduce the cultural gap between
Jews and Christians. To this end Jewish schools were obliged to use either
Russian, Polish or German as a language of instruction, a rule that was of
course utterly divorced from the realities of the Jewish heder and subsequently
ignored or circumvented. In order to make Jews — to use the contemporary
language — ‘more productive’, Jewish participation in the liquor trade was to
be forbidden starting in 1807. This measure caused considerable economic
hardship for thousands of Jewish innkeepers. The 1804 statute also set down
the official boundaries of the notorious ‘Pale of Settlement’, that is, those
provinces in which Jews were permitted to reside. By defining the Pale, the
law also made clear that St Petersburg regarded the Jews as a unique and
particularly dangerous group that had to be restricted to one part of the
empire.?

Policy under Alexander I and Nicholas I

Napoleonic period and Congress of Vienna

During the period of the Napoleonic wars Russia gained two important new
provinces on its western frontier. The first, Finland, was annexed from Sweden
in 1808/9. Already during Peter’s Great Northern Wars there had been talk
of incorporating Finland into the empire as had been done with the Baltic
provinces. But actually annexation took place in the context of the Peace of
Tilsit (1807) which allowed Alexander I to invade and occupy Finland. Finland
became a part of the Russian Empire, but as a highly autonomous province
with its own laws, currency and legislature. Later Finnish jurists were to
argue that the Grand Duchy of Finland, as it was now styled, was linked with
the Russian Empire only through the person of the Tsar who was ex officio the
Grand Duke of Finland. While such an interpretation certainly overstates the
province’s autonomy; it is clear that Russia respected local rights — at least to

3 On the early history of Jews in the Russian Empire, see John D. Klier, Russia Gathers Her
Jews: The Origins of the Jewish Question’ in Russia, 1772—1825 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois
University Press, 1986).
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the last decades of the century — and in so doing created a space for Finnish
national institutions to develop. The only other major territorial acquisition of
this period was Bessarabia, bordering on Ottoman territory (now Romania)
in the south. The initially granted autonomy here did not last long. After
1828 Bessarabia was administered, with minor exceptions, like other ‘Russian’
provinces.

In the early morning hours of 12 June (24 June new style) 1812 Napoleon’s
Grande Armée crossed the Niemen (Nemunas) River into Russia, taking
St Petersburg by surprise. Days later Napoleon entered Vilnius (Wilno) where
the city’s Polish residents welcomed him. As is well known, by September
Napoleon’s armies had advanced all the way to central Russia where they
took Moscow — but without the city’s occupants. The ‘Great Fatherland War’
of 1812 became a central myth in the Russian national pantheon, as novels
like War and Peace and Tchaikovsky’s ‘1812 Overture’ testify. Napoleon’s stay
in Moscow was short, his army’s retreat painful and humiliating, and in early
1814 Russian troops entered Paris, where they stayed rather longer than the
Grande Armée in Russia. But more important than the military episode itself
was its aftermath, in particular the creation of the Kingdom of Poland at the
Congress of Vienna (1815).

From the start, the Kingdom of Poland (the ‘Congress Kingdom” or ‘Kon-
gresd6wka’) was a rather peculiar entity. Napoleon had created a ‘Grand Duchy
of Warsaw” out of Polish lands previously seized by Prussia and Austria; now
this ‘Grand Duchy’, stripped of Poznania to the west and Krakéw to the south,
was handed over to Russia at the Congress of Vienna and renamed the King-
dom of Poland. Just as the Russian tsar was Grand Duke of Finland, he was
also the King of Poland (tsar’ polskii). Polish autonomy was even greater than
Finnish, for the Poles not only had their own legislature (sejm), army, currency,
school system and administration (all official business was to be conducted
exclusively in Polish) but furthermore were granted a quite liberal consti-
tution by Tsar Alexander I. Inevitably, the existence of a constitutional Polish
entity within the autocratic Russian Empire led to strains between Warsaw and
St Petersburg. As long as Alexander remained on the throne (to 1825) these
differences did not have to mount into a crisis. Once Alexander was replaced by
his younger and considerably more conservative brother Nicholas, however,
tensions grew increasingly acute.

Nicholas ascended to the throne under the cloud of the Decembrist revolt
and knew well of connections between Poles and Decembrists. The new tsar
did not view the Poles with sympathy and certainly did not share his elder
brother’s ‘guilty conscience” over the partitions. A man for whom duty and
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order were supreme, Nicholas did not openly abrogate the constitution and
autonomy granted the Kingdom of Poland, but he did interpret this auton-
omy in the narrowest possible sense. In particular, Nicholas steadfastly rejected
any attempts to extend Polish culture and influence into the so-called Western
Provinces (today’s Belarus, Lithuania and Western Ukraine). Anti-Russian con-
spiracies (as he saw it) at the mainly Polish university in Wilno (now Vilnius)
in the later years of Alexander I's reign had further increased Nicholas’s dis-
trust of the Poles. The Polish uprising of November 1830 merely corroborated
Nicholas’s view of Poles as a politically unreliable and nationally hostile ele-
ment. Without outside help, the insurrection had little chance of success and by
autumn 1831 rebels had everywhere been captured, executed or forced to flee
abroad. Polish nobles implicated in the uprising had their estates confiscated,
universities in Warsaw and Wilno were shut down, and the Polish constitution
was abrogated. Polish autonomy was replaced by an ‘organic statute’ (1832)
empbhasising the territory’s status as a part of the Russian Empire. A Russian
viceroy (to 1856, Prince Ivan Fedorovich Paskevich) replaced the sejm as the
primary centre of power in the Kingdom.*

Nicholas I

Tsar Nicholas I (r. 1825-55) is perhaps best known for the tripartite formula
‘Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nationality” thought up by his minister of education,
Sergei Uvarov. This formula is frequently cited as evidence for strong nation-
alist and Russifying tendencies under Nicholas. A closer look at the formula
itself calls this interpretation into question. ‘Nationality’ (which in Russian
is the considerably more nebulous narodnost’) is, after all, the third and last
element here and in a sense derives from the first two. Certainly, Nicholas
emphasised the importance of Russian culture (and the Orthodox religion) in
the empire; for instance, he demanded that his bureaucrats write their reports
in Russian and not, as had often previously been the case, in French. For
many of the highest officials, this order must have been very difficult indeed to
fulfil.

It was also during Nicholas’s reign that the term inorodtsy (aliens) came to
be applied to many of the empire’s Asian subjects. The actual law establishing
the inorodets category was part of Mikhail Speranskii’s Siberian Reforms of

4 On Poland in the ‘long’ nineteenth century, see Piotr S.Wandycz, The Lands of Partitioned
Poland, 1795-1918 (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1974). On the November 1830
rising, see R. F. Leslie, Polish Politics and the Revolution of 1830 (London: Athlone Press,
1956).
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1822.% As originally defined, the inorodtsy were non-Christian peoples living
in Siberia, considered by the Russian government as living at a low level of
civilisation. Most (but not all) inorodtsy did not live in sedentary communities,
and the Russian government (like, it must be said, other imperial powers)
felt ill at ease with nomadic peoples.® As the nineteenth century progressed,
the inorodets category would be expanded to include a number of small
(numerically) peoples of Siberia and the Far East, as well as Kyrgyz and — most
remarkable — Jews. Typically for the Russian Empire, however, ethnicity and
language played absolutely no role in determining whether one belonged to
this legal category. By the later nineteenth century, however, in popular — and
to some extent official — usage the term inorodets took on the connotation of
‘non-Russian’ and was even used to describe Christians such as Poles.

It would be a mistake, however, to ascribe overtly Russifying motives
to Nicholas I — he was far too conservative a man for that. Rather,
Nicholas aimed above all things at maintaining order and existing hierarchies.
Finland’s autonomy, for example, was not touched. And when the Slavophile
Turii Samarin dared to criticise imperial policy in the Baltic provinces as too
favourable towards the Baltic German nobility in 1849, Nicholas I had him
removed from his position and locked up (albeit briefly) in the Peter and Paul
Fortress in St Petersburg. In a personal conversation with Samarin, Nicholas
made clear to the young idealist (and Russian nationalist) that real threats to
Romanov rule came not from the loyal Baltic Germans but from the ignorant
Russian masses.”

In one instance, however, Nicholas did adopt a more activist policy towards
non-Russians. His reign witnessed serious measures aimed at breaking down
Jewish corporate structures. Under Nicholas, Jews were subjected to the mil-
itary draft. More notoriously yet, under-age Jewish boys were drafted into
so-called ‘cantonist’ units. At the same time, Nicholas’s minister of education,
Uvarov, elicited the help of the enlightened Jewish educator, Dr Max Lilien-
thal, to set up state Jewish schools. Though government-sponsored ‘rabbinical
institutes” were established in Wilno, Zhitomir and Warsaw, they ultimately
failed to create the desired ‘enlightened Jewish community’ envisioned by

5 On this law and the further development of the inorodets category, see John W. Slocum,
‘Who, and When, Were the Inorodtsy? The Evolution of the Category of “Aliens” in
Imperial Russia’, RR 57, 2 (April 1998): 173-90. The actual law was entitled ‘Ustav ob
Upravlenie inorodtsev’ and dated 22 July 1822.

6 On one group of inorodtsy under tsarist and Soviet rule, see Yuri Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors:
Russia and the Small Peoples of the North (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994).

7 The best single source on Nicholas I remains Nicholas Riasanovsky, Nicholas I and Official
Nationality in Russia, 1825-1855 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967).
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reformers. Another project aimed at increasing Jewish ‘productiveness’ was a
programme to encourage Jews to take up farming, in particular in the sparsely
populated region north of the Black Sea. Once again, the policy had at best
limited effects. A more important change was Nicholas’s abolition of the Jew-
ish kahal (autonomous community) in 1844. Nonetheless, in matters of family
life and religious practices, Russia’s Jewish communities were only marginally
affected by government policy even at the end of Nicholas’s reign.®

Expansion in the Caucasus and Central Asia

Russia, as we have seen, had extended its rule into Asia (Siberia) already in
the seventeenth century. By Alexander I's reign, Russian rule stretched all the
way to the New World: Russian settlements in Kodiak and Sitka (Alaska) were
founded in 1784 and 1799 respectively. In both Siberia and Alaska, Russia was
primarily interested in furs and the actual Russian presence was quite sparse
(some 800 Russians in Alaska, for example, in the 1830s).° It was from Siberia
that Russia gradually extended its rule into what is now known as Central Asia.
The 1840s saw skirmishes between Russian troops and Kazakhs, a nomadic
Turkic people. But the real push into Central Asia was to come in the second
half of the nineteenth century.”

In the eighteenth century Russia’s southern frontier between the Caspian
and Black seas had gradually reached the foothills of the Caucasus mountains.
Indeed, Peter the Great had sent troops to the region to fight Persian and
Ottoman forces. But real Russian control over the Caucasus was achieved
only in the nineteenth century. In 1801 the Christian kingdom of Georgia
was annexed to the empire and in the next few decades the Russian frontier
extended southward to include the Armenian capital, Erevan. In both cases,
the local Christian elites generally welcomed Russian rule. By mid-century a
number of Muslim nationalities including Chechens and Daghestanis found
themselves under Russian rule, despite their intense resistence. Hundreds of
thousands of Muslimsleft theirhomeland, often pushed out by local Christians,
and emigrated to the Ottoman Empire rather than live under Christian Russian

8 For more detail on Jews in the Russian Empire under Nicholas I, see Michael Stanis-
lawski, Tsar Nicholas I and the Jews: The Transformation of Jewish Society in Russia, 18251855
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1983).

o A. Kappeler, Russland als Vielvolkerreich. Enstehung-Geschichte-Zerfall (Munich: C. H. Beck,
1992), p. 170.

10 On this early period of Russian-Central Asian contact, see Edward Allworth, ‘Encounter’,
in E. Allworth (ed.), Central Asia: 130 Years of Russian Dominance, A Historical Overview, 3rd
edn (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1994), pp. 1-59.
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rule. Even after their departure, the Caucasus remained one of the empire’s
most diverse in religion, language and ethnicity.”

After 1863: the birth of ‘Russification’

Polish insurrection of 1863

Thus far we have spoken much more of imperial expansion than of ‘nation-
alities policy” per se. In fact, it is difficult to discern any one consistent ‘pol-
icy’ towards the diverse assembly of non-Russian peoples during this period.
St Petersburg was far more concerned while keeping order and collecting
taxes than in effecting any major changes on the lands it had conquered. In
a sense, this would always be the case: for major programmes of social and
ethnic engineering, one must wait for the Soviet period. And yet, the inklings
of a more activist nationalities policy do appear in the aftermath of the Pol-
ish January uprising of 1863. The uprising, taking place amidst the unsettled
situation of the Great Reforms (serf emancipation had been announced two
years earlier but had almost nowhere been put into effect), shook the imperial
government, including Tsar Alexander II himself. Clearly, the Poles had not
reconciled themselves to Russian rule. Nor had they given up the idea of Polish
cultural hegemony in the Western Provinces. Tsarist policy in the post-1863
decades would aim to secure the Russian position (militarily and administra-
tively) in the Kingdom of Poland, or as it was now officially called, the “Vistula
Land’, while limiting Catholic and Polish influences in the Western Provinces.
This policy, both in this region and throughout the empire, has been described
as ‘Russification’.

Birth of Russification
In an influential article, Edward C. Thaden described three types of

> 12

Russification: “unplanned, administrative, cultural’.”* Unplanned Russification
would be the more or less natural spread of Russian culture and language.
Administrative Russification refers to the efforts of St Petersburg to enforce
centralisation and the use of Russian language throughout the empire. Finally,

11 Muriel Atkin, ‘Russian Expansion in the Caucasus to 1813’, in Michael Rywkin (ed.),
Russian Colonial Expansion to 1917 (London: Mansell Publishing, 1988), pp. 130-87. For
more detail on the two major Christian peoples of the Caucasus, see Ronald Grigor Suny,
Looking toward Ararat: Armenia in Modern History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1993) and The Making of the Georgian Nation, 2nd edn (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1994).

12 ‘Introduction’ in Edward C. Thaden (ed.), Russification in the Baltic Provinces and Finland,
1855-1914 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), pp. 8—9.
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cultural Russification would be the attempt to assimilate non-Russian ethnic
groups through government measures such as Russian-language schools, the
army, prohibitions on speaking or publishing in certain languages and the
like. After 1863, a push for more administrative and cultural centralisation
certainly grew. Since Russian officials were pushing this centralisation, it was
often tinged — at the very least — with Russifying elements. Even from a com-
pletely practical viewpoint, efforts to introduce reforms such as elected city
governments and zemstva (rural organs of limited self-government) forced the
issue of what language should be used in their deliberations. The same ques-
tion arose when new schools were proposed. In areas of mixed nationality,
none of these questions were easily answered and Russian officialdom often
erred on the side of the ‘reigning language’, Russian. The development of
modern means of communication only complicated matters further. In 1862
St Petersburg was linked to Warsaw by rail, thereby connecting the Russian
railway network with that of the rest of Europe. What language to use in tele-
graph offices and the railroads? The ‘logical’ — or at least easiest — answer was
Russian.

‘Cultural Russification’ is probably best exemplified by policy in the Western
Provinces. The uprising of 1863 had convinced St Petersburg that the local
Polish nobility and clergy could not be trusted. In the Western Provinces
every effort was made to stymy the spread of Polish culture and to weaken
the Polish land-owning class economically. Polish estates were saddled with a
special tax and Poles could not acquire land here other than by inheritance.
Meanwhile, Russian landowners and peasants were offered special incentives
to settle here. There was even an effort to introduce Russian into certain
Catholic churches in the Belarusian area. Government schools taught only
in Russian, though a thriving “underground’ school net may have educated
nearly as many youngsters in Polish literacy.

Ukrainians and Belarusians were not allowed schools in their native tongue,
and censorship did not allow most publications in those languages. To quote
the minister of the interior, Petr Valuey, in a notorious circular of 1863: ‘A sepa-
rate Little Russian [Ukrainian] language never existed, does not exist, and can-
not exist.” No tsarist official could deny the existence of a separate Lithuanian
language, but publishing in Lithuanian was also prohibited unless the Russian
(Cyrillic) alphabet was used. Since a large percentage of literate Lithuanians
were Catholic priests, such an alphabet reform could not be accepted. Instead,
Lithuanian-language publications were smuggled in from neighbouring East
Prussia. Poles continued to publish in their own language, but censorship was
considerably stricter in Warsaw and the Western Provinces than elsewhere.
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To get around this fact, a Polish weekly of conservative-liberal views, Kraj, was
founded in St Petersburg in the 1880s, where it continued to be published well
into the twentieth century.”

Just as Russifying policies were being applied to Russia’s Western and Polish
Provinces, Pan-Slav ideas were gaining popularity in Russian society. While
Pan-Slavism had little direct influence on official policy, the government could
not entirely ignore the popular desire for some kind of tutelary relationship
between the Russian state and other Slavic peoples, in particular in the Balkans.
Still, Pan-Slavism played little role in the formulation of domestic policy. Most
officials (and the emperor himself) found the Pan-Slavs’ effusions about Slavic
brotherhood abstract, unreal and a bit silly in light of the undeniably Slavic
Poles’ recent anti-Russian behaviour.™

Baltic Provinces and Finland

The Baltic Provinces were also subject to various Russifying measures, in
particularin the century’s final decades. The ethnicsituation here was complex:
the German ruling classes found their position challenged by rising Latvian
and Estonian peasant nationalism. Despite the loyalty of the Baltic Germans,
St Petersburg could not ignore the national-cultural demands of Latvians
and Estonians. Thus the use of Latvian and Estonian in schools and private
organisations was far less circumscribed than, say, Polish. At the same time,
Lutheran Estonians and Latvians were encouraged to convert to Orthodoxy
and, once converted, found it impossible to return to their original faith.
A desire to reduce local privileges while assuring Russian control over the
Baltic Sea littoral led to the whittling away of German privileges in courts,
administration and education. Most spectacularly, the German university in
Dorpat (now Tartu) — whose founding pre-dated Russian rule there — was
transformed in the 1890s into the Russian university of Iurey, as the city was
renamed. In the end, Russifying efforts in the Baltic Provinces not only did
not strengthen Russian culture there but alienated all affected nationalities —
Germans, Estonians, Latvians — from tsarist rule. Similar, but far less justified,
centralising policies were introduced in the Grand Duchy of Finland around the
turn of the century. Particularly resented were the introduction of Russian as
the language of official business and the attempt to subject Finns to the Russian

13 On Russification in the Kingdom of Poland and the Western Provinces after 1863, see
Theodore R. Weeks, Nation and State in Late Imperial Russia: Nationalism and Russification
on the Western Frontier, 1863—1914 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1996).

14 On this movement see Michael Boro Petrovich, The Emergence of Russian Panslavism 185 6—
1870 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1956).
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military draft. St Petersburg’s refusal to compromise despite considerable and
well-organised Finnish resistance led in 1904 to the assassination of the Russian
governor-general, N. I. Bobrikov, in Helsinki.”

Central Asia and Muslims

Russian rule in Central Asia differed in almost every particular from the situ-
ation in the west. On the one hand, from the 1860s to 1890s Russia extended
its rule over huge territories including the cities of Tashkent, Khiva, Merv and
Samarkand. Thus, by the 1890s, the Russian Empire abutted to the south on
Persia and Afghanistan — to the considerable annoyance of the British in India.
Economic motivations, in particular the cultivation of cotton, played a role in
this expansion, but probably more important was the desire to prevent other
powers from gaining a foothold in the region. By the early twentieth cen-
tury, Russians had built railways that connected the major cities of the region
to Russia. Another major construction project was the founding of Russian
Tashkent, a European-style colonial city from which Russia ruled Turkestan.
On the whole the Russian administrators in Central Asia avoided offending
local sensibilities; in particular missionary activity among local Muslims was
tightly circumscribed. Little attempt was made to bring Russian culture to the
local population.” When the Russian authorities interfered with everyday life -
usually in the context of public health and hygiene — their efforts were greatly
resented and often actively resisted, as the cholera riots in Tashkent in 1892
show. But even greater anger was engendered by the opening of Turkestan to
Russian settlement in 1907. The increasing numbers of Russian settlers in the
southern Kazakh steppe would lead to a large-scale revolt against them and
Russian rule in 1916.7

While the tsar’s new Muslim subjects in Kokand, Merv and Bukhara
remained for the most part untouched by Russian culture, a very different
situation existed among the Volga Tatars. After all, this region had by now
been under Russian rule for over three centuries and there had developed over
that time significant numbers of Christian Tatars or Kriashens. A mixed Russian
and Tatar city, Kazan also housed the empire’s only university in a largely

15 Besides the excellent articles in the volume edited by Thaden cited above, see Heide
W. Whelan, Adapting to Modernity: Family, Caste and Capitalism among the Baltic German
Nobility (Cologne: Bohlau, 1999).

16 Nonetheless, at least at an elite level, Russian rule helped crystallise Muslim modernisers
in the jadid movement. See Adeeb Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism
in Central Asia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).

17 On Central Asia after 1860, see the articles by Héléne Carrére d’Encausse in Allsworth
(ed.), Central Asia, pp. 131—223.
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Muslim region. From the late 1850s a new effort was inaugurated to strengthen
the faith of the Christian Tatars (who were notorious backsliders into Muslim
influences) and at the same time pave the way for broader knowledge of
Russian. The pedagogue Nikolai I. II'minskii pushed for a new type of mission-
ary school using native languages written in Cyrillic script and where possible
employing native teachers. By the 1870s, the II'minskii system’ was used in
hundreds of schools in the Volga-Ural region but also in Siberia and Central
Asia. I'minskii was a sincere Russifier believing, however, that Russian iden-
tity derived primarily from Orthodoxy rather than language. Thus II'minskii
held that limiting the influence of Muslim Tatars was far more important than
pressing the Russian language on local populations. II'minskii’s system was
always controversial but enjoyed the support of central authorities at least
during his lifetime (to the 1890s).”®

The Caucasus

Aside from the Volga region and Central Asia, the Caucasus contained a large
Muslim population. Here an extreme level of ethnic and religious diversity
complicated Russian rule. Besides the Muslims (present-day Azeris, but at the
time generally called simply “Tatars’; Chechens, Daghestanis and others), there
were Christian Armenians and Georgians. The region had been incorporated
into the empire by the first decade of the nineteenth century but, as the stories
of Mikhail Lermontov and Leo Tolstoy attest, the mountain peoples were
not subdued until well past the middle of the century. The establishment of
Russian rule was accompanied by the mass involuntary emigration of Muslims
from the Caucasus (in particular over 300,000 Cherkessy in the 1860s and
1870s) across the border to the Ottoman Empire. The capture of the Muslim
‘freedom fighter’ Shamil, in 1859 may be seen as the beginning of the end
for active armed resistence to Russian power.”” The subdued territory was
divided administratively into a half-dozen provinces under the leadership of
the governor-general in Tiflis (Tbilisi).

Ironically it was a Christian group who came to be seen as the greatest
threat to Russian rule in the Caucasus. From the 1880s Russian policy increas-
ingly took on an anti-Armenian tone, beginning with efforts to force Arme-
nian schools to adopt more use of Russian and, in effect, to Russify them.
Armenians lived throughout the Caucasus both in towns and as peasants, but

18 On II'minskii and his ‘system’, see Robert P. Geraci, Window on the East: National and
Imperial Identities in Late Tsarist Russia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001).

19 On this process, see Austin Jersild, Orientalism and Empire: North Caucasus Mountain People
and the Georgian Frontier 1845—1917 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2002).
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it was their urban presence that unsettled tsarist authorities. By the 1890s
Russian officials identified Armenians with revolution, rather similarly to
official Russia’s attitudes towards the Jews. In particular the anti-Armenian
governor-general Prince G. S. Golitsyn pressed for a hard line against Arme-
nians and narrowly escaped assassination in 1904. The other large Christian
nationality in the Caucasus, the Georgians, was seen as a lesser threat which
in retrospect may seem ironic (J. Dzhugashvili was born in 1879).

The 1905 Revolution and after

The turmoil associated with Russia’s poor military showing in Manchuria and
against the Japanese navy unleashed severe civil unrest among Russia’s ethnic
minorities. In particular the Baltic region, Russian Poland and the Caucasus
were convulsed with revolution. In effect, the government lost control of
Warsaw, Riga, Baku and other major cities in 1905. While the October Manifesto
of that year did not specifically mention non-Russians, it did promise basic civil
rights and a legislature, the Duma. An earlier ukaz (decree) of 12 December
1904 had promised, among other things, ‘to carry out a review of all existing
decrees limiting the rights of non-Russians and natives of distant locations
in the Empire [inorodtsev i urozhentsev otdel’nykh mestnostei Imperii] in order
to leave in effect only those [laws] demanded by fundamental state interests
and the obvious needs [pol’za ] of the Russian [russkii] people’. Thus already
before the October 1905 Manifesto, commissions were reviewing, for example,
whether to allow teaching in Polish and whether restrictions on Jews should
be mitigated.

The Duma election law was deeply undemocratic, based as it was on the
Prussian model. Still, when the first Duma was convened in July 1906, among
the delegates were dozens of Poles, dozens of Muslims and a smattering of
other non-Russians. All in all, at least a third of the Duma’s 490 delegates can
be described as ‘non-Russian’.** To be sure, the national question played but
a small role in the quick demise of the first two Dumas, but St Petersburg
and the tsar himself were deeply suspicious of the Jewish, Armenian, Polish
and Muslim deputies’ loyalties to Russia. The reactionary new electoral law
of June 1907, pushed through by the dynamic new prime minister Peter A.
Stolypin, specifically limited representation from borderland regions. The law
contained a lengthy preamble with one sentence of prime importance for

20 Kappeler gives the figures 220 ‘non-Russians’ to 270 Russians, but he apparently includes
Ukrainians and Belarusians in the former number, which may not adequately reflect their
own perceived identity. For details, see Kappeler, Russland als Vielvolkerreich, p. 278.
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the tsar’s non-Russian subjects: ‘Created to strengthen the Russian [rossiiskoe]
State, the State Duma must also be Russian [russkoiu] in spirit.” In the third
Duma (1907-12) the number of Polish deputies dropped to less than a third
of representation in the first Duma; there remained only nine Muslims and a
single Jew.

At the same time, the Russian government pressed forward with policies to
turn back the liberalisation that had occurred since 1904. Polish and Ukrainian
cultural organisations and schools were shut down, Muslim activists were
jailed and Finnish autonomy was attacked. St Petersburg’s obsession with the
Tewish menace” came out in the open in the grotesque Beilis trial. A Kiev
worker, Mendel Beilis, was accused of ritually murdering a Christian lad. The
minister of justice, I. V. Shcheglovitoy, worked diligently behind the scenes for
a conviction, but the government’s case against Beilis was so weak that the
mainly peasant jury acquitted him. The court’s decision did, however, leave
open the possibility — against all evidence — that the crime may indeed have
been a ritual murder, only carried out by some other Jew.*

While the post-1907 period is characterised by more activist pro-Russian and
Russifying policies, there is some reason to question whether the government
would have continued along this line. Peter Stolypin, the architect of the
1907 electoral law and other Russian nationalist policies, was clearly on his
way out when an assassin’s bullet caught him in Kiev in September 1911. At
the same time, nationalism in both cultural and political guises grew rapidly
among non-Russians in the post-1907 period. Despite government harassment,
private Polish and Armenian schools, Ukrainian and Yiddish newspapers, and
Muslim political and cultural organisations flourished.

First World War

The outbreak of war in August 1914 utterly changed the dynamics of nation-
alities policy in the Russian Empire.** Suddenly it became crucial to woo
the Poles and a decree of mid-August promised a reunited Poland under the
tsar’s sceptre at the end of the war. Germans, on the other hand, had their
cultural organisations shut down and were even subjected to a prohibition
from speaking German in public. The Ottoman Empire’s decision to join the

21 Arecent account of the Beilis trial is Albert Lindemann, The Jew Accused: Three Anti-Semitic
Affairs (Dreyfus, Beilis, Frank), 1894-1915 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

22 Indeed, a recent book argues convincingly that the war allowed the Russian government
to embark on hitherto-unseen ‘nativising’ policies: Eric Lohr, Nationalizing the Russian
Empire: The Campaign against Enemy Aliens during World War I (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 2003).

43



Empire

Central Powers raised the fear of a Turkic-Muslim fifth column, but the only
serious outburst of anti-government violence among Muslims was caused by
St Petersburg’s own policies in Central Asia. Strains that had long been building
over Slavic colonisation exploded into a major rebellion when Russia unwisely
attempted to draft local Muslims to do labour duties for the army (unlike
Jews, Muslims were exempt from the military draft). Before this 1916 uprising
was quelled, over 3,000 Russians and many more Muslims (mainly Kyrgyz and
Kazakhs) had lost their lives.

It bears remembering that the First World War in the east was fought
in non-Russian regions. As the front moved eastwards (Warsaw was lost to
the Germans in mid-1915, Vil'na/ Wilno that autumn), the military and civilian
authorities pursued a brutal policy of forcibly displacing large numbers oflocal
inhabitants, in particular Jews and Germans, but including many others.? Asin
other European countries, the war fuelled nationalist rhetoric but on the whole
policy towards Russia’s national minorities did not significantly change. The
Russian Empire was fighting, after all, for its survival, a battle it ultimately
lost in 1917. Whether more conciliatory and enlightened policies towards
non-Russians could have prevented that defeat is a question that can be end-
lessly debated but not unambiguously supported or refuted.

23 For more on this tragic story, see Peter Gatrell, A Whole Empire Walking: Refugees in Russia
during World War I (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999).
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Geographies of imperial identity

MARK BASSIN

Introduction

The problem of identity in modern Russia is commonly framed in terms
of the elemental tension between the country’s alternative embodiments as
empire or nation." Without any question, this has been a critical distinction
for Russia, and the inability to negotiate it successfully must be seen as a key
factor in the collapse of Soviet civilisation at the end of the twentieth century.
At the same time, however, it may be argued that for earlier centuries the
distinction was, if not less salient, then at least salient in a rather different
way. This is neither to deny the emergence of a recognisably modern sense of
nationhood in Russia by the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries, nor
to discount its affective significance, at least for educated Russians. The fact
remains, however, that national discourses in pre-revolutionary Russia stood
not in contradistinction to an imperial identity, but rather were subsumed
almost without exception within a broader and more fundamental geopolit-
ical vision of Russia as an empire. Indeed, one must search very hard to find
any significant subjective sense of mutual exclusivity between the two. Iden-
tity was of course problematic and contested, in Russia as everywhere. This
contestation was not, however, expressed through the nation—empire juxta-
position, but rather through alternative visions of Russia as an empire. This
chapter seeks to explore identity in pre-revolutionary Russia by examining
three different configurations of the imperial vision.

Russia as a European empire

Upon the successful conclusion of Russia’s protracted 21-year war with Swe-
den in 1721, an elaborate and somewhat theatrical ceremony was staged by the

1 G. Hosking, Russia: People and Empire 1552-1917 (London: Fontana, 1997); V. Tolz, Russia:
Inventing the Nation (London: Arnold, 2001)
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Senate in St Petersburg, in the course of which a new designation was added to
Peter I's already lengthy list of official titles. Henceforth, in addition to the tra-
ditional terms tsar and samoderzhets (autocrat), the Russian ruler would carry
the title imperator vse-rossiiskii, or Emperor of all the Russias. The significance
of the novel epithet lay not in its explicit attribution of an imperial character to
the Russian state, for Russia had been an empire already for several centuries
and indeed had a clear understanding of itself as such. What was significant,
rather, was the resolution to formalise this status using the foreign Latin-based
terms imperiia and imperator. The option to draw on a Western rather than a
native Slaviclexicon for the purposes of this all-important characterisation was
taken in the spirit of the so-called Europeanisation project launched during
the Petrine period, and it indicated that the ambitions of this project involved
recasting the very character of the Russian state itself. The notion of Russia as
an empire may not have been new, but the imputation that it was a European
empire certainly was. And in order to be truly European, Russia had now to
appear to conform to the basic contours of the imperial states of the West.
The Europeanisation of Russia’s imperial image involved many things, but
among the most fundamental was the need for a basic perceptual rebound-
ing and rebranding of its domestic geographical space, in order to bring it
into better correspondence with the way space was organised and valorised
within the European empires. Above all, this involved the clear differentiation
within the imperial state between the space of the imperial centre or metropole
on the one hand and that of the subject colonial realm on the other. Geograph-
ically, the closest European parallel to Russia was the Habsburg Empire with
its contiguous continental-territorial dominions, and in the eighteenth cen-
tury at least the Russians stressed this particular axis of affinity very strongly.
At the same time, however, Russia’s imperial pretensions were from the out-
set explicitly global, and this meant that it was not Austria’ but rather the
maritime colonial empires of the European West that would provide the
most compelling model. Here, however, differences in geographical configu-
ration represented a problem of the first order. In the West European empires
the perceptual distinction between metropole and colony generally corre-
sponded to a real physical-geographical separation by large bodies of water,
and thus was obvious and straightforward. Because, however, Russia’s impe-
rial space was contiguous geographical space, the specific territorial differ-
entiation between metropole and colony had always been obscure. In the
West, moreover, the metropole—colony distinction was further reified by the
circumstance that it corresponded to the natural-continental juxtaposition of
Europe, Africa, Asia and the Americas, a juxtaposition which by the eighteenth
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century had developed extremely powerful overtones of relative cultural and
social development. By virtue once again of Russia’s territorial contiguity, how-
ever, the specific nature and location of the continental divide between Europe
and Asia that notionally ran across its territory remained indeterminate. In so
far as pre-Petrine Muscovy did not share the civilisational calculus which so
favoured Europe, the lack of clarity regarding the continental boundary stirred
no particular apprehension. It immediately became a major point of concern
in Petrine Russia, however, for a clear continental divide would establish the
objective natural-geographical framework necessary for the sort of percep-
tual revisioning of Russia’s traditional imperial space that was implicit in the
Europeanisation project.

In the event, the resolution of the problem came relatively quickly. In
the decade following Peter’s death in 1725, one of his chief ideologues,
Vasilii Tatishchev, identified the Ural mountain chain as the proper natural-
geographical boundary between the continents of Europe and Asia.
Tatishchev’s proposition rapidly gained general acceptance, and the division
of the empire into ‘Buropean’ and Asiatic’ parts along the Urals which it
established provided a new geographical map upon which the West Euro-
pean imperial model could be deployed. Effectively, this modest and low-lying
mountain range took the place perceptually of an ocean, and the relationship
between the territories on either side was characterised in European terms
of continental and civilisational contrast, very much as if they were located
on different parts of the globe. In this spirit, the absolute foreignness of the
territories east of the Urals vis-a-vis European Russia in all regards — physiog-
raphy, climate, flora, fauna, social organisation and cultural development —
was insisted upon, in terms that corresponded quite precisely to the respec-
tive metropole—colony distinctions drawn by empires in the West. Indeed, it
is not too much to say that for the eighteenth century at least, the Russians
perceived their own imperial domains largely through the categories of West-
ern imperialism. For Russia, as for the West, their colonial domains played
the role of a constituting Other, which helped critically to stabilise the newly
appropriated identity of ‘European’ Russia west of the Urals. The colonial pop-
ulations were viewed with the same intense fascination as exotic and utterly
foreign ethnographic material, and as in the West great efforts were expended
in studying and cataloguing the empire’s immense polyethnic diversity.* The
extent to which Russians viewed their colonial domain through the lenses of

2 Y. Slezkine, ‘Naturalists versus Nations: Eighteenth-Century Russian Scholars Confront
Ethnic Diversity’, in D. Bower and E. Lazzerini (eds.), Russia’s Orient. Imperial Borderlands
and Peoples 1700-1917 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), pp. 27-57.
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West European colonialism is suggested by Lomonosov’s enthusiastic com-
parisons of the Lena river to the Nile, or yet more pointedly by the common
references to Siberia in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as ‘our
Peru’, ‘our Mexico’, a ‘Russian Brazil’, or indeed ‘our little India’.?

A subtle but fundamental ambivalence was, however, built into the Petrine
projection of a European identity upon Russia. Was Russia’s Europeanness a
reality of the present day, or wasit rathera desired future aspiration? Was Russia
in its present state really a puissance Européenne, as Catherine the Great had
declared with solemn conviction in the preamble to her Nakaz (Instruction), or
was this a rather over-confident claim already to be something which the coun-
try was more accurately striving to become?* In Russia, the Europeanisation
project effectively subsumed both of these alternatives. This provided it with a
certain useful elasticity but at the same time insured that the quality of Russia’s
Europeanness would remain subject to more-or-less constant uncertainty. This
was apparent already in the eighteenth century, but with the crystallisation of
a doctrine of Russian nationalism in the early nineteenth century the prolifer-
ating anxieties about Russia’s status as a genuine part of European civilisation
became arguably the central preoccupation and challenge for Russian iden-
tity overall. Russian nationalism responded to this challenge in very different
ways, but a significant stream of nationalist sentiment remained faithful to the
Petrine project of bringing Russia more fully into the European fold, and for
this perspective the vision we have been considering of Russia as a European
empire acquired a new significance. The vision itself had been founded on cri-
teria that were supposed to be objective, most importantly the identification
of a natural-geographical division between the continents of Europe and Asia.
Once elaborated, however, elements of Russia’s imperial identity were quickly
pressed back into service in order now to reconfirm the original supposition,
namely that Russia was indeed a European country in the first place. The
paradox that this involved is evident, for the latter proposition — having been
objectively demonstrated by geography — should in principle not have stood
in question at all.

The most important element of this ideological inversion proved to be
the civilisational juxtaposition between Europe and Asia. As we have noted,

3 Mikhail V. Lomonosoy, ‘Oda na den’ vosshestviia na vserossiiskii prestol Ee Velich-
estva Gosudaryni Imperatritsy Elisavety Petrovny 1747 goda’, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii
(Moscow and Leningrad, 1950-83 (orig. 1747)), vol. VIII, p. 203; M. Bassin, ‘Inventing
Siberia: Visions of the Russian East in the Early Nineteenth Century’, AHR 96, 3 (1991):
770.

4 Instruction de sa majesté impériale Catherine II (St Petersburg: Académie des sciences, 1769),

p-3.
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the Petrine imperial image incorporated and internalised this juxtaposition
like the other European empires, and it understood it in the same way. The
Russians developed their own elaborate ideology of ‘Orientalism’, which
adopted the Western sense of the absolute superiority of Russia’s notion-
ally European culture and civilisation over the collective peoples of Asia and
accepted the corresponding moral imperative to bring Western enlightenment
and progress to these benighted masses.” As in Europe, the Russians typically
understood this enterprise to be a providentially assigned mission, and as
such it immediately became a matter of national destiny. Dmitrii Romanoy,
a government official involved in wresting the territorial concessions in the
Far East from China that were codified in the Treaty of Peking in 1860, waxed
enthusiastic at the prospect of the opening of the Middle Kingdom to Western
influence. ‘Fully one-third of the human race, which up to this point remained
as if it were non-existent for the rest of the world, is now entering into contact
with the advanced nations, and is becoming accessible for European civiliza-
tion.” Romanov clearly saw Russia as a bearer of the latter, and spoke explicitly
of the evropeizm or ‘Europeanism’ which his compatriots were now in a posi-
tion to disseminate across East Asia.® The essential Europeanness of Russia’s
civilising mission, moreover, was not limited to such philanthropic concerns
for ameliorating the public welfare of its Oriental minions, and could easily
be appropriated for the purposes of an aggressively forward policy of imperial
conquest and expansion. Here as well the essential similitude with European
empires was stressed very heavily. It was in just these terms, for example,
that the foreign minister, Alexander Gorchakov, justified to the rest of Europe
Russia’s thrust into Turkestan in the mid-1860s. As a fully developed Western
country, he explained in a now-famous diplomatic circular, Russia shared in
the general European responsibility of civilising the backward regions of the
globe. Drawing explicit parallels with the United States” pacification of the
indigenous population of North America, the French in Algeria and Britain
in India, Gorchakov identified Russia’s own ‘special mission” as the bringing
of an enlightened social and political order to those ‘barbarous countries” and
‘half-savage nomad populations’ that it confronted in Central Asia.”

5 S. Layton, Russian Literature and Empire: Conquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to Tolstoy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); A. L. Jersild, Orientalism and Empire: North
Caucasus Mountain Peoples and the Georgian Frontier, 1845-1917 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 2002)

6 D. I. Romanov, Poslednie sobytiia v Kitae i znachenie ikh dlia Rossii (Irkutsk: Irkutskaia
gubernskaia Tip. 1861), p. 3.

7 Quoted in Alexis Krausse, Russia in Asia. A Record and a Study 1558-1899 (London: Grant
Richards, 1899), pp. 224-5.
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All of these declarations exuded a certain confidence in Russia’s status as a
full-fledged representative of European civilisation. Russia’s imperial charac-
ter could be invoked in a rather different spirit, however, which gave rather
clearer expression to the ambivalences and insecurities that were embedded
in its own self-image. In this alternative sense, ‘European’ Russia retained its
superiority relative to its Asiatic colonies, but rather than standing at one
with the West, Russia was seen instead to occupy an intermediary position
between the two. Russia thus was not a European but more precisely a Euro-
peanising country, clearly more advanced than Asia, but equally clearly lagging
behind the West. By virtue of this intermediary positioning, a sort of dialecti-
cal relationship took shape between Russia’s engagement in these two arenas,
whereby activity in one direction had immediate implications for and an
impact upon the other. Specifically, by exercising its imperial beneficence
and civilising its Asiatic colonial realm, Russia would be able to enhance and
develop in itself those qualities which would make it — Russia — genuinely
European. The civilising mission was thus not merely, and not even primar-
ily the pursuit of an altruistic God-given responsibility but rather a vital
opportunity to realise the Petrine injunction to Europeanise Russia itself.
An entirely special urgency attached to this, moreover, for Russia’s colonial
realm in Asia was seen by many not merely as another arena upon which
the country could pursue its Westernising agenda but rather the very best
arena, uniquely well suited for the task at hand. Mikhail Petrashevskii, ban-
ished for socialist agitation to remote Siberia in the 1850s and thus in a position
to judge first-hand, recognised this special quality at once. ‘Here [in Asiatic
Russia] is the environment in which the moral and industrial strengths of
Russia can manifest themselves freely and independently, with the least con-
straint.” In Siberia, he argued, Russia could find its most auspicious oppor-
tunity to ameliorate the quality of its own social and cultural development.
‘Our present position in Asia, its strengthening or weakening may be consid-
ered an indication of the level of our social development, a general conclu-
sion about our social life, a touchstone for the evaluation of the degree to
which we have assimilated the principles of Europeanism, which are general
principles of humanity.” Russian civilising activity in Siberia, he concluded,
‘is destined to achieve for us a diploma with the title of a truly European
nation!’®

8 Brd [Mikhail Petrashevskii], ‘Neskol'’ko myslei o Sibiri’, Irkutskie gubernskie vedomosti 9 (11
June 1857): 34, 5.
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Russia as an anti-European empire

There was an alternative response to the dilemmas thrown up by Russian
nationalism regarding the quality of the country’s identity vis-a-vis the West.
This took the form of a wholesale reaction against the very principle of Euro-
peanisation and an insistence upon the fact that differences of an essential and
insurmountable character separated Russia from the West. Russia was not
and had never been in any real sense European, and thus it should not seek in
some artificial and forced manner to become so now. Rather, it represented
an autonomous world unto itself, which possessed its own distinct cultural
ethos and legacy of positive historical accomplishment. “The East is not the
West” lectured the nationalist historian Mikhail Pogodin, ‘we have a different
climate . . ., a different temperament, character, different blood, a different
physiognomy, a different outlook, a different cast of mind, different beliefs,
hopes, desires . . . . Everything is different.” From this standpoint, Russia
could not possibly be judged in Western terms but rather exclusively on the
basis of its own distinctive national qualities and native virtues. Accordingly,
the nationalists spent a great deal of energy elaborating precisely what these
qualities and virtues were, and concepts such as sobornost” (social collectivity)
and dukhovnost’ (spirituality), which they identified, proved highly successful
in sustaining the vision of fundamental Russian exclusivity and difference from
the European West.

For all of their pointed hostility to the suggestion that Russia possessed or
should strive to possess a European character, however, there was one funda-
mental aspect of the Europeanisation project which these Russo- or Slavophilic
nationalists quite notably did not reject. Despite the vociferous criticism they
directed towards the person of Peter the Great himself, the nationalists retained
a principled and dedicated commitment to that particular vision of Russian
empire born of his efforts. They not only accepted the eighteenth century
imperial perspective we have been considering as an entirely natural expres-
sion of Russia’s genuine character, but beyond this they critically enhanced its
most important elements as they developed their own perspective. Thus, the
vision of formal geopolitical bifurcation of the state territory into metropole
and colonial realm was endorsed, as was essentially the same sense of a civil-
isational juxtaposition and essential differentiation between the two entities.
Indeed, with remarkably few exceptions, the entire nationalist sense of Russia’s

9 Quoted in W. Bruce Lincoln, Nicholas I (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978)
p. 251.
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historical greatness and its importance on a broader international arena was
founded squarely upon this particular image of imperial configuration and
expansionist dynamism. It is entirely indicative that nationalists who were
uncompromisingly hostile to the West and to Europeanisation as such fig-
ured among Russia’s most enthusiastic and determined empire-builders in the
nineteenth century and provided an activist core for the vanguard which led
Russia’s dramatic imperial advances across the century into the Caucasus, the
Far East and Central Asia.

Along with this persistent commitment to the Petrine imperial model went
a commitment to the belief in a Russian mission to civilise the Asiatic realms
already under its jurisdiction, or destined in their eyes soon to be. The Rus-
sophilic nationalists, however, fundamentally rearranged the terms of this
prospect as we have considered it up to this point, with the result that the civil-
isational juxtaposition upon which it was based was now mobilised against the
West rather than in line with it. From this standpoint, Russia’s civilising mis-
sion and its progressive accomplishments in its colonial realm demonstrated
not Russia’s commonality with Europe but rather its difference from it. The
enlightenment of Asia was not really a responsibility shared among the colonial
powers, but rather belonged most naturally and legitimately to Russia alone.
Russia’s natural prerogative in this regard came in the first instance from the
facts of geography, which placed Russia in much closer physical proximity to
the Asiatic realms in question, but also from historical circumstance, which
from the very beginning had intimately linked Russia’s destiny — unlike that
of Europe — with the peoples of the East. “The East belongs to us unalterably,
naturally, historically, voluntarily’, declared Aleksandr Balasoglo, a colleague
of Petrashevskii’s, in the late 1840s. ‘It was bought with the blood of Russia
already in the pre-historic struggles of the Slavs with the Finnish and Turkic
tribes, it was suffered for at the hand of Asia in the form of the Mongol yoke,
it has been welded to Russia by her Cossacks, and it has been earned from
Europe by [the Russian] resistance to the Turks.™™

These proprietary claims to the spaces and peoples of Asia based on histori-
cal experience were much enhanced by the contrast which (so the nationalists
claimed) distinguished their own present-day colonial activities from those of
the European empires. The latter were not genuinely inspired by a philan-
thropic desire to assist the hapless populations of their Asiatic colonies but
rather were motivated exclusively by their own predatory self-interest and a

10 V. A. Desnitskii (ed.), Delo Petrashevtsev, 3 vols. (Moscow: Izd. AN SSSR, 1937-51), vol. II,
p. 44.
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determiniation to maximise their own profit. Russia, by contrast, went aboutits
God-given mission with no concerns beyond the welfare ofits colonial subjects.
The geographer Petr Semenov (later Semenov-Tian-Shanskii) reflected upon
this profound contrast on the occasion of the Russian occupation and annex-
ation of the Amur river basin in the 1850s. “The Russians do not annihilate —
either directly, like the Spanish at the time of the discovery of America, or
indirectly, like the British in North America and Australia — the half-wild tribes
of Central Asia and the Far East.” Indeed, the nationalist Semenov strove to
disassociate his own country as fundamentally as possible from the brutal and
bloody legacy left by the Europeans in the non-European world. Each new
step of Russia into Asia, he concluded, was “another peaceful and sure victory
of human genius over the wild, still unbridled forces of Nature, of civiliza-
tion over barbarism’." No other European power, he clearly believed, could
legitimately characterise their colonial presence in such confidently positive
terms.

Russia’s colonial dominions offered rather more to the nationalists than
an opportunity to demonstrate their simple moral superiority over the West.
The prospect of imperial activity in Asia could also be seen as a deliberate
and radical turn away from Europe, as if the fact of Russia’s intermediary
physical-geographical location between Europe and Asia represented a sort
of existential opportunity or indeed imperative to choose between the two.
This particular sentiment was manifested most intensely at those moments
when Russia’s confrontation with the West appeared especially problematic
and the prospect of a sort of escape to the East correspondingly offered its
greatest appeal. One such moment was the Crimean War, when the Russians
felt themselves to be underattack from a concert ofhostile European countries.
During the war, the historian Pogodin summoned his countrymen to renounce
the West and to redirect their energies in the future to the East. ‘Leaving
Europe in peace in the expectation of better circumstances, we should turn
all of our attention to Asia . . . Let the European peoples live as they know
how and arrange themselves in their own countries as they wish, while half
of Asia — China, Japan, Tibet, Bukhara, Khiva, Persia — belongs to us if we
want.” This reorientation was to be accompanied by a dizzying programme
of constructive actitity, which would stimulate Russia’s national spirit and
provide new meaning for it. ‘Lay new roads into Asia or search out old ones,
develop communications, if only in the tracks indicated by Alexander the

11 P. P. Semenoyv, ‘Obozrenie Amura v fiziko-geograficheskom otnoshenii’, Vestnik impera-
torskogo geograficheskogo obshchestva 15, 6 (1855): 254.
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Great and Napoleon, set up caravans, girdle Asiatic Russia with railroads, send
steamships along all of its rivers and lakes . . ., and you will increase happiness
and abundance across the entire globe.”

Several decades later essentially the same sort of summons was repeated
by the novelist Fedor Dostoevsky. In his message, however, we may begin to
detect the same shift of emphasis observed in the musing of Petrashevskii, in the
sense that the subject to be improved through this activity was not so much the
indigenous colonial population as Russia itself. A refocusing of attention upon
Asia, Dostoevsky insisted, “will lift and resuscitate our spirit and our strengths
... Our civilising mission there will give us spirit and draw us out, if only
we would get on with it!” Like Pogodin, Dostoevsky envisioned an ambitious
programme of construction and development. ‘Build just two railroads, for a
start — one into Siberia and the other into Central Asia — and you will see the
results immediately.”™ It seems obvious that the ‘results’ Dostoevsky refers
to here had much more to do with the Russians themselves than with the
latter’s Asiatic colonies. Like Petrashevskii, Dostoevsky believed that Russia’s
efforts towards civilising its Asian colonies would have the far more important
effect of enabling Russia to transform, indeed to civilise itself. Quite unlike
Petrashevskii, however, Dostoevsky shared with Pogodin an ultimate aim
which was not integration into the European fraternity but rather precisely
the contrary, that is to say the ever-greater individualisation of Russia, its
differentiation from the West and the advancement of its own special destiny.

Or was it? The fact that the vision of Russia as an anti-European empire
continued to accept the civilisational distinction between Europe and Asia set
out in the eighteenth century insured that it would remain encumbered with
the fundamental nationalist dilemma regarding Russia’s European identity.
When confronting Europe directly, the nationalists we are considering could
be confident in their unconditional disassociation from and rejection of it.
This clear demarcation was undermined, however, precisely by the fact of
Russia’s colonial Asian realm. Russia’s colonies beyond the Urals retained their
functionasa constituting Other for Russia itself, and the particular civilisational
juxtaposition that this invoked dictated that Russia was by definition, and thus
by necessity European. There simply was no alternative. Russian nationalism
wrestled ceaselessly with the geographical illogic of this conundrum without

12 M. P. Pogodin, ‘O russkoi politike na budushchee vremia’, in Istoriko-politicheskie pis'ma
i zapiski v prodolzhenii Krymskoi voiny 1853—1856 (Moscow: V. M. Frish, 1874 (orig. 1854)),
Pp. 242—4.

13 £ M. Dostoevskii, ‘Geok Tepe. Chto dlia nas Aziia’, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii
(Leningrad: Nauka, 1972—90), vol. XXVII, p. 36.
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ever being able fully to master it. Among other things, this failure insured
that even the most vociferous nationalist insistence on Russia’s non-European
character was nearly always tempered by some degree or shade of lingering
commitment to the original Petrine identification of Russia as a Western
empire.

Thus we see that the same Pogodin who demanded that Russia turn its
indignant back on a bellicose West could at the same time speak with the
greatest warmth and conviction about Russia’s essential affinities with Europe.
Upon learning of the brutal Sepoy revolt against the British in India in 1857, for
example, the image of a hostile competitor empire was immediately replaced
by a sense of commonality and shared destiny. “We forgot at once that the
English were our enemy, and we saw in them only Europeans, Christians,
sufferers. We saw in them an advanced nation which barbarism was threatening
with destruction, and a general compassion and sympathy was expressed from
all corners.™ The same point was made yet more emphatically by Dostoevsky,
for as soon as he directed his attention away from the West and towards the
Russian East, it became clear that the national transformation for which he was
hoping had everything to do with Europe. Russia’s imperial presence beyond
the Urals, he argued, could allow the country finally and definitively to shed
the stigma of backwardness and thereby become European. ‘In Europe we
are hangers-on and slaves, but in Asia we are masters,” he observed crisply. ‘In
Europe we are Tatars, but in Asia we too are Europeans.” This transformation
would be brought about through Russia’s progressive civilising activities, and
the all-important point — as with Petrashevskii — was that the West itself
should and would appreciate this. ‘Europe is sly and clever,” he assured his
compatriots, ‘it is guessing what is going on and, believe, me, will begin
to respect us immediately!”® Clearly, and paradoxically, the civilisation that
Dostoevsky was hoping that its Asiatic colonies would provide for Russia was
nothing other than Europeanisation itself.

Russia as a national empire

The late imperial period produced yet a third perspective on Russia’s imperial
identity. Like the others we have examined, this perspective was influenced
decisively by impulses from the West. Now, however, these impulses came not
so much from discourses about empire as from the growing preoccupation

14 M. P. Pogodin, ‘Vtoroe pis'mo k Izdatel'iu gazety “Le Nord™, in Stat’i politicheskie i
pol’skii vopros (Moscow: E B. Miller, 1876 (orig. 1856)), p. 16.
15 Dostoevskii, ‘Geok Tepe’, pp. 36-8; emphasis added.
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with the processes of nation-building and nation-state consolidation. In this
spirit, the first priority was the principle of national unity, understood in a man-
ner that went well beyond traditional Russian notions of centralisation within
the autocratic state. Indeed, in a very real sense this new concern contravened
the very principle of imperial bifurcation and heterogeneity which had been so
carefully constructed and maintained in the Petrine vision of Imperial Russia.
Now the challenge was rather to overcome internal differentiation by inte-
grating and unifying the far-flung spaces of the empire economically, demo-
graphically and politically, with the ultimate goal of creating a single cohesive
and homogeneous political-geographical corpus. It is highly significant in this
regard that the thinking of Sergei Witte — minister of finance from 1892 to 1903
and one of the most powerful tsarist officials of the late empire — was heavily
influenced by the apostle of German national consolidation Friedrich List.”
Witte enthuastically embraced List’s dogma of a consolidated and standardised
‘national market’, and the various projects of national development which he
was to sponsor — notably the construction of the very railways across Asiatic
Russia to the Pacific and into Central Asia that Pogodin and Dostoevsky had
called for — were intended among other things to create the conditions for such
an integrated national arena in Russia. The great chemist Dmitrii Mendeleey,
who shared Witte’s general perspective on national development, attempted
to give graphic expression to this imperative of national consolidation by draft-
ing an entirely new cartographic projection of the empire, which purported
to depict more accurately than standard projections the natural physiographic
coalescence of Russia’s imperial spaces.”

The great ethnographic and geographical diversity of the empire, which had
served as such an obvious and important marker of Russia’s imperial identity,
was of course not to be denied. The new perspective sought to reorganise
and subsume this variety, however, within a uniform standardised framework
of imperial civil order, or grazhdanstvennost’. The imperial population in its
entirety was now characterised as a single civil society, in which each individual
was a citizen endowed with the same fundamental array of privileges and
duties.”® This sort of vision of civil society had been developing in Russia since
the late eighteenth century, but it gained public momentum only in the 1860s
as part of the Great Reforms. The first target for this programme of radical

16 S. Iu. Vitte, Po povodu natsionalizma. Natsional’naia ekonomiia i Fridrikh List, 2nd edn (St
Petersburg: Brokgauz and Efron, 1912 (orig. 1889)).

17 D. I. Mendeleev, K poznaniiu Rossii (Munich: Izd. Molavida, 1924; (orig. 1906)).

18 D. Yaroshevski, ‘Empire and Citizenship’, in Brower and Lazzerini (eds.) Russia’s Orient,
pp. 58-79.
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social and political inclusion had been the newly emancipated serfs, but the
scope was broadened in subsequent decades to include the indigenous non-
Russian populations of the colonial periphery as well. To be sure, the new
principle of grazhdanstvennost’ incorporated many of the traditional imperial
concerns and attitudes. Thus, the extension of imperial citizenship to the
empire’s colonial subjects was intended to help consolidate and strengthen
centralised tsarist authority in non-Russian regions where it was perceived
to be tenuous, and to facilitate their administrative incorporation into the
imperial framework. Moreover, the commitment to equal enfranchisement
was very much driven by the same convictions we have noted earlier regarding
the superiority of European-Russian civilisation (Russian language, Russian
Orthodoxy and so on), the latter’s civilising mission and the imperative that
the empire’s colonial subjects eventually adopt the Russian cultural ethos.
Indeed, it was ultimately this ethos which was to provide the cement for
imperial unity in toto.

At the same time, however, the new perspective approached this process in
a manner very different from the other visions of empire that we have con-
sidered. The adoption of the Russian ethos would not be achieved through
diktat and forced imposition, but rather naturally and voluntarily, through
peaceful exposure to the superior Russian example. These alternative nuances
were captured in the distinction between the terms russifikatsiia (Russifica-
tion) and obrusenie (Russianisation).” Moreover, in stark contrast to the view
of the empire’s non-Russian subjects as an ‘essentially’ foreign ethnographic
Other, the project of Russianisation took the national homogenisation of the
entire imperial population entirely seriously and looked forward confidently
to the complete assimilation of non-Russian elements into the dominant Rus-
sian core. This process would not necessarily lead to the complete dissolution
of traditional non-Russian ethnic or tribal attachments, but the primordial
particularism of the latter would be emphatically — and willingly — subordi-
nated to a new common identity defined in terms of imperial citizenship.
Again, the critical contrast with the other perspectives we have examined
was the eventual prospect of assimilation: ethno-cultural differences were no
longer essentialised as immutable realities which needed to be managed but
rather tended to be seen as obstacles to the cohesion of the modern state
which could and would be overcome. In this spirit, terms such as sblizhenie
(rapprochement) and sliianie (blending or merging) — familiar to us today

19 D. Brower, Turkestan and the Fate of the Russian Empire (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003),
pp. 65-6, 68.
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from their later deployment in the tortured lexicon of Soviet nationality
policy — were already in active use to characterise the interactive dynamics
of the empire’s many nationalities.*

In all of this, empire-building was clearly crossing lines with nation-building,
and the emphasis on unity and homogeneity within the imperial framework
led to a further blurring of the distinction between empire and nation in Russia.
Effectively, policies intended to consolidate and strengthen the former were at
the very same time supposed to foster the latter as well. It should be noted that
this particular paradox was by no means Russia’s alone, for other European
empires also struggled in this period to balance the enhancement of empire
with the increasingly irresistible imperative towards national consolidation,
and for them as well the simple conflation of the two could represent the
most appealing way of achieving this. This at any rate was the option urged by
the historian and ideologist of British imperialism J. R. Seeley, who wrote in
the 1880s that ‘our Empire is not an empire at all in the ordinary sense of the
word. It does not consist of a congeries of nations held together by force, but
in the main of one nation, as much as if it were no Empire but an ordinary
[national] state.” To be sure, Seeley was discerning enough to appreciate that
ethnographic distinctions could not credibly be written out of the calculus of
nationhood in the modern world, and thus his sweeping conclusion that ‘our
Empire isa vast English nation” was drawn only with the careful stipulation that
‘we exclude India from consideration’.* This sort of general perspective found
a powerful resonance in Russia, notably among the liberal elite assembled in
the Constitutional-Democratic or Kadet party. In 1914 Petr Struve declared
Russia to be a ‘nation-state empire’, in which all the nationalities already
had or would eventually assimilate to the dominant Russian ethos.** This
view was echoed three years later on the eve of the revolution by Struve’s
colleague Boris Nolde, who characterised the empire in a similar spirit as
a ‘Russian national state (russkoe gosudarstvo)’.?® The striking difference with
Seeley was that the notion of imperial-national unity as affirmed by these
Russians demonstratively failed to grant his concession to the ethnographic
dimension of nationhood, in which spirit, for example, the Briton’s exclusion
of India might have been matched in the case of Russia by Turkestan. The
vision of Russia as a national empire, however, imbued Russian nationality

20 Brower, Turkestan, p. 19.

21 J. Seeley, The Expansion of England: Two Courses of Lectures (London: Macmillan, 1883), pp.
51, 75.

22 Quoted in Dominic Lieven, ‘Dilemmas of Empire 1850-1918: Power, Territory, Identity’,
Journal of Contemporary History 34, 2 (1999): 179.

23 Quoted in Tolz, Russia, pp. 173—4.

58



Geographies of imperial identity

with a distinctly imperial quality that enabled it to be at once multiethnic and
supra-ethnic. It was founded upon affinities that effectively both absorbed and
superseded mere racial and ethnographic criteria. This line of thinking in late
imperial Russia provided a direct link with nationality debates and policies
throughout the Soviet Union and indeed down to the present day.

The national assimilation of its non-Russian populations, however, was only
one means by which the empire was to be ‘Russianised’. Along with it went a
heightened awareness of the pervasiveness of ethnic Russian settlement itself
across the remote imperial expanses, an awareness that was apparent above
all in a new historiographical emphasis on the factors of resettlement and
colonisation in Russian history. The groundwork for such a perspective had
been laid in the early 1840s, in the theories of the Moscow historian Sergei
Solov’ev about the genesis of the Russian nation. Anticipating a theme that
later in the century would figure prominently in nationalist historiography in
many countries, Solov’ev argued that the Russian nation had been formed by
a primordial process of movement across and settlement of vast geographical
spaces. His attention was fixed upon Russia’s earliest history, and the geo-
graphical realm he had in mind was correspondingly limited, but after the
middle of the century his ideas were generalised into the prospect of a single
colonising moment which ran throughout all of Russia’s historical experience
from its origins down to the present, and which included the full geograph-
ical scope of all Russia’s vast imperial domains.** This was a view of Russia
as a nation ‘colonising itself, as Solov’ev’s successor at Moscow University,
Vasilii Kliuchevskii, famously put it, in which resettlement and colonisation
were ‘the basic facts of [its] history’.> With varying emphases, this perspective
was developed in subsequent decades by numerous historians, including A. P.
Shchapov, M. K. Liubavskii, G. I. Vernadskii and many others.

Indeed, its appeal extended far beyond the university lecture hall, and it
gave rise to a teleological vision of inexorable movement eastwards ‘against
the sun’ that ran throughout the entire historical life of the Russian nation —
effectively a sort of Russian Manifest Destiny.*® Like the American prototype,
this prospect bequeathed new meaning and rationale both to the Russian
historical chronicle as well as to Russia’s imperial spaces themselves, and it

24 S. K. Frank, Imperiale Aneignung. Diskursive Strategien der Kolonisation Sibiriens durch die
russische Kultur (Habilitationschrift, University of Konstanz, 2003) pp. 108—23.

25 V. O. Kliuchevskii, Sochineniia v deviati tomakh, 9 vols. (Moscow: Mysl’, 1987), vol. I, pp.
50-1.

26 G. I. Vernadskii, ‘Protiv solntsa. Rasprostranenie russkogo gosudarstva k Vostoku’,
Russkaia mysl’ 1 (1914): 56—79; Georgii Vernadskii, ‘O dvizhenii russkikh na vostok’,
Nauchnyi istoricheskii zhurnal 1, 2 (1913): 52—61.
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additionally served as a convenient rationalisation and justification for the
expansionist activities of the present day. Once again the geographer Semenov
gave voice to this perspective, linking Russia’s contemporary advances on the
Manchurian frontier to a deeper geo-historical thrust in the life of the nation.
“The occupation and colonization of the Amur brilliantly brings to an end
the remarkable movement of the Slavic tribe, which began in the sixteenth
century and which pressed. . . in a direction diametrically opposed to all [other]
national migrations: namely from the west to the east, from the shores of the
Volga to the coasts of the Pacific Ocean.” The history of the exploration and
settlement of all Siberia, he concluded, ‘clearly demonstrates that the entire
Slavic migration from the west to the east was a natural phenomenon, which
flowed gradually out of the life of the Russian nation’.”

This emphasis on movement and colonisation as intrinsic aspects of Rus-
sia’s historical experience had substantial implications for the articulation of
the vision of the empire as consolidated national space. It indicated on the one
hand that the Russians historically had had a physical presence right across
the empire, which in turn meant that the manifest ethno-cultural contrasts
between Russian and non-Russian within the empire were no longer nec-
essarily reflected geographically in the contrast between regions that were
‘essentially” European (and thus native Russian) and those that were ‘essen-
tially” Asian (and hence colonial and foreign). Precisely this distinction, of
course, had been a foundational element of the Petrine vision of empire, and
even a partial readjustment of it involved a reconceptualisation of the differ-
entiation of imperial space in its entirety into organic Russian as opposed to
non-Russian parts — the very differentiation, that is to say, between metropole
and colony. It is perhaps not too much to speak of a perceptual revolution
in this regard, which was manifested most clearly in regard to Russia’s old-
est, largest and in many senses most important colony, namely Siberia. With
the new insistence on the unbroken and organic continuity of the process
of Russian settlement across the ages, Siberia began to be seen not only as
the exotic foreign colony envisioned in the eighteenth century, clearly distin-
guished from Russia proper — i.e. ‘European’ Russia west of the Urals — in
terms of geography and ethnography. Beyond this, it was revisioned as a sort
of geographical extension of Russia itself and thus an organic part of it, with
a long historical tradition of settlement by populations that were ethnically
Russian. Indeed, this latter point had been noted since the early decades of the

27 Quoted in Mark Bassin, Imperial Visions: Nationalist Imagination and Geographical Expan-
sion in the Russian Far East, 1840-1865 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999),
p. 269.
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century by Russian nationalists, who delighted in the fact that native Russian
folkways and traditions long vanished in European parts of the empire could
still be found in Russian society east of the Urals. From this standpoint, Siberia
could not legitimately be characterised as a colony at all, for it represented not
imperial space but rather the space of the Russian nation.”®

The appeal of this vision of the Russian empire as cohesive national space
was not limited to the Europhilic tendency of Russian nationalism as rep-
resented by Westernisers such as Witte, Struve or Nolde. Very much to the
contrary, it was embraced by the nationalist anti-Western camp as well; indeed,
in formulations such as those offered by the Pan-Slav Nikolai Danilevskii in his
manifesto Russia and Europe (1871) it received what was perhaps its fullest and
most radical expression. Danilevskii concurred with the emphasis on national
unity as the necessary foundation of all forms of statehood that we have already
noted. ‘Nationality [narodnost’] represents . . . the essential basis for the state,
the very rationale for its existence. The principal goal of the state is precisely
the preservation of the nation.” He went even further, insisting that the state—
nation correspondence must be based on an absolute exclusivity, in the sense
that only “a single nation may form any one state’. Pluralistic states in which a
‘haphazard mixture of nations [sluchainaia smes’ narodnostei]’ were assembled
within a common political space violated this principle, thereby insuring their
own instability and ineffectiveness.?® The Russian state, he argued, had histor-
ically represented the former model in that it was based upon a single Russian
nation.

Danilevskii did not believe that this fact was undermined or contradicted
by the poly-ethnic diversity of the imperial body politic. The tribal or ethno-
graphicidentifications which this diversity represented related only to the low-
est and most primitive forms of social association, and did not interfere with
the principle of modern nationality, which was historically more advanced
and took clear precedence. Over the centuries, the Russians had naturally
absorbed into their own national ethos the various peoples they encountered,
and Danilevskii’s consistent option for the term assimiliatsiia (assimilation)
to describe this process — rather than the more mutualistic and even-handed
sblizhenie or sliianie —left no doubt as to the absolute pre-eminence of Russian
nationality in this process. On this latter point he was most emphatic, stressing

28 Mark Bassin, ‘Imperialer Raum/Nationaler Raum: Sibirien auf der kognitiven Land-
karte Rufilands im 19. Jahrhundert’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft: Zeitschrift fiir Historische
Sozialwissenschaft 28, 3 (2002): 378-403.

20 N.Ia. Danilevskii, Rossiia i Evropa. Vzgliad na kul turniye i politicheskie otnosheniia Slavian-
skogo mira k Germano-Romanskomu (Moscow: Kniga, 1991 (orig. 1871)), p. 222.
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the “assimilating power” (upodobitel naia sila) of the Russian ethos that rendered
it capable of “converting’ or ‘turning’ (pretvorit’) the non-Russian nationalities
of the empire quite literally into ‘its own flesh and blood’ (v svoiu plot’ i krov’).3°
In the most fundamental and absolute sense, therefore, Danilevskii believed
that the imperial population already represented the Russian nation, to a sig-
nificant extent at least.

Danilevskii embellished his argument regarding the essential unity and
homogeneity of the empire with an impassioned attempt to revise the Petrine
vision of Russia’s geographical bifurcation between two continents. In the
early pages of his work, he devoted considerable energy to deconstruct-
ing the very continental boundary which had been so carefully constructed
in the early eighteenth century and which provided the foundation for the
other imperial perspectives we have considered. The Urals, he insisted, were
a thoroughly minor physiographic feature which could hardly represent a
continental boundary, and there was moreover no satisfactory alternative
to them to serve as a boundary between Europe and Asia across Russian
space. The simple fact was that, rather than being geographically bifurcated
in any way, the entirety of Russia’s imperial realm represented a unified nat-
ural region’ (estestvennaia oblast’) as organically cohesive as the geographical
space of the French nation, for example, if on a larger scale.* This natural-
geographical cohesiveness, plus the lack of a Europe—Asia boundary, set the
basis for Danilevskii’s radical reconfiguration of the traditional bipartite civil-
isational contrast between Europe and Asia into a tripartite juxtaposition.
Imperial Russia represented a third world, equally distinct from Europe and
Asia and no less significant in world-historical terms than either. Danilevskii’s
tentative thoughts along this line were systematised some years later by his
fellow Pan-Slav Vladimir Lamanskii in a study entitled The Three Worlds of the
Euro-Asiatic Continent, and after the revolution were developed much further
by a group of émigrés — including Vernadskii himself and a former acolyte of
Struve, Petr Savitskii — into the doctrines of Eurasianism.?

In stark contrast to European territorial expansion — always associated with
violence and brutality — the historical expansion of Russia to occupy its ‘natural
region’ was in Danilevskii’s view an organic and benign process. The edifice

30 Danilevskii, Rossiia, p. 486.

31 Danilevskii, Rossiia, pp. 56—7.

32 V. I. Lamanskii, Tri mira Aziiskogo-Evropeiskogo materika, 2nd edn (Petrograd: Novoe
Vremia, 1916 (orig. 1892)); N. V. Riasanovsky, “The Emergence of Eurasianism’, California
Slavic Studies 4 (1967): 30—72; M. Laruelle, L’Idéologie eurasiste russe, ou comment penser
Pempire (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1999).
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of the Russian state that it produced was ‘not built on the bones of tram-
pled nations” but rather represented a harmonious and voluntaristic entity.??
Danilevskii endorsed the notion of Manifest Destiny with the teleological argu-
ment that these open continental spaces were truly ‘predestined’ for Russian
occupation and assimilation. The clear implication was that Russia possessed
no colonies or foreign territories at all, only contiguous national spaces, and
on this point Danilevskii finally made explicit the revision of the status of
Russia’s Siberian ‘colony’. Russian settlements beyond the Urals, he declared,
‘do not represent new [and disassociated] centres of Russian life, but rather
only serve to broaden Russsia’s unified, indivisible sphere’. The historical and
ethnographic unity of Russian settlement, from the western borderlands to the
Pacific, was quite complete and corresponded moreover to the essential phys-
iographic unity of the landmass it covered. ‘Russia never possessed colonies’
he concluded, “and it is entirely mistaken [ves'ma oshibochno] to regard Siberia
as an example of one, as many do.”* With this, the fundamental innovation
upon which the other visions of Russia as a European empire were founded
had been undone, and the reformulation of Russia’s imperial image had come
full circle.

33 Danilevskii, Rossiia, pp. 24-5.
34 Danilevskii, Rossiia, p. 485.
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4
Russian culture in the eighteenth century

LINDSEY HUGHES

Russia and the West: ‘catching up’

Two edicts issued within a few weeks of each other offer a foretaste of the tra-
jectory of Russian culture in the eighteenth century. At the end of December
1699 Peter I replaced the Byzantine practice of counting years from the cre-
ation of mankind with numbering from the birth of Christ, ‘in the manner
of European Christian nations’. Henceforth the year would begin in January,
not September.” On 4 January 1700 townsmen were ordered to adopt West-
ern dress, a decree that was extended later in the year to women.? In both
cases, Peter’s potentially recalcitrant subjects were provided with visual aids:
examples of New Year festive greenery and mannequins wearing ‘French and
Hungarian® dress were displayed in public places to prevent anyone ‘feign-
ing ignorance’ about what was required. Both these measures presupposed
‘Christian Europe” as Russia’s model. Both offended Orthodox sensibilities.
Traditionalists protested that Peter was tampering with Divine time and that
the ‘German’ dress and the clean-shaven faces imposed on men a few years
earlier were ungodly. Elite Russians in Western fashions entered a Western
time scale, while the mass of the traditionally clad population, who had little
need to know what year it was, continued to live by the cyclical calendar of
feasts and saint’s days. Historians agree that these and subsequent reforms
widened the gap between high and low culture: the elite ‘caught up’ with the
West, while the lower classes lagged behind’.

With this in mind and with a focus on high culture, we shall examine
developments in architecture, the figurative arts, theatre, music and literature

1 PSZ, 3rd series, no. 1735, pp. 680-1, no. 1736, pp. 681—2.

2 PSZ, sthseries, no. 1741, p. 1. On calendar and dress reform, see L. Hughes, Russia in the Age
of Peter the Great (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1998) and ‘From Caftans
into Corsets: The Sartorial Transformation of Women during the Reign of Peter the
Great’, in P. Barta (ed.), Gender and Sexuality in Russian Civilization (London: Routledge,
2001), pp. I7-32.
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from the late seventeenth century to the end of the eighteenth. Exploring these
topics within the framework of individual reigns reflects the fact that Russian
high culture was overwhelmingly dependent on initiative and funding from
the sovereigns and their circle. From the 1690s to the 1790s the dominant trend
was the assimilation of the devices of classicism in its various guises —baroque,
rococo, neoclassicism. The sources of inspiration shifted over time, as Polish-
Ukrainian influences were replaced by German and French, with a phase
of Anglophilia” in Catherine II's reign, but the basic process remained one
of imitation and apprenticeship. Often Russia’s eighteenth century has been
presented as a means to an end, the end being the internationally recognised
achievements of Russian literature, music and, eventually, the visual arts in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The century justified its existence
by producing the poet Alexander Pushkin (born 1799). Even Soviet nationalist
historians, who eulogised several key figures of the Russian Enlightenment,
were uncomfortable with the ‘century of apprenticeship’ and the debt that
Russian culture owed to foreign models. In this chapter I hope to put these
issues into perspective.

The reign of Peter I (1682-1725)

Elite Russian culture at the beginning of the eighteenth century developed
in a peculiar hot-house environment, show-cased in St Petersburg. The new
capital’s creator, Peter I, summoned foreign architects to construct palaces,
and foreign artists to fill them with pictures. He instructed agents abroad to
purchase what could not be produced at home.? Once seen as revolutionary,
Peter’s cultural programme is best regarded as an intensification and accelera-
tion of innovations that occurred less ostentatiously in the seventeenth century.
Peter’s father Alexis (1629—76) is the first Russian ruler of whom we have more
or less authentic painted likenesses and the first to maintain a court theatre
and a court poet. Alexis’s daughter Sophia (1657-1704) was the first Russian
woman to be the subject of secular portraiture. Poets praised her wisdom in
syllabic verse.*

Such developments derived from two main cultural strands that continued
into Peter’s reign and beyond. Firstly, there was Latinate Orthodox culture
3 See N. V. Kaliazina and G. N. Komelova, Russkoe iskusstvo Petrovskoi epokhi (Leningrad:
Khudozhnik, 1990); M. V. Piotrovskii (ed.), Osnovateliu Peterburga. Katalog vystavki

(St Petersburg: Ermitazh, 2003).

4 See L. Hughes, Sophia, Regent of Russia (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
1990) and my chapter in volume I of The Cambridge History of Russia.
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filtered through Ukraine and Belarus and propagated by the Slavonic-Greek-
Latin (Moscow) Academy, established in 1687 on the model of the Kiev
Academy’ Its teachers, pupils and artists produced syllabic verses, allegori-
cal engravings, school drama and programmes for parades and firework dis-
plays, employing the devices of the Polish Renaissance and baroque. Secondly,
Western craftsmen entered the tsars” service, many employed in the Kremlin
Armoury workshops. The Moscow Academy and the Armoury catered to
many of Peter’s cultural needs both before and after his first visit to the West
(1697-8). In the 1690s, for example, Armoury artists painted pictures of ‘troops
going by sea’” copied from German engravings and decorated the ships that
Peter built at Voronezh.® In 1606 the Academy organised a programme of clas-
sical architectural devices, allegorical paintings and sculptures on triumphal
gates for a victory parade to celebrate the capture of Azov from the Turks.”
Such parades, inspired by Imperial Rome, continued to be held in Moscow
and later St Petersburg to celebrate Russia’s successes against the Swedes in
the Great Northern War (1700-21).

Only after his major victories in 1709-10 could Peter devote attention to
the construction of St Petersburg. The city was to be designed according to
a regular plan (never fully implemented), in contrast to Moscow’s haphazard
maze of streets. Unlike in Moscow, where the tsars’” court mainly operated
within the constricted, walled space of the Kremlin, with men and women
segregated, in St Petersburg a number of riverbank sites accommodated Peter’s
mixed-sex parties and masquerades, parades and regattas. Key landmarks were
constructed of brick, stuccoed and painted in bright colours and decorated with
bands of flat white pilasters and window surrounds. Characteristic touches in
interiors were the use of blue and white Delft tiles, carved wooden panelling
and allegorical frescoes. Some historians apply the all-purpose term ‘Petrine
Baroque’ to the architecture of early St Petersburg, although in fact there was
no attempt to impose a uniform style beyond achieving a generally Western
look.

5 R. Lucas, ‘Dutch and Polish Influences in Russian Architecture 1660-1725", Study Group
on Eighteenth-Century Russia Newsletter (hereafter, SGECRN) 8 (1980): 23—7; M. Okenfuss,
The Rise and Fall of Latin Humanism in Early Modern Russia (Leiden and New York: Brill,
1995); N. Chrissides, ‘Creating the New Educational Elite. Learning and Faith in Moscow’s
Slavo-Greco-Latin Academy, 1685-1694°, unpublished PhD thesis, Yale University (2000).

6 See Hughes, Russia in the Age, pp. 12—20, and “The Moscow Armoury and Innovations in
17th-century Muscovite Art’, CASS 13 (1979): 204—23.

7 See details in Richard Wortman, Scenarios of Power. Myth and Ceremony in Russian Monarchy,
2 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), vol. I, pp. 42—4.
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The supervisor of many projects was the Swiss-Italian Domenico Trezzini
(1670-1734), whom Peter hired to build the Peter and Paul fortress.® In 1710
Trezzini designed Peter’s modest Summer Palace, with relief sculpture by the
German Andreas Schliiter (1665-1714) and Dutch formal gardens. Across the
river the boldest point on the skyline was Trezzini’s cathedral of saints Peter
and Paul (1712-33), with its tall golden spire. The basilical structure departed
radically from the centralised Greek cross of Russo-Byzantine church architec-
ture, while the gilded iconostasis resembled a triumphal arch. The churches
in Trezzini’s St Alexander Nevsky monastery were more traditional in style.
Significantly, this was to be the only monastery in early St Petersburg, located
well away from the centre of the growing city.

For a while the French architect Jean Baptiste Le Blond (1679-1719) looked
like eclipsing Trezzini, but he died after spending only three years in Russia.
His activity was centred at the grand palaces at Peterhof and Strel'na on the
Gulf of Finland, Peter’s versions of Versailles, with extensive formal gardens,
terraces, fountains and sculptures. Peterhof also owed a great deal to Johann
Friedrich Braunstein, in Russia 1714—28. Among his several pavilions in the
grounds was Peter’s favourite retreat, the small Mon Plaisir palace, which
housed what was probably Russia’s first art gallery. Gottfried Johann Schidel
(1680-1752) from Hamburg worked mainly for Peter’s favourite, Aleksandr
Menshikov (1673-1729), building the prince’s impressive Italianate residences
at Oranienbaum (1713—25) and on Vasilevskii island (1713-27). The only extant
building by Georg Johann Mattarnovy (died 1719) is the Kunstkamera, which
housed Peter’s notorious collection of ‘monsters” and other curiosities.

Among the Russian architects who received their initial training from these
foreigners were Mikhail Zemtsov, Peter Eropkin and Ivan Korobov, who only
began to take on major commissions in the late 1720s. Peter's painters were
nearly all foreigners, too, as was the case at most European courts.® The
most prolific court painters were Louis Caravaque (1684-1754) and Gottfried

8 On architects and architecture, see J. Cracraft, The Petrine Revolution in Russian Architecture
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990); W. Brumfield, A History of Russian Architecture
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); Iu. V. Artem’eva and S. A. Prokhvatikova
(eds.), Zodchie Sankt-Peterburga. XVIII vek (St Petersburg: Lenizdat, 1997); L. Hughes,
‘German Specialists in Petrine Russia: Architects, Painters and Thespians’, in R. Bartlett
and K. Schénwilder (eds.), The German Lands and Eastern Europe (Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1999), Pp. 72-90.

9 J. Cracraft, The Petrine Revolution in Russian Imagery (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1997); S. O. Androsov, ‘Painting and Sculpture in the Petrine Era’, in A. G. Cross (ed.),
Russia in the Reign of Peter the Great: Old and New Perspectives (hereafter, RRP) (Cambridge:
SGECR, 1998), pp. 161-72; L. Hughes, Tmages of Greatness: Portraits of Peter I, in
L. Hughes (ed.), Peter the Great and the West: New Perspectives (Basingstoke: Palgrave,
2000), pp. 250—70.
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Dannhauer (Tannhauer, 1680-1733/7). In addition to painting portraits and
battle scenes (both produced versions of Peter at Poltava), their prime task
was to record and celebrate the newly Westernised men and women of the
court. Caravaque also introduced feminine-erotic elements into Russian art,
as in his double portrait of Peter’s daughters, Anna and Elizabeth (1717), which
depicts the two girls as personifications of youth, beauty and fruitfulness.
Such portraits often hung in rooms decorated with half-naked Dianas and
Aphrodites. The allegorical female nude was a daring novelty in Russia, where
classical conventions were still poorly understood and even ‘seemly” portraits
of women were a recent innovation.’® Peter’s taste was more for marine and
battle scenes, but he also purchased the work of Old Masters.

Foreign artists taught their craft to Russian pupils, nearly all of whom
started out as icon-painters. One such apprentice was Ivan Nikitin (c. 1680 till
after 1742), whom Peter later sent to study in Italy. Nikitin’s reputation was
to some extent a Soviet invention. His biographers claimed that the Russian
approached painting not as a “pupil’, but boldly and creatively, outstripping all
the foreign artists working in Russia, whose works seemed ‘inept and naive’
in comparison.” A deathbed portrait of Peter I attributed to Nikitin was said
to display a ‘patriotic, purely Russian understanding of the image, a grief
of loss which could be conveyed only by a Russian artist’, whereas a canvas
on the same theme by the German Dannhauer was dismissed as ‘devoid of
feeling’.” Nikitin’s most recent biographer takes a more balanced approach.”
Some paintings once attributed to Nikitin, who left only two signed canvases,
are the subject of further investigation, for example the splendid portrait once
erroneously entitled The Field Hetman. Russian art historians are now at liberty
to acknowledge and research the foreign originals on which many Petrine
images were based.” The work of foreign artists in Russia awaits thorough
investigation, however.

The making of prints and engraving was supervised by foreign masters such
as Adriaan Schoenebeck and Peter Picart, who superimposed Russian subjects
on Western templates, for example siege and battle scenes from the Northern

10 See L. Hughes, "‘Women and the Arts at the Russian Court from the Sixteenth to the
Eighteenth Century’, in J. Pomeroy and R. Gray (eds.), An Imperial Collection. Women
Artists from the State Hermitage (Washington DC: National Museum of Women in the
Arts, 2003), pp. 19—49.

11 See, for example, A. Savinov, Ivan Nikitin 1688-1741 (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1945).

12 T. A. Lebedeva, Ivan Nikitin (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1975), p. 88.

13 S. O. Androsov, Zhivopisets Ivan Nikitin (St Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 1998), p. 24.

14 See, for example, Julia Gerasimova, “Western Prints and the Panels of the Peter and
Paul Cathedral Iconostasis in St Petersburg’, in J. Klein and S. Dixon (eds.), Reflections on
Russia in the Eighteenth Century (Cologne, Weimar and Vienna: Bohlau, 200r1), pp. 204-17.
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War. To them and to the Russian engravers Ivan (1677-1743) and Aleksei Zubov
(1682-1751) we owe a good part of our visual impression of the Petrine era.” A
major subject was St Petersburg itself, as, for example, in Aleksei Zubov’s city
panorama (1716). Much-reproduced prints depict the dwarfs” wedding staged
by Peter in 1710 and the wedding feast of Peter and his second wife Catherine
in 1712.™

Unlike engraving, which was used in Muscovy for religious subjects, stone
and metal sculpture in the round was completely new to most Russians, having
long been stigmatised by the Orthodox Church as the art of graven images.
Peter’s chief sculptor was the Italian Carlo Bartolomeo Rastrelli (1675:-1744),
whose bronze bust of Peter (1723—30), with its dynamic metal draperies, remains
one of the key images of the tsar. Rastrelli failed to establish a school of
Russian sculptors, however. Russian artists were more comfortable working
with wooden relief carving, little of which has survived. The bulk of the statues
for St Petersburg’s gardens and residences had to be imported, mainly from
Italy, where agents purchased both antique and contemporary pieces.”

Another Western novelty was instrumental music. Peter probably heard his
first Western-style music in Moscow’s Foreign Quarter and experienced opera
and ballet on his first trip abroad. He preferred choral singing and drumming,
both of which he practised vigorously, but he acknowledged the importance
of courtly musical entertainments. In St Petersburg, guests at court functions
were invariably entertained by musicians, who, like painters and foreign chefs,
became an elite fashion accessory, especially after the Law on Assemblies of
1718 encouraged home entertainments. Foreign dance masters were in demand
to teach Russians the latest steps.”® The Dutch painter Cornelius de Bruyn
thought the orchestra he heard in Menshikov’s Moscow residence sounded
‘just like in our countries: violins, basses, trumpets, oboes, flutes’.”?

The use of musical instruments, including the organ, was still banned in
church, but sacred music for the human voice was adapted for the new era.
Parades celebrating military victories featured not only fanfares, but also choirs

15 See M. A. Alekseeva, Graviura Petrovskogo vremeni (Leningrad: Iskusstvo, 1990), and Aleksei
Fedorovich Zubov. Katalog vystavki (Leningrad: Gos. Russkii muzei, 1988).

16 See L. Hughes, ‘Peter the Great’s Two Weddings: Changing Images of Women in a
Transitional Age’,in R. Marsh (ed.), Women in Russia and Ukraine (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), pp. 31—44.

17 S. O. Androsov, Ital’ianskaia skul’ptura v sobranii Petra Velikogo (St Petersburg: Ermitazh,
1999).

18 See N. Zozulina, ‘Vremia peterburgskoi tantsemaniii’, Peterburgskii teatral’nyi zhurnal
(2003), no. 7: 16-32.

19 1. V. Saverkina and Iu. N. Semenov, ‘Orkestrikhor A. D. Menshikova’, Pamiatniki kul tury.
Novye Otkrytiia, 1989 (1990): 161-6.
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singing panegyric verses and cants. The seventeenth-century choral tradition
washarnessed to the needs of the state and the rich expansiveness of the Russian
unaccompanied choral music in church lived on into the new age, under
the influence of both Russian native composers and foreigners, as did folk-
song. Menshikov, for example, kept a choir of Russian and Ukrainian singers
alongside his foreign instrumentalists. All three strands were to continue into
the great age of Russian music more than a century later, although Soviet
musical historians were obliged to stress the importance of secular music and
to underplay sacred works.*

It is unlikely that Peter had any memory of his father’s court theatre, which
closed in 1676. His own adult experience of the theatre probably began in the
Dutch Republic in August 1697, where he saw a “play about Cupid’.** Peter
was probably indifferent to serious theatre, but he understood that theatre,
like music, was an integral part of the Western cultural scene that he sought
to emulate. In 1702 a troupe led by the German Johann-Christian Kunst duly
arrived in Moscow to perform in a playhouse built in the Kremlin. The first
plays were all in German, but Kunst and his successor Otto Fiirst took on
Russian pupils and from 1705 plays in Russian (all translations) were staged.
The repertoire consisted mainly of comic low-brow material from German
and Dutch originals and bowdlerised versions of such plays as Moliére’s Le
Médecin malgré lui. Despite its impressive scenery and costumes, the theatre
was poorly attended and soon ceased functioning altogether.”* Peter’s ill-fated
public theatre was only part of the story. The Moscow Academy staged school
dramas featuring characters personifying virtues and vices, while plays such as
Russia’s Glory celebrated current events. Plays were also staged at the Moscow
Medical School.? In Rostov, Bishop Dmitrii established a theatre and staged
his own plays, including The Nativity Play, with thrilling scenes of the slaughter
of the innocents and Herod in hell.** Peter’s sister Natalia and his sister-in-law

20 See O. Dolskaya-Ackerly, ‘Choral Music in the Petrine Era’, RRP, pp. 173-86; O. Dolskaya-
Ackerly, ‘From Titov to Teplov: The Origins of the Russian Art Song’, in L. Hughes and
M. di Salvo (eds.), A Window on Russia. Papers from the Fifth International Conference of
SGECR (hereafter, WOR) (Rome: La Fenice edizioni, 1996), pp. 197-213.

21 Pis’ma i bumagi Petra Velikogo, 13 vols. to date, vol. I (Moscow, 1887), p. 186.

22 See P. O. Morozov, ‘Russkii teatr pri Petre Velikom’, Ezhegodnik imperatorskikh teatrov.
1893-1894 (St Petersburg, 1894), book 1, pp. 52-80; S. Karlinsky, Russian Drama from its
Beginnings to the Age of Pushkin (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985). Some texts
are published in A. S. Eleonskaia (ed.), P’esy stolichnykh i provintsial’nykh teatrov pervoi
poloviny XVIII v. (Moscow: Nauka, 1975).

23 ‘Slava Rossiiskaia’, in P’esy shkol’nykh teatrov Moskvy (Moscow: Nauka, 1972); Morozoy,
‘Russkii teatr’, p. 72.

24 ‘Rozhdestvenskaia drama’: see Eleonskaia, P’esy, p. 9; O. A. Derzhavina (ed.), Russkaia
dramaturgiia poslednei chetverti XVII-nachala XVIII v. (Moscow: Nauka, 1972), pp. 220-74.
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Tsaritsa Praskovia organised amateur dramatics, the Bible and lives of saints
providing material for Play about the Holy Martyr Evdokia and Comedy of the
Prophet Daniel.

Historians often speak of a virtual absence of Petrine Tliterature’, on the
grounds that scarcely any fiction, poetry or drama appeared in print.>® Gen-
erally this shortage is explained by the practical priorities of government-
sponsored publishing (no Russian presses were in private hands until the 1780s)
and by a lack of leisure for private reading among Russia’s small, literate (but
still not very cultured) elite. Modern anthologies tend to highlight publicistic
writings by churchmen such as Feofan Prokopovich (1681-1736), who praised
Russia’s progress through the literary forms of panegyric verse and sermons.
Prokopovich’s oration at Peter’s funeral remains one of the best-known works
of the era still in print.” If, however, we consider texts available in manuscript,
including popular religious works, a livelier picture ofliterary culture emerges.
Readers continued to enjoy the lives of saints, tales of roguery, picaresque sto-
ries and romances inherited from the previous century.*® The two best-known
examples of manuscript fiction assigned to the Petrine era, the tales of the
Russian sailor Vasilii Koriotskii and the valiant Russian cavalier Alexander,
continue this tradition, although neither of these texts can be reliably dated.
Both fuse travellers’ tales, love interest and exotic detail with contemporary
elements. Alexander, for example, longs ‘to enjoy foreign states with his own
eyes” and to study their ‘polite manners’.*

With regard to non-fiction, historians have identified a “print revolution” in
Peter’s reign. Between 1700 and 1725 one hundred times more printed material
was produced in Russia than in the whole of the previous century. Instructions

25 Eleonskaia, P’esy, p. 12; L. Hughes, ‘Between Two Worlds: Tsarevna Natal’ia Alekseevna
and the “Emancipation” of Petrine Women’, in WOR, pp. 29-36.

26 See Gary Marker, Publishing, Printing, and the Origins of Intellectual Life in Russia, 1700-1800
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), and ‘Publishing and Print Culture’, RRP,
pp. 119-32. S. P. Luppov, Kniga v Rossii v pervoi chetverti XVIII v. (Leningrad: Nauka, 1973).
Generally on Russian literature, see H. B. Segal (ed.), The Literature of Eighteenth-Century
Russia, 2 vols. (New York: E. P. Dixon, 1967); C. Drage, Russian Literature in the Eighteenth
Century (London: published by author, 1978); W. E. Brown, A History of Eighteenth-Century
Russian Literature (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1980); W. Gareth Jones, ‘Literature in the Eighteenth
Century’, in N. Cornwell (ed.), The Routledge Companion to Russian Literature (London and
New York: Routledge, 2000), pp. 25-35. In Russian, some of the best literary scholarship
has appeared in XVIII vek: sbornik (Leningrad/St Peterburg: Nauka), 22 vols. so far. See
also SGECRN, 33 vols. so far.

27 Text in Segal, The Literature of Eighteenth-Century Russia, vol. I, pp. 141-8.

28 See M. A. Morris, The Literature of Roguery in Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century Russia
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2000).

29 Texts in G. Moiseeva (ed.), Russkie povesti pervoi treti XVIII veka (Moscow and Leningrad,
1965), Pp. 191-210, 211-94.
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issued in February 1700 to an Amsterdam publisher set the tone: ‘to print
European, Asian and American land and sea maps and charts and all manner
of prints and portraits and books in the Slavonic and Dutch languages . . .
for the glory of the great sovereign and his tsardom [and] for the general
usefulness and profit of the nation and instruction in various crafts’.*° From
1703 Russia’s first newspaper, Vedomosti (Gazette), carried information about
military and diplomatic affairs. Analysis of the subject matter of 1,312 titles
published in Russia in 1700-25 indicates that laws and regulations accounted
for 44%, official notices — 14.6%, religion — 23.5%, military affairs — 7.9%,
calendars — 1.8%, Vedomosti — 1.8%, primers and language — 1.7%, history and
geography — 1.5%, technology and science — 1.1%, secular philosophy — 0.5%
and belles-lettres — 0.2%.%" The demand for new books was uneven and many
remained unsold. There are no reliable statistics for literacy rates in Peter’s
reign, but estimates for 1797 of 6.9% in the population as a whole suggest
low figures indeed for the early 1700s.** Even so, state- and church-sponsored
projects, such as the Moscow School of Mathematics and Navigation, educated
new readers and the reading primer First Lesson to Youths (1720) by Prokopovich
was a bestseller.®

A publishing landmark was the introduction of a new typeface, the so-
called civil script (grazhdanskii shrift). After several revisions through 1708-10,
thirty-eight Cyrillic letters based on modern designs for Latin characters were
approved, with redundant letters from church script (kirillitsa) excluded.>* The
first schedule of new books (1710) included works on letter-writing, geometry,
artillery, the capture of Troy and descriptions of triumphal gates. The first
books actually to be printed in the revised typeface were translations from
Ernst-Friedrich Borgsdorf’s works on siege warfare and fortification. Despite
such evidence of secular trends, one should treat with caution the notion of
the secularisation of publishing in Peter’s reign. Civil script did not replace
church script. Religious literature published in the latter still accounted for
over 4o per cent of volumes (as opposed to titles) published, in fact, more

30 PSZ, 4th series, no. 1751, pp. 6-8.

31 Figures in Marker, Publishing, pp. 30-1.

32 B. Mironov, ‘Gramotnost’ v Rossii 1797-1917 godov’, Istoriia SSSR (1985), no. 4: 149.
(Figures for urban males: 28%, urban females: 12%; all urban: 21%).

33 M. Okenfuss, "The Jesuit Origins of Petrine Education’, in J. Garrard (ed.), The Eighteenth
Century in Russia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), pp. 106-30; M. Okenfuss, The
Discovery of Childhood in Russia: The Evidence of the Slavic Primer (Newtonville: Academic
International Press, 1980).

34 A. G. Shitsgal (ed.), Grazhdanskii shrift pervoi chetverti XVIII veka 1708-1725 (Moscow:
Kniga, 1981); Gary Marker, “The Petrine “Civil Primer” reconsidered’, Solanus, 1989:
25-39.
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religious books were published in Peter’s reign than in the seventeenth century.
At the same time, a third of the titles printed in church script were secular
in content, for example laws and manifestos.®® It is hard to agree that the
two ‘opposing’ typefaces were ‘linked with the opposition of two cultures,
Petrine and anti-Petrine’ in an entirely consistent way?® It is also misleading
to make a sharp distinction between the secular (‘progressive’) and the sacred
(‘unprogressive’) printed word. Religious literature and writers also served the
state. Sermons, prayers of thanksgiving, allegorical prints combining biblical
and mythological motifs provided the essential theological underpinnings of
autocracy. Prokopovich’s play Viadimir (1705), about the christianisation of
Rus in the tenth century, features a group of ignorant pagan priests, whose
resistance to the new religion mimics that of Peter’s unenlightened opponents.
Even an apparently ‘secular’ work like the behaviour book The Honourable
Mirror of Youth (1717) emphasised faith, piety and obedience.” The Church
retained considerable control over the printed word. In February 1721 most
presses were placed under the direction of the Holy Synod.

The new culture was very unevenly distributed. Concentration of the cul-
tural experiment in St Petersburg reduced the availability of craftsmen and
materials for the rest of Russia, where there waslittle attempt to impose foreign
styles. For important buildings outside the capital the ‘Moscow Baroque’ style
remained popular for several decades, while for routine construction, even in
the back streets of St Petersburg, wood remained the standard material. The
spectacular wooden church of the Transfiguration at Kizhi was completed in
1714 as Trezzini’s thoroughly Western Peter and Paul cathedral got under way.
Everywhere icons, in both traditional and ‘Ttalianate’ styles, were in far greater
demand than portraits, as were lubok wood prints, sold on the streets by ven-
dors. Several lubki have themselves become ‘icons’ of the Petrine era, notably
the print of a scissors-wielding barber attacking an Old Believer’s beard, and
“The Mice Bury the Cat’, a seventeenth-century subject that became associ-
ated with opponents’ jubilation at Peter’s death. Popular icon subjects also
appeared on lubki.*

35 Figures in Marker, Publishing, passim.

36 V. M. Zhivov, Azbuchnaia reforma Petra I kak semioticheskoe preobrazovanie’, Uchenye
zapiski Tartuskogo gos. universiteta 720 (1986): 56, 60—I.

37 See L. Hughes, ““The Crown of Maidenly Honour and Virtue”: Redefining Femininity
in Peter I's Russia’, in W. Rosslyn (ed.), Women and Gender in Eighteenth-century Russia
(London: Ashgate, 2002), pp. 35-49.

38 S. P. Luppov, Kniga v Rossii v pervoi chetvertoi XVIII v. (Leningrad: Nauka, 1973) p. 69.

39 See D. A. Rovinskii, Russkie narodnye kartinki, 5 vols. (St Petersburg, 1881), vol. IV, pp.
322-9; vol. V, pp. 150-61; E. A. Mishina, Russkaia graviura na dereve XVII-XVIII vekov
(St Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 2000), pp. 106—7, 126.
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Private initiatives in high art remained weak. Local artists and architects
fully trained in the Western manner were slow to appear, as was a whole
range of subject matter in art, including free-standing landscapes, still life,
history painting and domestic genre. These anomalies have been explained
by the dearth of independent patrons with a taste for secular art, the limited
opportunities for Russian artists to assimilate new subject matter, clients’
preference for prestigious foreign originals, even by the theory that certain
genres were too ‘frivolous’ for war-focused Russia.*° There was as yet no
academy or school for the arts, although the Academy of Sciences, whose
charter Peter issued shortly before his death, sponsored artistic activities. Even
nobles, harnessed to state service and absent from theirhomes forlong periods,
had few opportunities for collecting and connoisseurship.# The typical country
manor house was a glorified wooden cabin, perhaps topped with a rustic
pediment and with a couple of family portraits in “parsuna’ style inside.**

Resistance or indifference undoubtedly slowed the reception of certain arts,
for example sculpture and theatre. The men and women of Peter’s circle had
little choice about Westernising, but further afield things were different. Grass-
roots protesters, both urban and rural, were liable to identify portraits of Peter
with the goddess Minerva as the ‘icons of Antichrist’ and the tsar’s German
boots as the Devil’s hooves. In 1713 the vice-governor of Archangel complained
that local people were still wearing old-style clothes and refusing to shave.
“Truly, lord’, he wrote to Peter, ‘such boorishness must be stopped and these
heathen customs of dress rooted out.”® Some observers predicted that once
Peter’s iron hand was removed, there would be a general return to Muscovite
beards and even to Moscow itself. That this proved not to be the case testifies
to the foundations that Westernised culture had laid among Russia’s upper
classes and to the dedication of Peter’s successors to his cultural programme.

From Catherine I to Peter III: 1725-1762

Historians once neglected the period between Peter I's death and the accession
to the throne of his self-styled ‘spiritual daughter’ Catherine II. Catherine I

40 See O. S. Evangulova, ‘Portret petrovskogo vremeni i problemy skhodstva’, Vestnik
MGU. Seriia 8. Istoriia, no. 5 (1979): 69-82, and ‘K probleme stilia v iskusstve petrovskogo
vremeni’, ibid., no. 4 (1974): 67-84.

41 On a rare exception, see N. V. Kaliazina, and I. V. Saverkina, “Zhivopisnoe sobranie A.
D. Menshikova’, in Russkaia kul’tura pervoi chetverti XVIII veka. Dvorets Menshikova (St
Petersburg: Ermitazh, 1992).

42 On parsuna portraits, see my chapter in volume I of the Cambridge History of Russia.

43 Pis’ma i bumagi imperatora petra velikogo, vol. XIII (i) (repr. St Petersburg: Nauka, 1992),
p- 374.
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(1725—7) and Peter III (1761—2) reigned too briefly and Peter II (1727—30) and
Ivan VI (1740-1) died too young to make much personal impression on the
cultural scene. At the same time, standard historiography castigated Anna
(1730—40) for her over-reliance on German favourites and Elizabeth (1741-61)
forher extravagance. Only recently hasitbeen possible for Russian historians to
acknowledge that German influence under Anna was not overwhelming and
that Elizabeth’s extravagance served its purpose in the positive presentation
of monarchy.*

While the nobles were still tied to obligatory state service (to 1762), the elite
culture of the imperial court in St Petersburg remained disproportionately
influential. For a time Peter II's aristocratic entourage threatened to restore
Moscow to pre-eminence, but his successor Anna preferred to consolidate her
power in the setting of her uncle, Peter Is, capital. In her reign a more or
less regular royal household was established, where the luxury and outward
display were said to emulate the court of France. Little of Anna’s architectural
programme survives today, however. Indeed, visitors to St Petersburg during
her reign spoke of a mixture of magnificence and squalor, with many buildings
left unfinished.®

The 1730s saw the launch of the career of mid-eighteenth-century Russia’s
most successful architect, Bartolomeo Francesco Rastrelli (1700—71). In 1732—5
Rastrelli constructed the wooden Winter Palace, the third on the site. He
owed his lasting fame to his projects for Elizabeth, however, whose court
required ever more generous architectural spaces, linked series of rooms for
promenading and grand halls with high ceilings for balls and banquets. Her
pageants, parades and festivals celebrated a monarch who served the good
of her fortunate subjects. In particular, Elizabeth, who owned thousands of
costly outfits, loved transvestite masquerades. To cater to such tastes, in the
1740s—50s Rastrelli built the grand Catherine Palace at Tsarskoe Selo, an amaz-
ing confection of vast length, its turquoise blue walls set off by white stone
and gilded ornamentation and ornate plasterwork. Inside, guests progressed
through a series of gilt-embellished rooms, full of rare furniture and porce-
lain, mirrors and chandeliers. The Winter Palace in St Petersburg, completed
in 1762, was, in Rastrelli’s words, created ‘solely for the glory of Russia’. Its

44 See E. V. Anisimov, Anna Ivanovna’, and V. P. Naumoyv, ‘Elizaveta Petrovna’, in Russian
Studies in History 32, 4 (1994): 37-72 and 8-38; E. V. Anisimov, Emptess Elizabeth: Her Reign
and Her Russia, ed. and trans. John T. Alexander (Gulf Breeze: Academic International
Press, 1995).

45 See Maria di Salvo, “What did Algarotti see in Moscow?” in R. Bartlett and L. Hughes
(eds.), Russian Society and Culture in the Long Eighteenth Century: Essays in Honour of Anthony
G. Cross (Munster: Litverlag, 2004), pp. 72—-81.
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facade was formed of seemingly endlessly repeated units of white columns
framing ornate window-surrounds, all with gilded details. The whole effect
was like a grand theatrical backdrop. Rastrelli’s blue and white five-domed
cathedral for Smolnii convent reflected Elizabeth’s preference for Orthodox
conventions in church architecture, embellished with Italianate decoration.4®

As palaces proliferated, pictures were required by the square metre. Foreign
artists were aided, then succeeded by their Russian pupils, such as Ivan Vishni-
akov (1699-1761) and Aleksei Antropov (1716-95). Andrei Matveev (1701/4-39),
who trained in Italy and the Netherlands, is credited with the first Russian
easel painting on an allegorical subject, Allegory of Painting (1725). Another of
Matveev’'s works, generally identified as a self-portrait of the artist and his wife
(1729), is the first known double portrait by a Russian artist. The assimilation
of new subject matter was aided by the founding in 1757 of the St Petersburg
Academy of the Three Fine Arts on the initiative of Elizabeth’s favourite, Ivan
Shuvalov. Initially reliant on foreign teachers (the Frenchmen N. F. Gillet and
J. L. De Velly were the first professors of sculpture and painting), it admitted
Russians of any social class, occasionally even serfs. Few nobles, however, con-
templated a career in architecture, painting or sculpture, which continued to
be regarded as high-grade trades. Students followed a course that included the
study of history and mythology and copying from engravings, classical sculp-
ture and life models. Successful graduates were sent abroad for furthertraining.

Music, singing and dancing were important at both Anna’s and Elizabeth’s
courts. In the late 1730s the French ballet master Jean-Baptiste Landé opened
the first ballet school in St Petersburg. The first opera performance in Russia
(Ristori’s Calandro) was staged in Moscow in 1731. Five years later audiences in
St Petersburg saw La Forza del’amor e del’odio by Francesco Araja (1700-67/70),
who served as maestro di capella at the court from 1735 to 1759. He and his suc-
cessor Hermann Raupach were the first in a long line of foreign maestri in the
imperial household. Foreign masters wrote new works for the court orchestra,
composed mainly of Italian and French musicians, and directed operatic and
ballet spectacles involving lavish costumes and intricate scenery, sound and
lighting effects.#” Theatricals and the staged life of the court intermingled.

In literature the 1730s—40s witnessed some of the first fruits of West-
ernisation, even though belles-lettres still occupied an insignificant place in

46 There is no major study of Rastrelli in English. See Iu. V. Artem’eva and S. A.
Prokhvatikova (eds.), Zodchie Sankt-Peterburga. XVIII vek (St Petersburg: Lenizdab, 1997),
Pp. 217-90.

47 See G. Seaman, A History of Russian Music, Vol. I. From its Origins to Dargomyzhsky (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1967).
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publishing schedules.*® Writers subsequently included in the literary canon
were unpublished in their lifetime. This was true of Antiokh Kantemir (1708
44), whose satires in verse, written between 1729 and 1731, heaped scorn upon
detractors of Peter’s reforms and opponents of science and learning. All his
works were self-confessed exercises in classical and Western genres, the satires,
for example, drawing on Horace, Juvenal and Nicholas Boileau. The writ-
ings of Vasilii Trediakovskii (1703—69), who studied for a time in The Hague
and Paris, likewise consciously imitated and sometimes translated French and
German writers. Both he and Mikhail Lomonosov (1711-65), who was famed
as a scientist and co-founder of Moscow University (1755), wrote panegyric
verses and speeches to celebrate imperial achievements.

It was individuals like Trediakovskii and Lomonosov who laid the ground-
work for professional literary culture by absorbing and experimenting with
Western literary genres and acquiring foreign languages. They were pioneers
of literary theory and poetic metre, advocating and demonstrating the use
of syllabo-tonic versification, which ousted syllabic verse.* Trediakovskii's A
Method for Composing Russian Verse (1752) summarised the achievements of the
reform. Lomonosov’s influential work On the Usefulness of the Church Books
(1757) promoted the use of three styles or registers of literary language: the
higher the style, the more Church Slavonic included, the lower, the more ver-
nacular. Even so, a Russian literary language easily comprehensible to today’s
readers took several more decades to evolve. The readership for new works
expanded with the growth of educational institutions, such as the St Petersburg
Cadet Corps for noblemen, founded in 1731. Literary circles developed along
with literary journals, for example, Lomonosov’s Monthly Compositions (1755).

In the 1740s—50s Russians began to write seriously for the theatre, which was
revived after the failures of earlier experiments. In 1747 ‘Russia’s Racine’, Alek-
sandr Sumarokov (1717-77), wrote Khotev, the first Russian classical tragedy,
which warned against tyranny, excessive favouritism and succumbing to pas-
sions. It played alongside an adaptation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet (1748) in
Sumarokov’s translation, which was followed by three more neoclassical
tragedies based on Racine and Corneille. In 1750 the court repertoire fea-
tured eighteen French comedies, fourteen Russian tragedies and comedies,
four Italian and German interludes. In 1756 Elizabeth appointed Sumarokov
as the first director of the Imperial Theatre, which was based in a professional
company of Russian actors under the direction of the actor-manager Fedor
Volkov (1729-63).

48 See note 26 above.
49 Jones, ‘Literature’, p. 28.
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The developments reviewed so far were overwhelmingly for the court and
the nobility. Beyond these circles literacy rates remained low, opportunities for
schooling few. And as long as nobles continued to be bound to the crown by
service, even their scope for independent cultural activity were limited. The
most notable act of the last ruler of this period, Peter III, who himself played
the violin and enjoyed the theatre, was to free the nobility from compulsory
service. In so doing, he unwittingly released time and energies that allowed
hundreds of Russian nobles to travel abroad and also promoted the blossoming
of noble culture in the Russian provinces, creating a so-called ‘golden age’ that
continued into the first decades of the nineteenth century.

Catherine the Great: 17621796

To quote from Sir Joshua Reynolds, to whom she once sent an expensive
snuffbox, Catherine II was “a sovereign to whom all the Poets, Philosophes
and Artists of the time have done homage’.>° Catherine had a passion for archi-
tecture and landscape gardening; she was an indefatigable author, of plays as
well as legislation, and an insatiable collector.” Among her tally of acquisi-
tions were approximately 4,000 Old Masters, which included 225 paintings
offered to Catherine after Frederick the Great could not afford to buy them
and the eight Rembrandts, six Van Dycks, three Rubens and one Raphael in
the Pierre Crozat collection. Catherine also bought coins and medals, objets de
vertu, applied art and porcelain, of which one of the most spectacular examples
was the 944-piece Green Frog Service, 17734 by Josiah Wedgwood, featuring
British scenes.

Like most European monarchs of her time, Catherine embraced neoclas-
sicism in architecture. Space and proportion, not ornament, were the watch-
words and Rastrelli’s baroque did not outlive Elizabeth. A fine example of
Russian neoclassical architecture is the Tauride palace, built in 1783-9 by the
architect Ivan Starov (1745-1808) for Catherine’s favourite, Grigorii Potemkin,

50 Quoted in Simon Dixon, Catherine the Great (London: Longman, 2001), p. 103. On Cather-
ine as patron, see A. McConnell, ‘Catherine the Great and the Fine Arts’, in E. Mendel-
sohn (ed.), Imperial Russia 1700—1917. Essays in Honour of Marc Raeff (DeKalb: Northern
Ilinois University Press, 1988); 1. Forbes (ed.), Catherine the Great. Treasures of Imperial
Russia (Dallas and St Petersburg: State Hermitage, 1990).

On architecture and gardens, see A. G. Cross, ‘Catherine the Great and the English Gar-
den’,in]. Norman (ed.), New Perspectives on Russian and Soviet Artistic Culture (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1994), pp. 17—24; on Catherine as writer, see Dixon, Catherine, pp. 94-8; as
collector, R. P. Gray, Russian Genre Painting in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Claren-
don Press, 2000), pp. 14-19; G. Norman, The Hermitage: The Biography of a Great Museum
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1997), pp. 21—46.
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himself a lavish patron of the arts.”* The interior was sumptuously deco-
rated, but the exterior was modestly plain, redolent of ‘antique elegance’. One
of Catherine's favourite architects and designers, the Scot Charles Cameron
(1746-1812), built her a gallery addition to the Catherine Palace at Tsarskoe Selo
in the shape of a Greek temple for the display of her collection of antique busts.
Nearby Pavlovsk, a summer residence built by Cameron in 17826 for Grand
Duke Paul and his wife, was set in a picturesquely landscaped park dotted
with Greek temples and rotundas. The main palace reflected the popularity in
Russia of the Palladian style.”® Another of Catherine’s favourite architects was
Giacomo Quarenghi (1744-1817), who surmounted his Academy of Sciences
(1783-9) with the plainest of porticoes. Inspired by British examples, Cather-
ine’s tastes also extended to neo-Gothic details applied to classical proportions,
as, for example, in the church and palace at Chesme (by G.-F. Velden [Felten],
1770s). However, the Gothic palace at Tsaritsyno designed by Vasilii Bazhenov
(1737-99) was not completed.

Neoclassical principles were not only applied to Catherine’s personal
projects. Restructuring the built environment was part of her plan to incul-
cate civic pride in her subjects, and classical St Petersburg stamped a more or
less uniform blueprint over the empire, giving visual expression to notions of
antique harmony and order. A planning model devised in 1763 by the Com-
mission of Masonry Construction for the reconstruction of Tver was adapted
for other towns. It incorporated columned trading arcades around a central
square with a radiating street plan. Subsequently, each town designated as a
‘capital in the Provincial Statute of 1775 was supposed to build a governor’s or
chief official’s house and other civic buildings. In Moscow the new premises
for the university (1782—93) and the Noble Assembly (1793-1801) by Matvei
Kazakov (1738-1813) underlined the city’s role as a centre of learning and the
nobility’s participation in the empress’s projects.

Nobles began to transform pockets of the Russian landscape on the basis
of these new ideals. Gracious private dwellings sprang up, still often built of
wood, but of a regular classical design.>* Landscaped gardens in the ‘natu-
ral’ English style were popular, with artificial water features and temples to
Friendship and the Muses. Such landscapes suggested historical, allegorical and

52 See Simon Sebag Montfiore, Prince of Princes: The Life of Potemkin (London: Weidenfeld
and Nicolson, 2000).

53 See D. O. Shvidkovskii, The Empress and the Architect: British Gardens and Follies in St.
Petersburg, 1750-1830 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996).

54 See Priscilla Roosevelt, Life on the Russian Country Estate: A Social and Cultural History
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995); Iu. M. Lotman, Besedy o russkoi kul’tute: byt i
traditsii russkogo dvorianstva (XVIII-nachalo XIX veka) (St Petersburg: Iskusstvo-SPb, 1994).
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philosophical themes for strollers to enjoy and contemplate. On the grander
country estates serfs contributed to the upsurge of cultural life outside the
capital. Some performed collectively in choirs, theatrical and dance troupes
or horn bands, while individuals who showed promise were trained as actors,
master craftsmen, painters and architects. The estates at Kuskovo and Ostank-
ino outside Moscow, for example, both owned by members of the wealthy
Sheremetev clan, were built and furnished by serfs, including several genera-
tions of Argunovs.

The Academy of Arts would remain the virtually unchallenged centre and
arbiter of the figurative arts in Russia until the middle of the nineteenth century.
In 1764 a charter placed the academy directly under the sovereign's patron-
age and in the same year its grand new neoclassical building, the first in St
Petersburg, was begun. Foreign artists continued to play a prominent role in
court portraiture — the Danish artist Vigilius Eriksen and the Swede Alexander
Roslin, for example, left striking portraits of Empress Catherine — but local
artists competed with them. The first Russian professor of history painting was
Anton Losenko (1737-73). His Vladimir and Rogneda (1770) was the first Russian
history painting on a national theme, while Hector Taking Leave of Andromache
(1773) treats a classical subject, emphasising the virtues of civic duty and moral
heroism.”

The most accomplished artist of the period was the Ukrainian Dmitrii
Levitskii (1735-1822), who painted most of the leading figures of his time. His
best-known works are the several versions of Catherine in the Temple of Justice,
in which a sculpture of Justice and a plaque of a Roman lawgiver underpin
the central image of the empress sacrificing her youth and strength on an
altar in the service of Russia. In Levitskii's seven canvases (1770s) depicting
students of the Smolnii Institute for Noble Girls, the subjects sing, dance, act
in a school play and, in one case, operate a scientific instrument.** Many of
the paintings of Vladimir Borovikovskii (1735-1825) feature young women clad
in fashionable empire-line garments and set against outdoor greenery in the
manner of the English portraitists. His 1794 painting of Catherine walking
her dog in the gardens at Tsarskoe Selo contrasts the empress’s informal
appearance with a reminder of her military victories in the monument in the

background.

55 There are no major studies of later eighteenth-century Russian painting in English.
For information on artists mentioned here, see Alan Bird, A History of Russian Painting
(Oxford: Phaidon, 1987).

56 A recent study is S. Kuznetsov, Neizvestnyi Levitskii: portretnoe iskusstvo zhivopistsa v
kontekste peterburgskogo mifa (St Petersburg: Logo SPb, 1996).
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All the leading artists of the period made their names with portraits and
history painting. ‘Domestic’ landscapes and genre subjects from everyday life
evidently were not popular with buyers, who preferred Italian and classical
vistas to scenes of the humble Russian rural landscape.”” No Russian artist pro-
duced images of appealing peasant children to evoke pleasurable feelings of
compassion among well-off audiences in the manner of, for example, Thomas
Gainsborough in England. In Russia, perhaps even more than elsewhere in
Europe and North America, the style and content of elite art and architec-
ture were filtered through the prism of neoclassicism, which privileged the
beautiful and the idealised over the ugly and everyday. Even serfs trained in
a Western idiom were expected to discard vestiges of ‘rustic’ aesthetics. In
Portrait of an Unknown Woman in Russian Dress (1784) by the serf artist Ivan
Argunov (17290-1802), it is unclear whether the attractive subject is a peasant
in her Sunday outfit (perhaps a wet nurse) or a noblewoman in fancy dress.
Only a few academic paintings of real peasants have survived. These include
studies of a peasant wedding and a peasant meal by the serf Mikhail Shibanov
(- after 1789), both of which have an ethnographic emphasis.

Among the peasantry, meanwhile, traditional crafts such as woodwork,
brassware, embroidery and lace-making flourished. Everyday objects like
distaffs and boxes were elaborately carved and painted. Lubki with lurid illustra-
tions and minimal texts could be shared by readers and non-readers alike and
were a part of both the rural and the urban scenes. Popular subjects included
exotic, foreign ones, such as “The Cat-Man of Barcelona’ and “The Mighty
Elephant Beast’. The images were often crude and bawdy, with depictions of
and/or textual references to defecation and urination, sex and nudity, all, of
course, highly stylised. Cheap paper prints of such images were sold alongside
religious subjects. Icons were always in demand.

Towards the end of the century, under the influence of Western trends
some members of the elite began to appreciate selected elements of folk cul-
ture. For example, there was an interest in folklore, that developed further in
the nineteenth century.?® The folk-songs collected by Nikolai L’vov (1751-1803),
himselfa notable poet and architect, and Ivan Prach became popular at musical
evenings. Naturally classical music predominated at Catherine’s court, despite
the fact that the empress claimed to be tone deaf. As before, foreign composers
and musicians set the tone, but native composers such as D. S. Bortnianskii

57 For background, see Christopher Ely, This Meager Nature: Landscape and National Identity
in Imperial Russia (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2002).

58 See Faith Wigzell, ‘Folklore and Russian Literature’, in Cornwell, The Routledge Compan-
ion, pp. 36—48.
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(1751-1825) and the violinist Ivan Khandoshkin (1747-1804) laid the foundations
of the great Russian classical music traditions of the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries. Catherine sponsored music and the performing arts through
the Imperial Theatre Administration, run until 1779 by Ivan Elagin (1725-94)
and then by a series of successors.” The budget, frequently overspent, main-
tained theatrical troupes, orchestras and a ballet and opera company, which
put on performances in St Petersburg and suburban palaces. During certain
seasons of the year performances alternated with masquerades. On stage a
repertoire of foreign and Russian plays was developed, including Catherine’s
own works, such as O These Times! (1772), and Mrs Grumbler’s Nameday, satires
about meanness, gossip and superstition, and her lavish historical pageant The
Beginning of Oleg’s Reigh (1790). She was the author of some twenty-five plays,
all of them adaptations of foreign authors, including Shakespeare.® In 17836
the Hermitage theatre (by Quarenghi) was built next to the Winter Palace and
in 1785 the public Bolshoi Theatre opened in St Petersburg. Ballet reached a
wider public through the work of the Italian dancer Filippo Baccari, who in the
1770s-80s trained dancers to perform in the Znamenskii and Petrovskii the-
atres in Moscow. The latter, built by the English impresario Michael Maddox,
held two thousand spectators. The Bolshoi Ballet Company dates its origins
from these enterprises.

It has been argued that theatre made a substantial contribution to the ‘civil-
ising” mission of the Russian Enlightenment. Theatre for paying audiences
helped to create “a sphere of civic activity’ and sociability, which was largely
lacking outside the court.® The major trend in drama was didactic and moral-
ising, laced with comedy, with virtuous Dobronravs and Pravdins confronting
villainous Chuzhekhvats and Krivosudovs. Denis Fonvizin (1745-92) created
a gallery of such characters in his comedies of manners The Brigadier (first
performed in 1769) and The Minor (1783). The latter work poked fun at such
trends as excessive adulation of French fashions and rude rustic manners. Plays
could satirise foibles and abuses of the system, but not the system itself. Iakov
Kniazhnin's Misfortune over a Carriage (1779), for example, lampoons cruel and
thoughtless serf owners who subvert the marriage plans of their serfs for their

59 See Victor Borovsky, “The Emergence of Russian Theatre, 1763-1800’, in R. Leach and V.
Borovsky (eds.), A History of Russian Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999).

60 See Lurana O’Malley, Two Comedies by Catherine the Great, Empress of Russia: Oh, These
Times! and The Siberian Shaman (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic, 1998) and ‘How Great
Was Catherine?: Checkpoints at the Border of Russian Theater’, Slavonic and East European
Journal 43 (1999): 33-48.

61 E. K. Wirtschafter, The Play of Ideas in Russian Enlightenment Theater (DeKalb: Northern
Illinois University Press, 2003), p. 13.
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own selfish interests in a plot where all ends well. Rustic plots were popular
with noble audiences. One of the best-loved comic operas, Aleksandr Ablesi-
mov’s The Miller who was Wizard, Cheat and Matchmaker (1779), hinges on a
quarrel between peasant parents over whether their daughter should marry
a peasant or a nobleman. Some classical tragedies were also Russified, for
example Kniazhnin’s Vadim of Novgorod (1789).

In poetry and prose fiction we see the appearance of Russia’s first more or
less independent talents. It must be borne in mind, however, that in Russia,
as elsewhere, talent was still measured largely by the skill with which authors
handled set genres, rather than by innovative genius. Practically all the liter-
ature in Russian at the disposal of educated readers, a mere handful of the
population, was borrowed from foreign models, with translations from the
French accounting for one in four of all books published in the second half of
the eighteenth century. Translations of novels by British and French writers
were popular, providing models for the first Russian novelists, such as F. A.
Emin (1735—70), who wrote about twenty-five books, and M. D. Chulkov (1743
92), whose Comely Cook (1770) was a particularly successful example of the tales
of sexual adventures that readers enjoyed.®* Eighteenth-century Russian erotic
and pornographic literature of a stronger sort, especially the works of Ivan
Barkoy, fell victim to the much more draconian censorship of later tsarist and
Soviet regimes.® For much of Catherine’s reign there was a remarkably free
press, without a central censorship authority, with prohibitions confined to
heresy, blasphemy and pornography. In 1783 private individuals were given
permission to run printing presses.

An important vehicle for literature and literary-philosophical debate were
journals, of which 500 or so existed in the 1780s, subscribed to overwhelmingly
by nobles. In 1769 the first issue of About This and That appeared, contain-
ing anonymous articles by Catherine herself. It sparked a debate about the
nature of satire, whether it should be aimed at human vices in general, as
the empress believed, or against named persons. One of the participants was
Nikolai Novikov (1743-1820), whose own journals such as The Painter and The
Drone took the debate further. In the 1790s Novikov’s Freemasonry activities
and writings earned him Catherine’s disfavour and a spell of imprisonment.®*

62 D. Gasperetti, The Rise of the Russian Novel: Carnival, Stylization and the Mockery of the West
(DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1998).

63 M. Levitt, et al. (eds.), Eros and Pornography in Russian Culture, Eros i pornografiia v russkoi
kul’ture (Moscow: Ladomir, 1999).

64 See W. Gareth Jones, Nikolay Novikov: Enlightener of Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984).
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Eighteenth-century Russia’s finest poet was Gavrila Derzhavin (1743-1816),
who first won favour with ‘Felitsa’ (1782), a mock ode in praise of Catherine.
Derzhavin took a flexible approach to genre, injecting a strong personal ele-
ment into his work. His philosophical poems “The Waterfall’ and ‘God” and
lighter subjects such as ‘Life at Zvanki’ are among the most original works
of eighteenth-century Russian literature. Derzhavin was at the heart of an
extended literary circle frequented by most of the leading figures of his day,
including Anna Bunina (1774-1829), Russia’s first professional woman writer.
A number of women wrote and even published poetry, albeit usually with
the support of male mentors.” The popularity of ‘light’ genres at the end
of the century and the vogue for Sentimentalism, for example the work of
M. N. Murav’ev (1757-1807), have been associated with the increase in female
readership. Russia’s most successful man of letters, Nikolai Karamzin (1766
1826), was a leading voice in Russian Sentimentalism and one of the creators
of the modern Russian literary language. His story ‘Poor Liza’ (1792), about
a peasant girl who drowns herself after being abandoned by her noble suitor,
remains one of the best-known works of all eighteenth-century Russian litera-
ture. Karamzin's Letters of a Russian Traveller (1791—7) and History of the Russian
State, written in the 1810s—20s after he became official historiographer, also
enjoyed great success.*®

In the Soviet canon it was not Derzhavin or Karamzin, but Aleksandr
Radishchev (1749-1802) who earned the loudest accolades. His novel in letters
A Journey from St Petersbutrg to Moscow, published privately in about six hundred
copies in 1790, became notorious for its advocation of emancipation and revo-
lution.” “The purpose of this book is clear on every page: its author, infected
with . . . the French madness, is trying in every possible way to break down
respect for authority, to stir up the people’s indignation against their superiors
and against the government,” wrote Catherine. As she famously jotted in the
margin of her copy: ‘He is a rebel worse than Pugachev.” Only thirty copies of
the Journey reached readers before the print run was confiscated. Radishchev

65 S.Shaw, ““Parnassian sisters” of Derzhavin’s acquaintance’, in WOR, pp. 249-56; Catriona
Kelly (ed. and trans.), An Anthology of Russian Women’s Writing, 1777-1992 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1994). W. Rosslyn, Feats of Agreeable Usefulness: Translations by Russian
Women 1763—1825 (Fichtenwalde: Verlag E K. Gopfert, 2000); W. Rosslyn, Women and
Gender, pp. 1-14, for an excellent bibliography.

66 A.G. Cross, N. M. Karamzin: A Study of his Literary Career, 1783-1803 (Carbondale: South-
ern Illinois University Press, 1971); A. Kahn, (ed.), Nikolai Karamzin: Letters of a Russian
Traveller A translation, with an Essay on Karamzin’s Discourses of Enlightenment (Oxford:
Voltaire Foundation, 2003).

67 See Andrew Kahn, ‘Sense and Sensibility in Radishchev’s Puteshestvie iz Peterburga v
Moskvu: Dialogism and the moral spectator’, Oxford Slavonic Papers, Ns, 30 (1997): 40—66.
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was sentenced to death, commuted to ten years of exile to Siberia. Later he
was hailed as the forerunner of the Russian intelligentsia, but it is misleading to
speak of an eighteenth-century ‘intelligentsia’ in the nineteenth-century sense
ofabody of privileged, radical opponents of the system. By and large, the small,
literate, largely noble public shared the empress’s belief in a combination of
autocracy ‘without despotism’ and serfdom ‘without cruelty’, adorned with
Westernisation. It had no time for alternative systems or values, still less for
revolution. Rather, in the spirit of German Enlightenment, it favoured ratio-
nal improvement of the status quo. Opposition, when it occurred, tended to
come from conservatives, who believed that Westernisation had gone too far.
For example, in an unpublished work Prince Mikhail Shcherbatov (1733-90)
lamented the corruption of morals among the Russian nobility, when ‘man’s
natural voluptuousness and luxury” (encouraged by the bad example of the
imperial court) led to dissipation and the ruination of families.®®

Conclusion

The ‘dilemma’ of eighteenth-century Russian culture was succinctly expressed
by Karamzin. A fervent admirer of Peter I in his youth, later in life Karamzin
was influenced by new thinking about national identity and spirit. In his view,
without Peter, Russia would have needed 600 years to catch up with Western
Europe, but accelerated “progress’, he believed, had been bought at a high
price: "We became citizens of the world, but ceased in certain respects to be
citizens of Russia.’® In this, of course, Russia was not as an aberration, but only
a late-comer, its cultural development conforming with the general pattern
throughout eighteenth-century Europe and North America, where a small
educated elite ‘’kept up’ with international trends, and technical brilliance was
more prized than brilliant originality. All the same, eighteenth-century Russian
culture was more a follower than a leader and languished in the shadow of
later national achievements. Almost the only eighteenth-century Russian play
to remain in the repertoire is Fonvizin's The Minor. Hardly any eighteenth-
century Russian novels are still read today. No eighteenth-century Russian
painters, writers or composers are much known outside Russia.

The international character of eighteenth-century culture and Russia’s
‘junior” status in the cultural pecking order created a particular headache

68 M.M. Shcherbatov;, On the Corruption of Morals in Russia, ed. and trans. Antony Lentin
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1969).

69 R. Pipes (ed.), Karamzin’s Memoir on Ancient and Modern Russia (New York: Atheneum,
1966), pp. 123—4.
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for Soviet scholars obliged to emphasise national originality (samobytnost’).
Some took comfort in the discourse that Russians ‘selected only the best” from
Western culture, discarding anything alien to indigenous tastes. Foreign pro-
totypes were ignored or glossed over.”® The lack of comparative perspectives
was caused not only by ideological constraints, but also by restricted access
to Western scholarship and texts, so that sometimes simple ignorance lay
behind the exaggeration of Russian ‘originality’. Western histories of Euro-
pean culture, on the other hand, were apt to omit Russia from the picture
altogether.

The limited social range of the eighteenth-century Russian public and the
overarching influence of the court also seemed to distinguish Russia from
more developed Western societies. Some writers observed that true culture
was incompatible with despotic government and that the arts could never
flourish if ‘enforced by the knout’.”" In the realm of high culture there were
few opportunities for independent literary or cultural activity outside the
provisions made by the state. If you were a writer, the only place you could
publish was with state presses, apart from a brief period in the 1780s—90s. And
the potential readership was tiny. For aspiring architects, painters and sculptors
the only institution that offered rigorous training, including study trips abroad,
was the Imperial Academy of Arts, which also oversaw commissions. This is
not to say that the imperial establishment deliberately set out to restrict,
censor and repress, rather that a significant private commercially oriented
sector failed to develop much beyond the nobility. As has often been observed,
the bourgeoisie was missing. And there were few dissenting voices. By and
large, when Russian writers praised monarchs, painters and sculptors flattered
them and architects provided grandiose backdrops for their ceremonies, it
was because of a genuine commitment to the values they represented. From
the 1760s the doctrines of Enlightened Absolutism provided a theoretical and
philosophical underpinning to such support.

Such alarming events as the Pugachev revolt periodically reminded the
consumers of high culture that their alien ways could provoke popular wrath,
but such instances of the violent polarisation of the ‘two Russias” were the
exception rather than the rule. The binary models developed by the Tartu
school of semioticians has proved exceptionally fruitful for exploring the

70 For late Soviet examples, see B. I. Krasnobaev (ed.), Ocherki istorii russkoi kul’tury vosem-
nadtsatogo veka (Moscow: Izd. MGU, 1972) and Ocherki russkoi kul tury X VIII veka (Moscow:
Izd. MGU, 1985).

71 See Gianluigi Goggi, “The Philosophes and the Debate over Russian Civilization’, in
WOR, pp. 299-305.
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tension between ‘old’ and ‘new’, ‘west’ and ‘east’ in Russian culture,”* but
the distinctness of elite and popular, urban and rural culture should not be
exaggerated. Peasants as a social group were not confined to the countryside,
as Peter I recognised when he imposed a fine of half a kopeck on bearded
peasants entering towns, while Russian nobles raised by peasant servants and
resident on their country estates in summer could hardly avoid contact with
the ‘other Russia’.”? In towns, puppet theatres, peep-shows and fairgrounds
attracted diverse audiences. Russian traditions of church singing provided
common ground for all classes, while the scores of Russian comic operas were
based on folk songs orchestrated in a classical idiom. All social classes had
access to handwritten literature, often on topics or genres on which Western-
isation had made little impact, such as lives of saints, popular tales, riddles,
songs and devotional works. Noblewomen and merchants’ wives alike enjoyed
books on fortune-telling and the interpretation of dreams.” Although West-
ern fashions remained de rigueur for everyday wear for the elite, Catherine
II introduced a style of female court dress based on loose-fitting traditional
Russian robes. Conversely, popular art absorbed motifs from high art. Ladies
and gentlemen, even peasants in Western dress appear in popular wood prints;
neoclassical ornaments mingle with traditional ones on carved and painted
wooden objects.

As regards the impact of Westernisation, for every Karamzin who mourned
his country’s loss of national identity, there were several foreigners ready with
an Orientalist discourse. Many travellers perceived (or were programmed to
expect) something non-European about Russia, even in St Petersburg. The
Reverend William Coxe wrote in the 1780s: “The richness and splendour of
the Russian court surpasses description. It retains many traces of its ancient
Asiatic pomp, blended with European refinement.””” Armies of serf retainers,
people from the Russian East, the sheer lavishness of clothes and jewellery
helped to create this impression, as did the continuing high profile of Ortho-
dox art and ritual. Religious culture was one of the ‘blind spots’ of both Soviet
and Western scholars, who generally underestimated the role of the Church

72 For a seminal work, see Iu. M. Lotman and B. A. Uspenskii, ‘Binary Models in the
Dynamic of Russian Culture to the End of the Eighteenth Century’, in A. D. Nakhi-
movsky and A. S. Nakhimovsky (eds.), The Semiotics of Russian Cultural History (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1985), pp. 30-66.

73 This argument provides the thread of Orlando Figes, Natasha’s Dance: A Cultural History
of Russia (London: Allen Lane, 2002).

74 See Faith Wigzell, Reading Russian Fortunes: Print Culture, Magic and Divination in Russia
from 1765 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

75 W. Coxe, Travels in Poland, Russia, Sweden, and Denmark, 2 vols. (London: J. Nichols, 1784),
vol. II, p. 84.
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and religious belief in eighteenth-century Russia, favouring ‘the story of the
progressive emancipation of culture from the stiffening control of established
religion’, beginning with Peter’s alleged ‘secularisation” of Russian culture.”®
But Russia’s eighteenth-century rulers and their supporters could not do with-
out Orthodox ritual, churches and icons. Nearly all the leading artists started
their careers painting icons and frescoes and continued to do so simultane-
ously with undertaking secular commissions. There was far more demand for
icons than for portraits. Orthodox scruples about ‘graven images” hampered
the development of Russian sculpture. The equestrian statue to Peter I in
St Petersburg (1782, Etienne Falconet and Marie Collot) was, amazingly, the
first public monument to be erected in Russia.”” The interdependence of reli-
gious and secular art awaits a full investigation.

In the first decade of the twenty-first century the cultural history of
eighteenth-century Russia is still being written. Russian scholars have seized
new opportunities to explore foreign influences and religious culture. The
Marxist-Leninist ideological framework that prioritised the search for motifs
of dissent and a ‘serf intelligentsia” has largely been abandoned, while topics
once off-limits or subject to ideological disapproval, such as imperial court
ceremonial and noble estate culture, are being studied.” Work has been pub-
lished in both East and West on once taboo figures, such as Potemkin, and
the first studies of Catherine II's life for over a hundred years have appeared
in Russian, giving due credit to her massive contribution to Russian culture.
Even the once despised empresses Anna and Elizabeth are beginning to be
acknowledged as patrons of the arts. Eighteenth-century Russian culture may
never appeal to Western audiences as much as what preceded it and came
after, but there is at least the prospect that we shall understand it better.

76 G. Florovsky, “The Problem of Old Russian Culture’, SR 21 (1962): 3.
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(DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1997), pp. 184-98, and ‘Kul'turnye reformy
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Russian culture: 1801-1917

ROSAMUND BARTLETT

Russian culture comes of age

To gain a sense of the achievements of Russian culture during this period, it is
instructive to compare the comments made on the subject by Petr Chaadaev in
a ‘Philosophical Letter” he published in 1836 with the sentiments expressed by a
critic reviewing an exhibition in 1909. Chaadaev felt that Russia under Nicholas
I simply had no cultural achievements it could be proud of. In his opinion,
Russia was neither part of the continuum of European or Asian civilisation,
nor did it have any civilisation of its own — and he did not mince his words
about his nation’s many defects, which, significantly, were written in French
rather than Russian:

At first brutal barbarism, then crude superstition, then cruel and degrading
foreign domination, the spirit of which was inherited by our national rulers —
such is the sad history of our youth . . . Now I ask you, where are our sages,
our thinkers? Who has ever done the thinking for us? Who thinks for us today?
And yet, situated between the two great divisions of the world, between East
and West, with one elbow resting on China and the other on Germany, we
ought to have united in us the two principles of intellectual life, imagination
and reason, and brought together in our civilization the history of the entire
globe. But this was not the part Providence assigned to us. Far from it; she
seems to have taken no interest in our destiny . . . You would think, looking
at us, that the general law of humanity has been revoked in our case. Alone in
the world, we have given nothing to the world, taught the world nothing; we
have not added a single idea to the fund of human ideas; we have contributed
nothing to the progress of the human spirit, and we have disfigured everything
we have taken of that progress . . . We have never taken the trouble to invent
anything ourselves, while from the inventions of others we have adopted only
the deceptive appearances and useless luxuries."

1 P. Chaadaey, ‘Letters on the Philosophy of History’, quoted in W. J. Leatherbarrow and

D. C. Offord (trans. and eds.), A Documentary History of Russian Thought From the Enlight-
enment to Marxism (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1987), pp. 68, 72-3.
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The critic reviewing the Russian section of an architecture and design exhibi-
tion in Vienna in 1909, by contrast, felt quite differently. If anything, Russia’s
very backwardness, in his view, had made a crucial contribution to its new
position of cultural pre-eminence:

A very short while ago it was a saying that if one scratched a Russian, one
discovered a barbarian . . . A few years ago Western art had to acknowledge
the invasion of the Japanese. Last spring at our architectural exhibition the
Russians spoke, and everyone’s attention was attracted. We were made to envy
them for the remains of barbarism which they have managed to preserve. The
West has become a common meeting ground, invaded by distant and foreign
peoples as in the last days of the Roman Empire, and while they wish to learn
from us, it turns out that they are our teachers.?

Indeed, Russian artists were now increasingly assuming positions at the fore-
front of the European avant-garde, their achievements equal to anything pro-
ducedby their counterpartsin Western Europe. This was spectacularly demon-
strated when Sergei Diaghilev began his triumphant export of Russian culture
to Paris at the beginning of the twentieth century: the legendary Saisons russes
showcased the brightest talents of Russian ballet, art and music, culminating in
the epochal premiere of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring in 1913. Back in Moscow,
Stanislavsky had founded an innovatory acting technique and a world-class
repertory theatre which championed the plays of Chekhov, soon to be recog-
nised as one of the greatest of modern dramatists. And once the novels of
Tolstoy and Dostoevsky had begun to reach international audiences via trans-
lations, it was not long before writers like Virginia Woolf were proclaiming
Russian literature to be the best in the world.? By the time of the 1917 Revolu-
tion, it was no longer possible to claim that Russia had merely borrowed from
other cultures, and contributed nothing original of its own. In the space of a
hundred years, the country’s artistic life had been transformed beyond recog-
nition, as the feelings of inferiority which were the residue of Russia’s brusque
Europeanisation in the eighteenth century gave way to a pride in national
achievements. The subsequent discovery of Russian culture, combined with
the constraints imposed by the constant threat of censorship, had ultimately
galvanised Russian artists, writers and musicians into forging a cultural iden-
tity that was distinctive precisely for its strong national character. As soon as

2 L. Gewaesi, 'V mire iskusstva’, Zolotoe runo, 2/3 (1909): 119—20, quoted in Camilla Gray,
The Russian Experimentin Art, 18631922, revised and enlarged edition by Marian Burleigh-
Motley (London: Thames and Hudson, 1986), p. 119.

3 See Virginia Woolf, “The Russian Point of View’, in The Common Reader (London: Hogarth
Press, 1925), p. 180.
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Russian creativity was given the conditions to flourish in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, a profusion of novels, symphonies, paintings and
operas poured forth which were of a calibre never encountered either before
or after.

Russian culture under Alexander I (1801-1825) and
Nicholas I (1825-1855)

Exactly how accurate was the pessimistic diagnosis of Russian culture set forth
in Chaadaev’s ‘Philosophical Letters’? Born in 1794, Chaadaev had come of age
during the Napoleonic campaigns, in which he served as an officer. He had
then resigned his commission and spent three years in Western Europe, which
probably saved him from the brutal punishments meted out to his friends
and fellow liberals who had taken part in the Decembrist uprising in 1825.
Nicholas I's chief of police, Count Benckendorff, proclaimed triumphantly:
‘Russia’s past is admirable; her present situation is more than wonderful; as
for her future, this exceeds even the boldest expectations’,* but Chaadaev
had grounds for possessing a jaundiced view of Russia. Like the Decembrists,
who had been profoundly shocked when they returned home after observ-
ing Western liberty in action when they occupied Paris at the end of the war
with Napoleon, Chaadaev had come to the conclusion that the source of
Russia’s ‘unhealthy atmosphere and paralysis” was the iniquitous institution
of serfdom.” This challenged the nationalist feelings inspired by 1812. But mod-
ernisation was out of the question under a tsar terrified of further rebellion,
and in 1833 his minister of education, Sergei Uvarov, formulated an official
state ideology based on ‘Orthodoxy, autocracy and nationality” which was
to set the course for cultural policy throughout Nicholas’s reign.® Accord-
ingly, the teachers and students at the St Petersburg Academy of Arts were
uniformed civil servants who were enjoined to uphold the techniques and
artistic ideals of classical antiquity. In music, there simply was no institution
yet for the professional training of native composers and performers, and the
already low prestige of Russian music was soon to be further undermined when
an Italian opera company was installed in St Petersburg’s main opera house

4 A. Walicki, A History of Russian Thought from the Enlightenment to Marxism (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1979), p. 88.

5 Leatherbarrow and Offord, A Documentary History of Russian Thought, p. 87.

6 See Maureen Perrie, ‘Narodnost’: Notions of National Identity’, in C. Kelly and D. Shep-
herd (eds.), Constructing Russian Culture in the Age of Revolution: 1881-1940 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1998), pp. 28-36.
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in 18437 The Russian literary canon, meanwhile, was still so small that in
Pushkin’s story The Queen of Spades (Pikovaia dama), set in 1833, the old count-
ess could express surprise that there are any novels written in Russian.?

But it was in the 1820s and 1830s that Peter the Great’s secularising reforms
began to bring forth fruit in terms of native works of art of outstanding origi-
nality. Pushkin published the first great Russian novel (in verse), Eugene Onegin,
in 1823-31. The following year Russia’s first professional critic, Vissarion Belin-
sky, made his debut with an article which the literary historian D. S. Mirsky
memorably called the ‘manifesto of a new era in the history of Russian civiliza-
tion’.” In 1833 too Karl Briullov completed his mammoth canvas The Last Day of
Pompeii, described by Gogol as a ‘complete universal creation’ and celebrated
by Sir Walter Scott, Bulwer Lytton and countless Italian academicians.” Two
other cultural landmarks were to follow in 1836, the year in which Chaadaev’s
‘First Philosophical Letter’ was published: Gogol’s play The Government Inspec-
tor (Revizor) and Glinka’s opera A Life for the Tsar. This was also the year in
which Pushkin launched The Contemporary (Sovremennik), which was destined
to become Russia’s most famous literary journal in the nineteenth century
and in which Orest Kiprensky, one of Russia’s finest Romantic painters, died.
Other important artists of the first half of the nineteenth century who were not
products of the Imperial Academy, and who treated Russian themes, include
Aleksei Venetsianov, who received no formal training, and Vasili Tropinin, a
gifted serf given his freedom only at the age of forty-seven. Both excelled in
depicting scenes from daily life.

The central figure of what is now referred to as the ‘Golden Age’ of Russian
poetry was Pushkin of whose work David Bethea has written: ‘It engages
prominent foreign and domestic precursors (Derzhavin, Karamzin, Byron,
Shakespeare, Scott) as confident equal, defines issues of history and national
destiny (Time of Troubles, legacy of Peter, Pugachev Rebellion) without taking
sides, provides a gallery of character types for later writers . . . and expands the
boundaries of genre . . . in an intoxicating variety that earned him the name
of Proteus.” Pushkin’s work alone undermines Chaadaev’s theory of Russian
cultural stagnation.

7 See Richard Taruskin, ‘Ital’yanshchina’, in Defining Russia Musically: Historical and
Hermeneutical Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), pp. 186—236.
8 A.S. Pushkin, Complete Prose Fiction, trans., intro. and notes Paul Debreczeny (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1983), p. 215.
9 D. S. Mirsky, A History of Russian Literature from its Beginnings to 1900, ed. Francis J.
Whitfield (New York: Vintage, 1958), p. 75.
10 A. Bird, A History of Russian Painting (Oxford: Phaidon, 1987), pp. 78-9.
11 D. Bethea, ‘Literature’, in N. Rzhevsky (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Modern Russian
Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 177.
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Pushkin was one of the first Russian writers to earn his living through his lit-
erary works, and the last to have to suffer the dubious privilege of having them
personally scrutinised by the tsar, who appointed himself as the poet’s personal
censor when graciously allowing his subject to return from exile in the south.
Pushkin’s career exemplifies the growing rift that was opening up between
artists and the state in Russia, as the nascent intelligentsia increasingly came
to define itself by its opposition to the Government. The fate of Chaadaev’s
‘Philosophical Letter’, meanwhile, exemplifies the cultural atmosphere under
Nicholas I as a whole: its author was pronounced insane and placed under
house arrest, the man who failed to censor the article was sacked, the journal
in which it was published was shut down, and its editor exiled. It is not sur-
prising, under these circumstances, that culture, and in particular literature,
became so politically charged during the reign of Nicholas I. The headstrong
young poet and hussar Mikhail Lermontov was courtmartialled for writing an
outspoken poem condemning the society which allowed a genius like Pushkin
to be killed in a duel.” Lermontov’s career was also cut short: he died in a duel
in the Caucasus in 1841 at the age of twenty-seven, leaving behind a corpus of
remarkable lyrical poetry (representing the apex of Russian literary Roman-
ticism) and a justly celebrated novel, A Hero of our Time (Geroi nashego vremeni),
whose ‘superfluous’ hero is clearly the successor to Pushkin’s Onegin.

Not all Russian artists wished to antagonise the regime in the 1830s and
1840s. Glinka’s patriotic opera A Life for the Tsar, the first full-length Russian
opera, is also a celebration of the official ideology of nationality propagated
by Sergei Uvarov. For that reason it was enthusiastically endorsed by Nicholas
I, but then became a problematic work for the nationalist composers who
came to prominence in the 1870s. Gogol too was an ardent monarchist, whose
political outlook grew more rather than less conservative as he grew older.
Epitomising the new breed of non-noble raznochinets, Belinsky, by contrast,
forged his career by championing new literary talent in Russia and promoting
aradical social agenda. In his preoccupation with civic content, he was largely
immune to Gogol’s stylistic brilliance in works such as the first part of his novel
Dead Souls (Mertvye dushi, 1842). His dismay with the writer’s preoccupation
with moral rather than social values culminated in a vituperative ‘Letter to N.
V. Gogol following the publication of the latter’s reactionary Selected Passages
from Correspondence with Friends (1847). Gogol’s defence of serfdom provoked
Belinsky to furious rhetoric. Russia did not need sermons and prayers or an
encouragement in the shameless trafficking of human beings, he thundered,

12 L. Kelly, Lermontov: Tragedy in the Caucasus (London: Robin Clark, 1883), pp. 50—65.
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but ‘rights and laws compatible with good sense and justice’. Fresh forces were
‘seething and trying to break through’ in Russian society, he continued; ‘but
crushed by the weight of oppression they can find no release and produce only
despondency, anguish and apathy. Only in literature is there life and forward
movement, despite the Tatar censorship.”

Such an incendiary document could not be published in Russia but it circu-
lated widely in manuscript. A reading of Belinsky’s letter to Gogol at a meeting
of the Petrashevsky Circle in St Petersburg in 1849 brought about Dostoevsky’s
exile to Siberia. The young Turgenev, who also began his literary career in the
1840s, was exiled to his estate for over a year in 1852 for praising Gogol in an obit-
uary. Belinsky himself did not live long enough to witness the publication that
year of Turgenev’s A Huntsman’s Sketches (Zapiski okhotnika), in which peasants
were sympathetically depicted for the first time in Russian literature as human
beings and individuals. Turgenev shared Belinsky’s Westernising sympathies,
and so A Huntsman’s Sketches was welcomed by progressive circles who seized
upon its veiled attack on serfdom, but the stories were also praised by the
Slavophile community for the dignified way in which the peasant characters
were depicted.

Of the three great Russian novelists who began their literary careers in
the latter part of Nicholas I's reign, Tolstoy was the last to make his debut.
By this time, the era of poetry had long given way to one of prose, and
Tolstoy’s essentially autobiographical novella Childhood (Detstvo, 1852) is writ-
ten in the realist style which would dominate Russian literature for the ensuing
decades. This trend is also evident in the genre paintings of Pavel Fedotov (e.g.
“The Major’s Marriage Proposal’, 1848), often seen as one of the best satirists of
contemporary Russian life. At the same time, however, artists representative
of the ‘second wave’ of Romanticism were tackling large-scale, monumental
themes (e.g. Aleksandr Ivanov’s Appearance of Christ to the People’, 1857).

Russian culture under Alexander II (1855-1881)

During Alexander II's reign Russian culture flourished. The spirit of optimism
encouraged by the ‘Great Reforms’, together with the relaxation of censorship
and other restrictions unleashed an unprecedented creative energy among
artists, musicians and writers. The dramatic change of mood can be seen
by comparing the two generations depicted in Turgenev’s novel Fathers and
Sons (Ottsy i deti, 1861). There is a stark contrast between the urbane and

13 Leatherbarrow and Offord, A Documentary History of Russian Thought, pp. 131—2.
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unashamedly romantic older gentlemen of the 1840s with the brash young
‘men of the 1860s’, a new breed typified by the hero Bazarov, who rejects art
and religion in favour of science and practical activity. Compare also the static
first part of Goncharov’s Oblomov, written in the 1840s, with the rest ofhisnovel,
completed later and published in 1859, in which an impoverished nobleman
attempts to abandon his supremely indolent lifestyle and enter the real world.
Therichlegacy of symbolism inherited from the Russian Orthodox Church and
deeply embedded in the writings of all the great nineteenth-century novelists,
is nowhere more apparent than in the character of Oblomov, whose rejection
of modern Western ideas and slow decline back into his former state of inertia
is prophetic of Russia’s path in the 1860s and 1870s as the programme of reform
faltered, and censorship was once again tightened.

Whatis also remarkable about Russian culture under Alexander Il is the way
in which all the arts were now dominated by nationalist concerns. Peter the
Great’s Europeanisation of Russia had engendered ambivalence towards native
culture amongst the Russian aristocracy which persisted until the middle of
the nineteenth century. It had been responsible, for example, for the derision
which greeted Pushkin’s attempts to write folk tales in the early 1830s. Pushkin
had recognised the enormous potential of fairytales for the creation of a truly
national culture (he was so adept at imparting a Russian spirit to his verse
imitations of Western legends that works such as The Tale of Tsar Saltan and The
Golden Cockerel** soon became part of Russian folklore), but his snobbish critics
had considered the oral folk tradition fit only for peasant consumption. That
situation changed with the publication of Alexander Afanasiev’s pioneering
collection of Russian folk tales, the first volume of which appeared in 1855, the
year of Alexander II's accession. Afanasiev’s 640 tales represent the Russian
equivalent of the famous anthology published by the Brothers Grimm at the
beginning of the nineteenth century,” and were to have a huge influence on
composers, writers and painters alike, stimulating further interest in Russian
native culture.

The new sense of national pride felt by Russian artists was not always
inspired by identical motivations. The transformation of Russian musical life
brought about by the virtuoso pianist Anton Rubinstein, for example, was
occasioned by his consternation at the lack of respect Russian musicians were

14 Their original plots in fact came from the pen of the American writer Washington Irving,
whose 1832 collection of tales The Alhambra was inspired by a sojourn in a Moorish palace
in Spain.

15 See Roman Jakobson’s commentary, ‘On Russian Folk Tales’, Russian Fairy Tales Collected
by Aleksandr Afanasiev, trans. Norbert Guterman (New York: Pantheon, 1945), pp. 631-56.
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paid in their own country (this was another legacy of the Europeanisation of
the elites in the eighteenth century). Rubinstein had studied and frequently
performed in Germany, and could not but be struck by how revered musi-
cians were there. In Russia, a country where one’s position in society was still
determined by the Table of Ranks, musicians had no professional status, nor
could they benefit from any institutionalised training. Rubinstein determined
to raise the prestige of Russian musicians first by setting up the Russian Musical
Society in 1859, with the help of Grand Duchess Elena Pavlovna’s patronage.
It was the first organisation in Russia to hold orchestral concerts throughout
the winter season. Next Rubinstein succeeded in founding the St Petersburg
Conservatoire in 1862. Tchaikovsky was one of its first graduates three years
later, and he went on to teach at the Moscow Conservatoire founded in 1866 by
Anton Rubinstein’s brother Nikolai. Because Rubinstein had based the Con-
servatoire curriculum on the German model he revered, and because he was
of Jewish extraction, charges of lack of patriotism were often levelled at him
by other musicians who were sometimes jealous of his success. “The time has
come to stop transplanting foreign institutions to our country and to give
some thought to what would really be beneficial and suitable to our soil and
our national character’, wrote the critic Vladimir Stasov in 1861, for exam-
ple.® It was Stasov, a full-time employee of the Imperial Public Library in St
Petersburg, and an ardent Slavophile, who played a leading role in promoting a
group of five nationalist composers which formed at this time led by Mily Bal-
akirev (another piano virtuoso), and who coined their nickname ‘the mighty
handful’. Neither Balakirev, Borodin, Rimsky-Korsakov, Mussorgsky nor Cui
had received professional training, and all combined writing music with other
careers (in Borodin’s case, teaching chemistry at St Petersburg University).
In defiant opposition to the Conservatoire and its ‘academic” methods, Bal-
akirev founded a Free Music School in 1862 aimed at educating the general
public.

Stasov also waged a vigorous campaign on behalf of the nationalist and
‘anti-academic’ cause in the Russian art world at this time. His criticism of the
conservatism of the Academy of Arts, which continued to adhere rigidly to its
classical ideals, spurred on some of its students to action. In 1863, fourteen of
them finally rebelled against the academy’s failure to engage with the pressing
problems of the day when they were set “The Entry of Wotan into Valhalla’
as the assignment for the Gold Medal; after the jury refused to change the

16 V. Stasov, Selected Essays on Music, trans. Florence Jonas, intro. Gerald Abraham (London:
Barrie and Rockliff, 1968), p. 83.
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assignment, the students simply walked out. Stasov retained a close associa-
tion with the Free Artists’ Co-operative set up that year by the leader of the
protest, Ivan Kramskoi. Another key figure during this period was the radi-
cal critic and novelist Nikolai Chernyshevsky, who assumed Belinsky’s mantle
when the latter died in 1848 in championing the cause ofliterature as a weapon
for social reform, and came, like him, from a lowly provincial background.
Chernyshevsky’s pivotal essay The Aesthetic Relations of Art to Reality, published
in 1855, set a strongly pro-realist agenda for all of Russian art in the late 1850s
and 1860s, and ensured that debates were always highly charged. Proclaiming
art to be inferior to science, and declaring that ‘beauty is life’,” it was the first
of many assaults on the old idealist aesthetics. Chernyshevsky’s active involve-
ment in subversive politics resulted in his arrest in 1862, but his subsequent
imprisonment enabled him to sketch out his socialist vision for the future in
his influential novel What Is to Be Done? (Chto delat’?, 1863) before being exiled
to Siberia.

Chernyshevsky’s utilitarian view of art, his theories of rational self-interest
and his atheism in turn came under attack from Dostoevsky when he returned
from exile in 1859. Indeed, beginning with Notes from Underground (Zapiski
iz podpol’ia, 1864), Dostoevsky’s mature work may be seen as a sustained
polemic against the ideology of Chernyshevsky and his followers. Tolstoy
retained an Olympian distance from the ideological battles in the capital, both
intellectually and physically, having retired to his country estate following
his marriage in 1862. His first great novel, War and Peace (Voina i mir), written
between 1863 and 1869, was unusual for fiction written at this time in not having
a contemporary theme (as Anna Karenina, by contrast, would) but was typical
in its Russocentrism, and in its generic challenge to Western convention. As
Tolstoy himself put it in one of his draft prefaces, ‘in the modern period of
Russian literature there is not one work of art in prose even slightly better than
average that could fully fit into the form of a novel, epic or story’.”

Against the background of Russian Populism, the lengthy realist novel of
ideas remained the dominant literary form during the turbulent years of
Alexander II's reign. The realist mood also pervaded music written in the
1860s and 1870s, as in Mussorgsky’s song cycle The Nursery (1870), in which the
composer imitates the speech of a child and his nurse, and Tchaikovsky’s
opera Eugene Onegin (1878), based on Pushkin’s novel in verse set in the

17 Walicki, History of Russian Thought, p. 200.

18 D. Fanger, "The Russianness of the Nineteenth-Century Novel’, in T. G. Stavrou (ed.), Art
and Culture in Nineteenth-Century Russia (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983),
p- 45.
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Russian provinces. Despite major differences in their artistic sensibilities,
both Tchaikovsky and Mussorgsky considered themselves to be ‘realists’ (an
anomaly that is matched by Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and Turgenev, who also saw
themselves in the same light, despite the wide gulf which separates each of
their writing styles). Both composers also sought to establish their careers
as opera composers, which became more feasible after the opening in 1860
of the St Petersburg Mariinsky Theatre, the new home for the beleaguered
Russian Opera. The world premiere in 1862 of Verdi’s La forza del destino, com-
missioned at great cost by the Imperial Theatres, marked the apogee of the
Italian Opera’s prestige in Russia and partly explains the ambivalent response
to Mussorgsky’s unconventional operatic writing when he first presented the
score of Boris Godunov for performance in 1869 (the premiere took place in 1874
after substantial revisions). Khovanshchina, begun in 1872 and incomplete at his
death in 1881, was another innovative large-scale historical opera, focusing this
time on events prior to the accession of Peter the Great. Its subject was sug-
gested by the indefatigable Stasov, who also inspired Borodin in 1869 to start
work on Prince Igor, a re-working of a classic of medieval Russian literature.
The intense interest in the forces of Russian history seen in these operas is
partnered by a similar trend in painting of the time, particularly in the work
of Vasily Surikov, which includes his Morning of the Execution of the Streltsy
(1881).

As in the other arts, narrative content also tended to prevail over purely
formal qualities in painting at this time. By 1870, the young rebels who had
broken away from the Academy of Arts had founded a Society of Wandering
Exhibitions in order to engage more directly with contemporary life and
exhibit work outside Moscow and St Petersburg.” The so-called Wanderers
were influential on the early career of the prolific Ilya Repin, best known for
his socially tendentious canvas entitled The Volga Barge-Haulers (1873). Stasov
continued to champion the cause of the Wanderers in St Petersburg, but
the group had also acquired a powerful new ally in Moscow: a merchant
called Pavel Tretiakov. One result of the Great Reforms was Russia’s belated
modernisation, and it was Moscow’s merchant entrepreneurs who became
its chief beneficiaries. Moscow had always been the country’s commercial
capital, but could never compete with the sophistication of St Petersburg.
As its industrialists began to make immense fortunes from the building of
rajlways and factories in the 1870s, however, the city began to lose its image as

19 See E. K. Valkenier, Russian Realist Art, the State, and Society: The Peredvizhniki and Their
Tradition (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989).
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aprovincial backwater, and soon became the centre of the National movement
in Russian art. Tretiakov, who came from a family of textile magnates, was
one of the first Moscow merchants to become a patron of the arts, and one
of the first to purchase paintings by the Wanderers, before their work became
fashionable. As a passionate Slavophile, Tretiakov’s aim was also to exhibit his
increasingly large collection of Russian art, and work was begun in 1872 to
build a new gallery to house it. With national identity the burning issue of the
day, it is not surprising that Russian landscape painting, which first emerged as
a distinct genre at this time, featured strongly in Tretiakov’s collection. Under
the inspiration of works of literature such as Lermontov’s poem ‘Motherland’
‘Rodina’, 1841) and the famous passage in chapter 11 of the first part of Gogol’s
Dead Souls, which were among the first to celebrate the humble features of
the Russian landscape, painters began also to see their intrinsic beauty. They
now became a powerful national symbol, to be revered precisely for their lack
of similarity to the more immediately appealing vistas of Western Europe
(as in Polenov’s Moscow Courtyard, 1878). Ivan Shishkin executed countless
detailed paintings of Russian trees (such as In the Depths of the Forest, 1872), for
example, not because he lacked inspiration to paint anything else, but because
he took pride in the grandeur of his country’s natural state and felt that Russia
was primarily a country of landscape. A pivotal and symbolic canvas was
Aleksei Savrasov’s “The Rooks Have Arrived’, exhibited at the first Wanderers’
exhibition in 1871.%°

The unveiling of the Pushkin statue in Moscow in 1880 was a public event of
great significance. Since this was the first monument to a literary figure to be
put up in a prominent location in Russia, the festivities lasted three days, with
speeches from Dostoevsky and Turgenev. Embarrassed by the circumstances
of Pushkin’s death, the government had been reluctant to commission a statue
in the capital, despite the writer’s now iconic status as the undisputed national
poet, and the statue had been funded by public subscription over two decades.™
A year later the mood of celebration abruptly ended: not only was Alexander II
assassinated, but Dostoevsky and Mussorgsky died, thus symbolically bringing
to a close a remarkable era. Tolstoy, meanwhile, decided (temporarily, at least)
to place fiction-writing second to the fighting of moral causes — such as vainly
appealing for clemency to be granted to Alexander II's assassins.

20 See Christopher Ely, This Meager Nature: Landscape and National Identity in Imperial Russia
(DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2002).

21 See Marcus Levitt, Russian Literary Politics and the Pushkin Celebration of 1880 (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1989).
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Russian culture under Alexander III (1881-1894)

Alexander III reacted to the violent circumstances of his father’s death by
introducing repressive measures which actually attempted to undo some
of the 1860s reforms, and by increasing censorship: it should not be for-
gotten that Russian writers after 1804 had to endure the humiliation of
submitting their work to the censor, and then complying with whatever
demands were made. Russian culture had already begun to undergo signif-
icant change by the time of Alexander II's death, as non-conformists and
former radicals amongst the artistic community gradually began to become
part of the establishment: Rimsky-Korsakov was appointed to teach at the
St Petersburg Conservatoire in 1871, and members of the Wanderers group
had begun to take up professorships at the Academy of Arts. Under Alexander
I11, nationalist Russian culture was for the first time supported by the state and
thus could no longer be seen as ‘progressive’. Alexander’s reactionary policies
caused widespread despondency amongst the liberal educated population,
who came to see this period as a sterile era of ‘small deeds’. The government’s
closure of the country’s leading literary journal in 1884, due to its allegiance
to ‘dangerous’ (i.e. Populist) political ideas, was a further blow to morale;
Notes of the Fatherland had been a mouthpiece of liberal thought for forty-five
years. This was the year in which the Holy Synod assumed control of Russian
primary schools, and universities lost their autonomy. It was also the year in
which Alexander presented his wife with the first exquisitely crafted Easter egg
commissioned from the court jeweller Carl Fabergé, and so began an annual
tradition which was continued by his heir Nicholas II.

Konstantin Pobedonostsev, appointed procurator of the Holy Synod in 1880,
was as much responsible as Alexander III for the atmosphere of gloom and
paranoia during his reign. The lay head of the Russian Orthodox Church (this
was a civil appointment, made by the emperor), he was a staunch defender of
autocracy and an implacable opponent of reform. Pobedonostsev had licence
to intervene in questions of censorship as well as in matters of national edu-
cation and religious freedom, and his edicts were so unpopular in educated
circles that they won him the nickname of “The Grand Inquisitor’ after a
character in The Brothers Karamazov (Brat’ia Karamazovy; Dostoevsky, who had
consulted him during the writing of his last novel, published in 1880, had been
one of this dour man’s few close friends). It is thus no coincidence that the
voluminous, soul-searching novels of the 1860s and 1870s now gave way to
short stories. The apathy and disillusionment of the period is captured well
in the short stories of Chekhov, whose unambitious, melancholy characters
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indicate the diminution of the intelligentsia’s hopes and dreams following the
era of the great reforms.

Chekhov, now renowned as the master of the genre, stands out as almost the
only writer of international calibre to emerge from Russia’s literary doldrums
of the 1880s and early 1890s, and the manner in which he established his reputa-
tion says a great deal about how much the Russian literary world had changed
since the times when the great novelists had begun their careers. The son
of a bankrupted shopkeeper, Chekhov came from an impoverished provin-
cial background and wrote comic stories to supplement the family income
while studying medicine at Moscow University. The lightweight comic jour-
nals which published his work flourished due to the burgeoning and increas-
ingly literate lower classes in Russian cities and soon brought him the attention
of newspaper editors. Finally, in 1887, when he was twenty-seven, Chekhov
was invited to submit a story to one of Russia’s prestigious literary journals.
After the publication of The Steppe early the following year in The Northern Mes-
senger, Chekhov’s career was meteoric; it was quite unprecedented for a writer
to begin a literary career in such an unpretentious way. The absence of any
didacticism in his writing was a reaction to the preaching of moral ideas in the
work of his elder contemporaries, and was severely criticised by those who saw
his lack of ideological engagement as a flaw. In its gentle lyricism, Chekhov’s
work looks towards the modernist period, as do the landscape paintings of his
friend Isaak Levitan, Russia’s greatest landscape painter — a good example is
his Quiet Haven (1890).

There was one aspect to Alexander III's notorious Russification policies
which had positive consequences, namely his active promotion of native cul-
ture, including the ‘revivalist’ neo-Muscovite architecture which now became
popular. The first major public building project of Alexander’s reign was the
onion-domed Church of the Resurrection, begun in 1882. Built on the spot
where his father was assassinated, its pastiche of medieval Russian styles pro-
vides a stark contrast with the neoclassical architecture which surroundsit, and
which had been specifically designed to emulate the European style and make
a deliberate break with Muscovite tradition. This sort of retrogressive orien-
tation was closely allied to Alexander III's reactionary and Slavophile political
beliefs. Of far greater value was his decision to found the first state museum
of Russian art, to which end he became an assiduous collector. The Russian
Museum opened in 1898, six years after Tretiakov handed over his collection
to the city of Moscow. But perhaps of even greater value were Alexander III's
services to Russian performing arts. Alexander’s decision to end the monopoly
on theatrical production held by the Imperial Theatres in 1882, and to close

104



Russian culture: 18011917

down the Italian Opera in 1885 were to have far-reaching consequences for the
further development of Russian culture.

The new freedom enabled entrepreneurs to found privately run theatres,
which had hitherto been outlawed. Not surprisingly, Moscow took the lead
here, and one of the first such ventures was the theatre founded by the lawyer
Fyodor Korsh, who commissioned Chekhov’s Ivanov, the play with which
he made his stage debut in 1887. Another was the Private Opera founded in
1885 by the railway tycoon Savva Mamontov. It was a venture which brought
together all his activities in the artistic sphere. Like Tretiakov, Mamontov
was a passionate advocate of Russian art, a cause which he took up actively
after purchasing Abramtsevo, a country estate outside Moscow, in 1870 and
founding an artists’ colony there. The survival of traditional peasant crafts
was now under threat as a result of industrialisation, and Mamontov and his
wife set up workshops to revive and study them, partly under the influence
of the European Arts and Crafts movement. At the same time, Abramtsevo
was hospitable to new trends, and it is for this reason that it has come to
be known as the ‘cradle of the modern movement in Russian art’.”*> Many
of Russia’s best-known artists working in the late nineteenth century spent
time at Abramtsevo, including Repin, Antokolskii, the Vasnetsov brothers,
Polenov, Vrubel, Serov, Nesterov and Korovin. These artists worked on a
variety of subjects and in various media, including landscape, Russian history
and legend, portraits, icons and frescoes, architecture and applied art. When
Mamontov started producing and directing plays and operas, many of these
artists designed sets and costumes, which was an unprecedented theatrical
innovation in a theatrical culture still dominated by the ossified traditions of
the state-run Imperial Theatres, whose scenery and props were perfunctory
and unimaginative. But staging operas was a costly exercise even for a tycoon
like Mamontov, and in 1892 he decided to call a temporary halt to productions.

The Imperial Theatres were well-funded. As the main opera company in
St Petersburg, the Russian Opera at last started to prosper now that funds
were no longer being wasted on the Italian troupe, and the Mariinsky became
the nation’s premier stage (with the old Bolshoi Theatre, former home to
the Italian Opera, demolished to make way for the new building of the
St Petersburg Conservatoire). Tchaikovsky was one of the first composers
to benefit: his penultimate opera The Queen of Spades was commissioned and
lavishly produced by the Imperial Theatres in December 1890, the same month
in which Borodin’s posthumously completed Prince Igor was premiered there.

22 Gray, The Russian Experiment in Art, 1863-1922, p. 9.
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Unlike most of his peers, Tchaikovsky was a loyal and patriotic subject of
Alexander III (he was the composer of a Coronation Cantata, performed in
the Kremlin in 1883), but as a professional artist, he saw himself as a Euro-
pean as much as he saw himself as a Russian, and his music expresses his
embrace of both traditions. He was also unashamed about pursuing beauty in
an age which scorned too much emphasis on aesthetic considerations. In 1876
Tchaikovsky had acquired the patronage of Nadezhda von Meck, the widow
of a wealthy railway builder, which released him from his onerous teaching
responsibilities, and in 1884 he received an imperial decoration, and an annual
pension from the tsar. Once he had more time to compose, his career began
to take off, and it was during this time that some of his best-known works
were written and first performed, including the Rococo Variations (1877), the
Violin Concerto (1881), the Piano Trio (1882), and the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth
Symphonies (1878, 1888 and 1893). Tchaikovsky was the first Russian composer
to achieve fame abroad (he undertook several concert tours in Europe and
also visited America), but it was only after his death in 1893 that the signif-
icance of his legacy was properly understood, particularly in the sphere of
ballet music, which he transformed from being a mere accompaniment into
a serious genre in its own right. The Russian aristocracy’s love of ballet had
led to Tchaikovsky's first commission to write the music for Swan Lake, first
performed in Moscow at the Bolshoi Theatre in 1877. Tchaikovsky willingly
conformed to the dictates of the Imperial Theatres and enjoyed in particular
a fruitful relationship with Ivan Vsevolozhsky, who was appointed director
in 1881 and commissioned Tchaikovsky to collaborate with the distinguished
choreographer Marius Petipa to write a score for Sleeping Beauty in 1889. The
Nutcracker followed in 1892.

Tchaikovsky also made a serious contribution to the renewal of Rus-
sian church music, which had stagnated ever since Dmitry Bortnianskii had
acquired a monopoly on its composition and performance for the Imperial
Court Chapel while serving as its director in the late eighteenth century.
Tchaikovsky had won the right to publish his Liturgy of St John Chrysostom
(1878) from the church censor, but the ecclesiastical authorities later banned
it from being performed in a church after it was sung at a public concert.
Undeterred, Tchaikovsky wrote an All-Night Vigil (1881—2) after serious study
of Slavonic chant, and in 1884 was commissioned by Alexander III to write
nine sacred pieces.” Other composers soon followed Tchaikovsky’s example
and helped to revive the sacred musical tradition in Russia.

23 See Francis Maes, A History of Russian Music From Kamarinskaya to Babi Yar (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2002), pp. 142—4.
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Russian concert life was also in need of renewal by the time of Alexander III’s
accession. The main symphony concert series, which had been inaugurated by
the Russian Musical Society in 1859, had become increasingly reliant on the clas-
sical repertoire by the 1880s and was beginning to lack freshness. The wealthy
merchant patron Mitrofan Beliaev promoted contemporary composers at the
concert series he founded in St Petersburg in 1885, but the repertoire was exclu-
sively Russian and conservative stylistically. The ‘Russian Symphony Concerts’
were of inestimable value in consolidating a national musical tradition which
was now well and truly established, but they did not explore new territory:
composers like Arensky, Liadov and Glazunov hardly belonged to the avant-
garde. The Russian school had hitherto prided itself on its anti-establishment
stance, but the Beliaev concerts ironically succeeded in truly institutionalising
it.>* As a bastion of the musical establishment, and now the éminence grise of the
St Petersburg Conservatoire, where he had been professor since 1882, Rimsky-
Korsakov certainly did not use his position as Beliaev’s main advisor to change
its orientation. Several of his own works were written for the ‘Russian Sym-
phony Concerts’, including his celebrated symphonic suite Sheherazade (1888),
whose ‘oriental’ theme is a feature of many Russian musical compositions of
the nineteenth century. In his 1882 overview “Twenty-Five Years of Russian
Art’, indeed, Stasov defined it as one of the distinguishing features of music of
the ‘new Russian school’, that is to say, the composers who originally made
up the ‘mighty handful’. Nowhere in his article does he draw a link, however,
between the ‘orientalism’ of Russian music and Russian imperial expansion
into Asia, which lies behind the aggressive nationalism of Borodin’s Prince Igot,
for example.”

Russian Culture Under Nicholas II (1894-1917)

Alexander’s successor Nicholas II, was hardly less reactionary than his father,
but it was during his reign that an explosion of creative talent took place across
all the arts which produced what is now rightly regarded as a kind of Russian
‘Renaissance’. For the first time Russian culture also became an international
commodity as the great novels began to be translated into otherlanguages, and
performers, composers and artists began to acquire reputations abroad. By the
end of the nineteenth century, St Petersburg could match any other European
capital for elegance and refinement. Its cultural life was greatly enriched by

24 See Stephen Walsh, Stravinsky: A Creative Spring, Russia and France 1882—1934 (London:
Jonathan Cape, 1999), p. 65.
25 See Taruskin, ‘Entoiling the Falconet’, in Defining Russia Musically, pp. 152—85.
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contact with Paris, Vienna and Berlin, cities to which there were fast train
connections, and Russian society was to open up still further following the 1905
Revolution, which led to an easing in censorship. The ascendancy at this time
of the Mariinsky Theatre, which could now be counted amongst the world’s
leading operahouses, with appearancesby singers and conductors from abroad
and a superb native company, is emblematic. Moscow, meanwhile, could boast
Russia’s most distinguished new theatre company, and a Conservatoire which
could now more than hold its own with its sister institution in St Petersburg
(Rachmaninov and Scriabin both graduated with Gold Medals as pianists in
1892). From 1910 onwards the city became a centre for the avant-garde — a
dynamic, bustling metropolis where the most daring art exhibitions were
held.

The cultural revival that was instigated at the beginning of the twentieth
century was prompted to a certain extent by a desire to escape from a depress-
ing political reality which was clearly going to worsen, but also partly by the
simple and inevitable need to strike out in a new direction. Signs of the dawn-
ing of a new age in the arts had come with the production of Tchaikovsky’s
The Queen of Spades, which simultaneously represents the apotheosis of the
Russian ‘imperial style’, and is also a work whose hallucinatory subject mat-
ter, nostalgic mood and stylistic pastiche align it with the preoccupations of the
new generation of artists who emerged in the closing years of the nineteenth
century. The rebellion against old forms and championing of the new saw
Russian artists for the first time becoming leaders of the European avant-
garde in the early years of the twentieth century, and, in the case of Stravinsky,
Kandinsky and Malevich, changing the very language of art. Music was the
last art form to be affected by the winds of change which now began to sweep
through Russian cultural life, but it was ironically music which — through the
agency of Stravinsky — was to make perhaps Russia’s most significant contri-
bution to the modernist movement in Europe.

The Russian avant-garde’s rejection of rationality and concrete reality in
favour of the world of the imagination can only partly be seen as a reaction
to the superannuated realist movement. At a more fundamental level it was
a reaction to the disintegration of moral and ethical values, religious beliefs
and existing social structures which took place under the impact of Darwin’s
theories of evolution, the effects of capitalism and industrialisation and the
ideas of such crucial figures as Nietzsche and Freud. The feelings of alienation,
anxiety and loss of control which we associate with modern culture were
particularly acute in fin de siécle Russia, where chaos and revolution loomed,
but they nevertheless provided the stimulus for a cultural era of unprecedented
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richness and creativity, which came to a peak on the eve of the First World
War.

In 1896 Mamontov relaunched his Private Opera company in Moscow. From
the beginning, he had championed Russian opera, and he now began to focus
on the works of Rimsky-Korsakov, many of which (beginning with Sadko, in
1898) received their premiere at his theatre. Like Mussorgsky and Borodin,
Rimsky-Korsakov believed that the quickest path to creating a native musical
tradition was through opera, and also chose to write on almost exclusively
Russian subjects: twelve of his fifteen operas are based on Russian themes.
Whereas Mussorgsky and Borodin concentrated largely on historical topics,
Rimsky-Korsakov was attracted to the more exotic world of Russian fairy
tales, and his operas now began to occupy a firm foothold in the repertoire.
Mamontov’s other major contribution in the field of Russian opera during this
second phase was to launch the career of the legendary bass Fedor Chaliapin,
who made his debut at the Private Opera in 1896, singing the role of Susanin
in Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar. In 1898 the company undertook a triumphant
tour to St Petersburg, with Chaliapin performing the title role in Boris Godunov,
which helped to reverse that opera’s fortunes following neglect by the Imperial
Theatres.

Two new ventures which were to have a lasting impact on Russian cultural
life were launched in 1898, one in Moscow and the other in St Petersburg.
The Moscow Art Theatre, founded by Konstantin Stanislavsky and Vladimir
Nemirovich-Danchenko, was to revolutionise Russian theatre and achieved
its greatest renown through its productions of Chekhov’s four last plays. The
amateur actor and director Stanislavsky, scion of one of the great merchant
families in Moscow, made a good team with the drama teacher and playwright
Nemirovich-Danchenko. Picking up on the new approach to the stage that had
first started with Wagner, Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko elevated
drama to high art, investing it with the capacity not only to uplift but to
transform and enlighten its audiences. Initially the educational aspect of their
activities was emphasised in the word “accessible’ being part of the company’s
original title, but was later dropped. The word “artistic’ (typically contracted in
English to “art’) remained, however, serving as a reminder of the idealistic goals
nurtured by the theatre’s founders. Going to the theatre suddenly became a
serious business; lights were no longer kept burning during performances so
that audience members could inspect each other; they were dimmed, forcing
spectators to concentrate on what was unfolding on stage in pitch blackness.
The décor of the auditorium was similarly austere —a marked change to the gilt
and velvet of traditional theatres. Productions were properly rehearsed, and a
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production method pioneered which placed the emphasis on ensemble work.
For the first time in the Russian theatre, stagings were conceptual, their style
and atmosphere determined by a director. Chekhov’s The Seagull (Chaika),
first performed on 17 December 1898, was the Moscow Art Theatre’s sixth
production, and its success saved the theatre from plummeting to financial
disaster in its first season. After a scandalous first production of the play by the
Imperial Theatres in St Petersburg in 1896, Chekhov had been reluctant for it
to be turned into a travesty a second time round, but in the end had no cause
to regret giving his agreement after Nemirovich-Danchenko had pleaded with
him on two occasions. Uncle Vanya, completed in 1895, was performed by the
Moscow Art Theatre in 1899, and Chekhov’slast two plays, The Three Sisters (Tri
sestry, 1901) and The Cherry Orchard (Vishnevy sad, 1904), were written specifically
for the Moscow Art Theatre. Another dramatist who enjoyed success at the
Moscow Art Theatre was Maxim Gorky, whose Lower Depths (Ha dne) was
staged in 1902. Gorky’s gritty indictment of contemporary society was better
suited to the hyper-realist style that was Stanislavsky’s trademark, and which
was ironically inappropriate for Chekhov’s subtle theatre of mood. Thanks to
Savva Morozov, the merchant millionaire who was its chief patron, in 1902
the Moscow Art Theatre was able to move into a new building designed for
the company by Russia’s finest avant-garde architect Fedor Shekhtel, who also
built opulent Art Nouveau mansions for Mamontov in 1897, and for Stepan
Ryabushinskii, another wealthy industrialist, in 1900—2.

Just as the Moscow Art Theatre could not survive without the patronage
of Morozov, the arts journal founded in St Petersburg in 1898 also depended
on substantial financial backing. The World of Art was edited by a group of cos-
mopolitan and eclectic young aesthetes led by the flamboyant figure of Sergei
Diaghilev;, a key figure in the history of Russian Modernism, who was also
expert at raising money. This came principally from Princess Maria Tenisheva,
who had founded another important artists’ colony at her estate in Talashkino
in the 1890s (Mamontov had offered support, but his arrest in 1899 led to his
bankruptcy). No Russian magazine had even been so beautifully or so care-
fully produced, and the World of Art’s physical appearance, together with its
all-encompassing title, say much about the priority of purely aesthetic cate-
gories. Indeed, the members of the highly eclectic World of Art group whose
members included Aleksandr Benois, Leon Bakst, Konstantin Somov and Ivan
Bilibin were torchbearers for the artistic movement which had begun to liber-
ate Russian culture from the earnest utilitarianism that had dominated all the
arts in the preceding period. In particular, they provided one of the first plat-
forms for the poets who called themselves Symbolists. Led initially by Valerii
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Briusov and Konstantin Balmont, who drew their inspiration from French writ-
ers such as Baudelaire and Verlaine, the Symbolists were quickly condemned
as decadents. Their detractors deplored the fact that the Symbolists jettisoned
a concern with ideology in favour of individual emotional experience and a
quest for beauty, which was expressed at first in small, lyrical forms rather than
the grand canvases of the Realist period. And they condemned the Symbolists’
cultivation of amorality and the occult, which was an expression of the escape
from the stifling Victorian mores of the 1880s in the aftermath of Nietzsche and
the ‘death’ of God. In St Petersburg the leader of the new movement was the
writer Dmitrii Merezhkovskii, who had published an influential article in 1893
which pinned the blame for the general decline in literary quality at the time on
the didacticism of the Populist age and called for culture to be revived through
a concern with metaphysical idealism and spiritual experience. The World of
Art embraced music as well as literature and art, and here too Diaghilev and
his colleagues had eclectic tastes. They were the first to create a Tchaikovsky
cult, but they were also the first non-musicians in Russia to champion Wagner
on the pages of their journal, regarding him as a founder of the Modernist
movement in Russia as he had been elsewhere. The World of Art group played
a key role in revitalising Russian culture, exchanging the narrow domestic
focus of so much of what was produced earlier for a new cosmopolitan out-
look which was consonant with the spirit of the modern city in which they
lived.

Diaghilev had initially hoped to pursue a career as a musician but soon
turned his energies to art: his cultural activities had begun with an exhibition
of English and German watercolours in 1897. Convinced that the quality of
modern Russian art was now equal to that of Western Europe, Diaghilev next
decided to organise a series of international exhibitions beginning in 1898,
which the aging Stasov predictably condemned as decadent. Diaghilev had
anticipated this reaction. When soliciting work for his first exhibition, he had
addressed the problem directly: ‘Russian art at the moment is in a state of
transition’, he wrote to prospective exhibitors; ‘History places any emerging
trend in this position when the principles of the older generation clash and
struggle with the newly developing demands of youth.” After several more
successful exhibitions, and a spell as editor of the Imperial Theatres annual,
into which he breathed new life (even impressing Nicholas II), Diaghilev then
began triumphantly to export Russia’s cultural legacy to the West. He started

26 V. Kamensky (ed.), The World of Art Movement in Early Twentieth-Century Russia,
(Leningrad: Avrora, 1991), p. 20.
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with music. If Russian composers had fought a hard battle for recognition in
their own country, conquering Europe presented an even greater challenge,
since their music was still largely unknown. The five concerts of the first
Saisons russes, which took place in Paris in 1907, were a great success, however.
Chaliapin, Rimsky-Korsakov and Rachmaninov were amongst the musicians
who travelled to Paris to help showcase some of the masterpieces of their
native repertoire. In 1908, Diaghilev exported opera to Paris. The triumphant
production of Boris Godunov now launched Chaliapin’s career as an interna-
tional soloist. In 1909, it was the turn of ballet. With stars like Anna Pavlova
and Vaslav Nijinsky, and revolutionary choreography by Michel Fokine, the
legendary Ballets Russes company which Diaghilev formed in 1910 was to
transform Western attitudes to ballet as an art form. In 1910 Diaghilev also
commissioned the unknown Igor Stravinsky to write a score for a new ballet
called The Firebird. It was followed in 1911 by Petrushka, and in 1913 by The
Rite of Spring. All three scores drew from and transformed the Russian back-
ground Stravinsky had been brought up in. Benois, Goncharova and Bakst
were amongst the many gifted artists whose vibrant sets and costumes con-
tributed significantly to the success and originality of the Ballets Russes.

It was Diaghilev’s genius to perceive that native style was an essential ingre-
dient if Russia was to come into its own and contribute something new to
world culture, if made part of a modernist aesthetics. Native style was a vital
factor in the creation of the Ballets Russes, in whose success Stravinsky was
to become such a lynchpin, and, after his first commission to write the score
to The Firebird, it inspired the development of a neo-nationalist orientation
in his music which would later explode with The Rite of Spring. In that work
Stravinsky presented Russian folk life with a greater authenticity than any
other composer before him. It was the apotheosis of the neo-nationalist style
cultivated by the artists and aesthetes of the World of Art group and it cap-
tivated Western audiences. The neo-nationalism of the Russian avant-garde
may have begun in the 1870s as a desire to preserve native crafts in the face
of encroaching capitalism and urbanisation. Soon, however, particularly at
Princess Tenisheva’s artists’ colony in Talashkino, folklore came to be seen
more as a stylistic resource with which to regenerate art, and infuse it with a
vigour and energy that was commonly felt to have been lost. Both Stravinsky
and the artist Nikolai Rerikh (who designed The Rite of Spring) spent time at
Talashkino. Ethnographic colour as artistic content had been the cornerstone
of nationalist aesthetics of the 1870s but had come by this point to be regarded
as distinctly outmoded. Stravinsky was the first Russian composer to turn
to folklore as a source for stylistic renewal and experimentation. In so doing
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he moved abruptly away from the ‘academic’ and ‘de-nationalised” style of
composition that characterised so much Russian music written at that time.”

Stravinsky’s first commission for the Ballets Russes was not the only sig-
nificant event in Russian culture in 1910. It was the year in which Tolstoy
died at the age of eighty-two, and in which Symbolism lost coherence as a
literary movement (although its three greatest second-generation represen-
tatives Aleksandr Blok, Andrei Bely and Viacheslav Ivanov had some of their
most important work still ahead of them). The year 1910 was also a watershed
for the Russian avant-garde. An exhibition provocatively entitled “The Jack of
Diamonds’ opened in Moscow, and the bright colours and unconventional
subject matter of the paintings provoked furious debates. Amongst the artists
represented were painters like Nataliia Goncharova, Mikhail Larionov, Vasili
Kandinsky and Kazimir Malevich, all of whom shared Stravinsky’s interest in
drawing inspiration from native traditions for their own work. Goncharova,
for example, who along with Larionov headed the Neo-Primitivist movement
which emerged at this time, was inspired by peasant woodcuts and icons. In
1910 she painted four imposing Evangelists, which were condemned as blasphe-
mous and removed by the police when exhibited at the equally controversial
‘Donkey’s Tail” exhibition in 1912. “We can no longer be satisfied with a simple
organic copy of nature’, wrote Aleksandr Shevchenko about Neo-Primitivism
in 1913; “We are striving to seek new paths for our art . . . For the point of depar-
ture in our art we take the lubok and the icon, since we find in them the most
acute, the most direct perception of life.”®® The appreciation of Russian icons
as works of art rather than as exclusively religious artefacts was a relatively
recent phenomenon and had come about as a result of painstaking conser-
vation work. The removal of layers of accumulated soot and over-painting in
the early years of the twentieth century had made people in Russia aware for
the first time that they too had a precious artistic legacy which went back
hundreds of years.

It was also in 1910 that Scriabin and Kandinsky began to forge new artistic
languages in their respective fields: the first abstract paintings for Kandinsky,
the first abandonment of traditional tonality for Scriabin in his last orches-
tral work Prometheus. The dissatisfaction with ‘mere’ representation which the
Russian avant-garde experienced at the beginning of the twentieth century

27 See Richard Taruskin, Stravinsky and the Russian Traditions (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1996), vol. I, pp. 497—502 for a discussion of the process of denationalisation in
Russian music.

28 Russian Art of the Avant-Garde: Theory and Criticism, ed. J. E. Bowlt, rev. edn (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1988), pp. 45-6.
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inspired a relentless experimentation with new forms which would eventually
change the face of twentieth-century culture. When in the early 1900s Andrei
Bely, for example, found conventional imagery inadequate to the task of giv-
ing expression to the deeper realities which he believed underlay everyday life,
and which he was interested in exploring in his fiction, he began pushing the
very boundaries of language to create new theories of semantic structure in
literature, as in his novel Petersburg (1916). Scriabin’s artistic imagination, mean-
while, led him to contemplate the very disappearance of the physical plane
of consciousness as the inevitable consequence of the world cataclysm which
would accompany the performance of the Mysterium, a planned synaesthetic
musical work combining religion and philosophy, designed to transport all
participants into a state of supreme final ecstasy. Scriabin’s new harmonic sys-
tem with its mystical chord of superimposed fourths led to the dissolution of a
sense of time. At the same time, Kandinsky was turning to signs, colours and
shapes for symbolising abstract ideas and intangible states in his paintings as he
searched to free art from its ties to material reality. Kandinsky had always been
interested in spirituality, in the unconscious and in the subjective world like
other Russian Modernists. He now dissolved conventional form by rejecting
traditional subject matter to explore instead abstract ideas, thereby releasing
what he thought was the inner sound of colour, seeking to make visible an
otherwise inaccessible world through the liberation of colours and harmonies
from their traditional structures. For him moving away from representational
depictions in his canvases was the first step towards the complete dissolution
of matter.

If Scriabin and Kandinsky turned their gaze inwards (as Kandinsky wrote in
his seminal work On the Spiritual in Art, 1912), another section of the Russian
avant-garde did the opposite by taking their art into the streets. There was
a strong link between Neo-Primitivism and Futurism, the movement which
arose in Russia in 1912, and which blurred the boundaries between literature
and painting. Like the Neo-Primitivists, the Futurists wanted art to be revo-
lutionary, and both their work and their behaviour was deliberately shocking
(the exuberant Vladimir Mayakovsky wore a yellow waistcoat and painted his
face). Following the publication of their manifesto, A Slap in the Face of Public
Taste in 1912, the Futurists sought to dispense with all of past culture and cre-
ate a new world. In December 1913, the year in which the Romanov dynasty
celebrated its three hundredth annniversary, the world’s first Futurist opera,
Victory Over the Sun, was first performed in St Petersburg. Its two brief acts are
set in an indefinite time and place, the cast is all male, none of the characters
have proper names or developed personalities, their speech and actions seem
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completely absurd, and there is no recognisable plot beyond the capture of the
sun by strong men of the future. The production was designed by Malevich,
whose abstract Cubo-Futurist sets and costumes were the most radical ever
seen on the stage at that time anywhere in the world. Firmly convinced that
the external world was exhausted as a source of inspiration, in 1915 Malevich
went on to form his own movement, Suprematism, which he saw as a natural
development of Cubism and Futurism. With its exclusive exploration of non-
objective geometric forms and pure aesthetic feeling, it is regarded as the first
systematic school of abstract painting. When Malevich’s most famous canvas,
Black Square was first exhibited in 1915, it was hung in a way that deliberately
alluded to the so-called ‘red corner’ where icons were traditionally to be found
in people’s homes.

Malevich’s iconic Black Square symbolised both an end and a beginning, and
was the extreme point of the Russian artistic avant-garde’s relentless journey
into new territories (as Stravinsky’s scores were in music and Bely’s novels
in literature). But to gain an accurate picture of Russia’s remarkably vibrant
cultural life on the eve of the 1917 Revolution (given that the country was
then at war), Malevich’s, Stravinsky’s and Bely’s works must be considered
alongside Boris Kustodiev’s colourful and nostalgic paintings of Moscow mer-
chant life such as Shrovetide (1916), Ivan Bunin’s elegant but traditional prose
(as in “The Gentleman from San Francisco’, 1915), Gorky’s trenchant auto-
biographical masterpieces Childhood (Detstvo), In the World (V liudiakh) and
My Universities (Moi universitety, 1913-15), the radical stage director Vsevelod
Meyerhold’s stylised theatre productions (his Studio made its official pub-
lic debut in 1915) and Rachmaninov’s All-Night Vigil (1915), the work which
marked the apex of the revival of Russian sacred music initiated by Tchaikovsky:
Together they make up a richly patterned and intricate mosaic of a quality and
intensity which Russian artists have never been able to match since.
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GARY M. HAMBURG

From Muscovy to the Early Enlightenment:
the problem of resistance to ungodly rulers

Muscovites almost universally regarded the grand prince as anointed by
God and thus as deserving obedience, or even reverence, but the obliga-
tion to obey him was contingent on his adherence to moral law and on
his respect for an unwritten compact that was felt to constitute the foun-
dation of government. Political actors and churchmen had the duty to ren-
der sound advice to the grand prince and to reprove him when his conduct
departed from well-established Christian norms; the grand prince’s recipro-
cal obligations were to seek wise counsel and heed justified reproofs. When
the grand prince stubbornly turned against godly ways, Christians were
conscience-bound to disobey his spiritually inimical decrees. On this point
there was strong consensus. losif Volotskii (1439-1515), usually classified as a
supporter of princely absolutism, warned Christians not to obey an unrigh-
teous ruler. The archpriest Avvakum (1620-82), who had once enjoyed a cor-
dial personal relationship with Tsar Alexis Mikhailovich, instructed his flock,
on becoming convinced of Alexis’s support for heretical’ church reforms:
‘Place not your hope in princes, in a son of man, in whom there is no
help.”* As a rule, Muscovite thinkers stopped short of calling for active resis-
tance to the government. The customary recourse for morally outraged
Christians was to flee from Muscovy or at least from areas under an evil
grand prince’s immediate control. In the correspondence attributed to Prince
Andrei Mikhailovich Kurbskii (d. 1583) and Tsar Ivan IV, the Kurbskii letters
justified not only flight from Muscovy but service to the rival Lithuanian
commonwealth. However, during the seventeenth-century controversy over
new religious rituals, Old Believer monks at Solovetskii Monastery moved

1 La vie de Uarchiprétre Avvakum écrite par lui-meme, trans. Pierre Pascal (Paris: Gallimard,
1938) p. 137.
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beyond flight, taking up arms in self-defence against the government. They
justified their act on the grounds that Tsar Alexis had supported “diabolical’
liturgical innovations. Avvakum apparently approved the armed resistance at
Solovki. Thus, if Muscovite political literature generally lacked a formal doc-
trine of active resistance to an unrighteous ruler, Muscovites had the functional
equivalent.

Under Peter the political opposition often justified itself in traditional Chris-
tian terms. Vasilii Sokovnin, arrested in 1697 on charges of conspiracy to kill
the tsar, told interrogators that Peter has ruined everyone, and for that rea-
son it is permissible to kill him, and it will not be sinful’.* In March 1712
Stefan lavorskii (1658-1722), criticised Peter’s comportment from the pulpit,
the sermon being an archetypal vehicle for conveyance of ‘good advice’ to
an errant sovereign. lavorskii’s sermon later helped inspire Crown Prince
Alexis to resist Peter’s policies. The tsarevich’s conduct in 1716-18 — flight
from Russia, passive resistance to an ungodly tsar, then tacit support for
active resistance — followed to the letter the Muscovite script for legitimate
opposition.

Peter’s allies deployed religious and secular arguments to counter this tra-
ditionalist Christian opposition. In his 1716 historical essay on the rebellions
against Peter ‘Opisanie v sovremennom ispytaniem i podlinnym izvestiem o
smutnom vremeni’ (A True Account of the Time of Troubles), Andrei Arta-
monovich Matveev (1666-1728) attributed the resistance to ‘fratricidal and
ineradicable hatred rooted in human nature’.? Rejecting the notion that oppo-
sition might be justified in Christian terms, Matveev suggested that Peter’s
opponents had learned the art of rebellion from the Ottoman janissaries,
whose ‘insidious designs and actions” were based on the lawless Quran’. The
issue of opposition to Peter was also raised in Petr Pavlovich Shafirov’s Ras-
suzhdenie (Discourse) of 1716 on the Swedish war, a book to which the tsar
contributed several pages. Shafirov (1669-1739) accused the Swedes of ‘stirring
up His Majesty’s subjects to rebellion’, and he implied that Crown Prince
Alexis had treasonously undermined the Russian campaign against Sweden.
Shafirov’s Discourse explained Russia’s conduct in the war as consistent with
contemporary European thinking on international law and sovereignty, cit-
ing texts from Grotius and Pufendorf. Yet Shafirov also quoted biblical texts
in support of Peter’s conduct, and called the Swedes ‘infidels’ for violating

2 Quoted in P. Bushkovitch, Peter the Great: The Struggle for Power, 1671—1725 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 194.

3 Zapiski Andreia Artamonovicha Grafa Matveeva, in Zapiski russkikh liudei sobytiia vremen
Petra Velikogo (St Peterburg: Tip. Moskovskogo Universiteta, 1841) p. 2.

117



Culture, ideas, identities

‘the custom of all civilized and Christian nations’ by spreading of sedition in
Russia.*

Archbishop Feofan Prokopovich (1618-1736) categorically attacked Peter’s
opponents for disobeying anointed authority. In Slovo o vlasti i chesti tsarskoi
(Sermon on Royal Power and Honor, 1718), written during the affair of
Tsarevich Alexis, Prokopovich warned Christians that to disobey sovereign
authority ‘is a sin against God warranting not only temporal but eternal
punishment’.> He rejected interpretations of the Bible purporting to justify
resistance to ungodly magistrates on the ground that the Scriptures order obe-
dience not only to righteous authorities, but to perverse and faithless ones.
Later, Prokopovich propounded a secular defence of undivided sovereignty
and royal absolutism in the tract Pravda o voli monarshei (Truth Concerning the
Monarch’s Will, 1722). Here he added historical and philosophical justification
for hereditary monarchy from Grotius, Pufendorf and Hobbes.

Peter’s death in 1725 and the absence of able successors shook the stability
of the system he had fostered and led to further debate over the legitimacy
of resistance to the crown. In Proizvol’noe i soglasnoe razsuzhdenie i mnenie
sobravshagosia shliakhtsva russkago o pravlenii gosudarstvennom (Personal and
Collective Discourse and Opinion of the Russian Landed Nobility on Royal
Government, 1730), Vasilii Nikitich Tatishchev (1686-1750) defended legally
unrestricted monarchy. Accepting Aristotle’s prejudice that monarchy is the
bestform of government, he argued that Russia had flourished underundivided
monarchical rule. In his horror of divided sovereignty, Tatishchev showed
the influence of Pufendorf, Hobbes and Prokopovich. Although Tatishchev
has most often been read as a secularist thinker, he demanded that the tsar
pay attention to close advisors lest dismissing their wisdom provoke divine
punishment. In his dialogue Razgovor dvukh priiatelei o pol’ze nauk i uchilishch
(Conversation of Two Friends on the Utility of the Sciences and of Schools,
1733), he portrayed religion as a shaper of human will and statutory law. In
Istoriia rossiiskaia (Russian History, 1768-84) Tatishchev predicted all peoples
in the empire would embrace the Russian language and Russian Orthodoxy.

From the late 1730s to 1762 Russian thinkers redefined the ideal of the virtu-
ous tsar. The polymath Mikhail Vasil’evich Lomonosov (1711-65) asserted that
an ideal ruler should protect Russia from foreign aggression and expand its

4 A Discourse Concerning the Just Reasons Which his Czarist Majesty, Peter I, Had for
Beginning the War against the King of Sweden, Charles XII', in P. P. Shafirov, A Discourse
Concerning the Just Causes of the War between Sweden and Russia: 1700-1721, ed. W. Butler,
(Dobbs Ferry, NY: Oceana Publications, 1973) p. 321.

5 F. Prokopovich, Sochineniia (Moscow: Izd. AN SSSR, 1961) pp. 77-8.
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borders atits neighbours’ expense. Domestically, anideal ruler should promote
useful enterprises and should display moral discernment and ‘self-restraint’.
Lomonosov’s portrait of the ideal ruler resembled Prokopovich’s image of
Peter as the energetic warrior tsar and simultaneously recalled the Muscovite
image of the pious sovereign.

The playwright Aleksandr Petrovich Sumarokov (1717—77) looked forward to
asociety of patriotic, dutiful, virtuous nobles governed by an equally patriotic,
dutiful and virtuous legislator tsar. His play Sinav i Truvor (Sinav and Truvor,
1750) suggested that a morally irreproachable private life is a precondition
of just rulership. That private virtue was not a sufficient condition for social
justice was demonstrated by his drama Pustynnik (The Hermit, 1769), which
observed that service to God can sometimes harm one’s family and society as
a whole.

Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment: civic
virtue, absolutism and liberty

The most consequential thinker of the Russian Enlightenment was Cather-
ine the Great (1727-96), whose Nakaz (Instruction, 1767) treated liberty as a
crucial ingredient of just rule. The Instruction was not without a substantial
conservative component. The first article cited the Christian imperative ‘to
do mutual good to one another as much as we possibly can’.® The section on
education called on parents to inculcate into children “all those duties which
God demands of us in the Ten Commandments and our Orthodox Eastern
Greek religion’.” Furthermore, the Instruction insisted that Russia’s sovereign
power ‘must rest in the hands of an absolute ruler’, for there ‘is no other
authority . . . that can act with a vigour proportionate to the extent of such
a vast domain’.® Meanwhile, Catherine defended ‘natural liberty’, by which
she meant the innate human desire to improve social conditions. She also
defended political liberty, defined as ‘the right of doing what the laws allow’.
Catherine seemed not to notice that, by equating political liberty with specific
legal obligations, she contradicted her subjects’ natural liberty to the degree
that their own impulses for social improvement ran in different directions from

6 . W. Reddaway (ed.), The Instructions to the Commissioners for Composing a New Code of
Laws, Documents of Catherine the Great (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1931) p.
215.

7 Reddaway, Instructions, p. 272.

8 Reddaway, Instructions, p. 216.
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her own. For subsequent thinkers Catherine’s Instruction legitimated concepts
such as the legislator monarch, civic virtue, and liberty under law.

Among the leaders of the Russian Enlightenment were Denis Ivanovich
Fonvizin (1744-92), Nikolai Ivanovich Novikov (1744-1818) and Aleksandr
Nikolaevich Radishchev (1749-1802).

Fonvizin and Novikov were supporters of Catherine who became disillu-
sioned by her policies. Fonvizin’s satirical plays Brigadir (The Brigadier, 1769)
and Nedoros!’ (The Adolescent, 1781) pilloried the equation of high service rank
with virtue and attacked the adoption by Russian noblemen of foppish French
fashions — both by-products of Catherine’s service system. In his Rassuzhdenie
o nepremennykh gosudarstvennykh zakonakh (Discourse on Indispensable State
Laws, 1784) Fonvizin argued for the adoption in Russia of fundamental laws.
The Discourse depicted the monarch as ‘the soul of society’. ‘If the monarch
is proud, arrogant, crafty, greedy, a sensualist, shameless or lazy, then . . . all
these vices will spread to the court, the capital and finally to the nation at
large.” Clearly preferable was a monarch who was righteous’ and ‘gentle’,
who understood that ‘between sovereign and subjects exist mutual obliga-
tions’. In Fonvizin’s opinion, subjects owed the crown obedience when policy
was based on legal principle (pravo), but, in turn, the crown owed respect to
the nation’s political liberty, defined as the right of each subject ‘to do what
he/she wishes, and not to be forced to do what he/she may not desire to do’.
Fonvizin departed from Catherine’s Instruction by criticising serfdom as an
illegitimate property system wherein ‘each person is either a tyrant or victim’.

Novikov's satirical journals — Truten’ (The Drone, 1769), Pustomel’ (The
Tattler, 1770), Zhivopisets (The Painter, 1772) and Koshelek (The Bag, 1774) — were
inspired by Addison and Steele’s Spectator but also by Catherine’s own Vsiakaia
vsiachina (All Sorts, 1769), with which Novikov conducted cautious polemics.
In these journals he praised the empress’s person but pointed to the moral
flaws of her court and of the nobility. Yet in ‘Otryvok puteshestviia v*** [*** T***>
(Excerpt of a Journey to N by I**T*** 1772), he blamed village poverty on a
‘cruel tyrant who robs the peasants of daily bread and their last measure of
tranquility’.” In the journal Utrennyi svet (Morning Light, 1777-80), he preached
Masonic ideals of ethical perfection and philanthropy. Although Novikov saw
no contradiction between Masonry and Orthodoxy, Catherine ordered his
publications investigated on suspicion of their undermining Christian values.
In 1791 she had him arrested for sedition.

9 D. 1. Fonvizin, Sobranie sochinenii v dvukh tomakh (Moscow and Leningrad: Gos. izd.
khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1959), vol. II, p. 256.
10 Satiricheskie zhurnaly N. I. Novikova (Moscow and Leningrad: Izd. AN SSSR, 1951), p. 296.
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Radishchev was the most radical figure of the Russian Enlightenment. His
book Puteshestvie iz S. Peterburga v Moskvu (Journey from St Petersburg to
Moscow, 1790) alerted Russians to the ways in which discharging conventional
social roles perpetrates injustice, in particular, toward the peasantry. Among
serfdom’s costs he numbered: the destruction of natural equality under God,
the ‘crime’ of destroying natural liberty, the diminution of economic growth
and of the peasant population, the destruction of peasants” individual dignity,
and the spread of arrogance among serf owners. In Radishchev’s opinion,
serfdom, being a departure from the natural human order, was bound to end
badly, probably in a terrible uprising.

Radishchev argued that a just political system must be based on individ-
ual and collective virtue. The keys to such virtue were productive physical
labour, the labour of the heart (exercising compassion) and mental labour
(using reason to achieve self control). Not every society manages to construct
a just political order, because custom, law and virtue often contradict one
another. In his view, a virtuous citizen should respect custom in so far as cus-
tom is consistent with law, ‘the lynchpin of society’. He saw law as universal
in application, so that, if a monarch violated it, a citizen would be justified
in disobeying the sovereign. In his ‘Ode to Liberty” in Journey, Radishchev
called freedom ‘the source of all great deeds’. He bitterly attacked censorship,
accusing the censors of keeping knowledge from the poor to the detriment
of society as a whole. He saw no justifiable religious ground for maintaining
censorship, and labelled the Church’s role in its maintenance as ‘shameful’.
Although Radishchev was inspired by Masonry and by Voltairean Deism, his
rhetoric was often biblical in inspiration. Indeed, his moral vocabulary owed
as much to Orthodoxy as to secular sources.

Mikhail Mikhailovich Shcherbatov (1733-90) has sometimes been classified
as eighteenth-century Russia’s only Counter-Enlightenment thinker. In part,
his reputation as a reactionary derived from his outspokenness at the 1767 Leg-
islative Commission where he warned the government not to tamper with
serf owners” privileges. The principal reason for his reputation has been the
misreading of two extraordinary texts: Puteshestvie v zemliu Ofirskuiu (Journey
to the Land of Ophir, written 1777-84) and O povrezhdenii nravov v Rossii (On
Corruption of Morals in Russia, written 1786—7). Journey to the Land of Ophir
described an ideal society strictly divided into classes or estates (sosloviia) —
nobles serving the state, merchants dedicated to commerce, artisans pursuing
crafts and peasants ploughing the land. Each estate enjoyed a system of schools
delivering basic literacy, numeracy and the virtues appropriate to all subjects
of the realm: self-discipline, compassion for others and respect for the law. At
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the heart of the ideal social order Shcherbatov placed the nobility, whom he
imagined as officer-soldiers and state officials but also as elected representatives
from each province. He projected legislative ‘general meetings’ of these repre-
sentatives at the national level. The head of state was an emperor ‘bound by the
laws” and chastened by fear that, should he commit crimes in office, posterity
would remember him ill. In On Corruption of Morals in Russia Shcherbatov used
Muscovy as a yardstick for measuring contemporary Russia’s moral dissolu-
tion. According to his account, the Muscovite grand prince had set the tone
for society by personifying contempt for sensual pleasure (slastoliubie) — so that
Muscovite court life was admirably austere. Peter the Great and his successors
had abandoned virtue in favour of sensualism, so that by Catherine’s time high
society had been corrupted. Shcherbatov feared that “corruption of the heart’
would lead to ‘corruption of reason’ — to disastrous wars and ill-considered
domestic policies. Although Shcherbatov referred repeatedly to the laws of
God in his plea for virtue, he was less a Christian than a classical moralist,
attracted to an impersonal code of virtues. An advocate of abstract virtue, he
was closer in spirit to Fonvizin and Novikov than to later-day conservatives.

In the French Revolution’s shadow: conservatism,
constitutionalism and republicanism

Between 1789 and the early 1830s a distinctively Russian variant of conser-
vatism began to emerge. A pivotal figure in its formation was the belletrist
and historian Nikolai Mikhailovich Karamzin (1766-1826), a man called not
only Russia’s first conservative but its first political scientist as well. His most
important political tract was Zapiska o drevnei i novoi Rossii (Memorandum on
Ancient and Modern Russia, 1811), a document intended to dissuade Alexander
I from instituting a Russian version of the Code de Napoléon and from abolish-
ing serfdom. In it Karamzin contended that ‘Russia was founded by military
victories and by unitary government; it perished from division of authority
and was saved by wise autocracy.™ He claimed that autocracy had long ago
earned popular support, that the people “felt no regrets for the ancient veche
or for the dignitaries who tried to restrain the sovereign’s authority’. During
Ivan IV’s tyranny, he asserted, ‘neither the boiars nor the people had pre-
sumed to plot against him’, proof that ‘Russian virtue did not even hesitate in
choosing between death and resistance.” In identifying obedience and virtue,

11 R. Pipes (ed.), Karamzin’s Memoir on Ancient and Modern Russia: A Translation and Analysis
(New York: Atheneum, 1969) p. 110.
12 Pipes, Karamzin’s Memoir, p. 113.
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Karamzin attempted to delegitimise resistance to ungodly magistrates—a posi-
tion that ignored the Muscovite moral consensus he purported to admire. In
current circumstances, Karamzin advised Alexander to reject foreign-inspired
reforms, particularly any division of sovereign authority between the tsar and
State Council. He rejected serf emancipation on the ground that ‘it is safer to
enslave men than to give them freedom prematurely’.

Three other Aleksandrine conservatives were Aleksandr Semenovich
Shishkov (1754-1841), Sergei Nikolaevich Glinka (1776-1847) and Aleksandr
Skarlatovich Sturdza (1791-1854).

Shishkov’s Razsuzhdenie o starom i novom sloge rossiiskago iazyka (Comments
on the Ancient and Modern Style of the Russian Language, 1803) contended
that Russian peasant dialects were rooted in ancient Church Slavonic and
that the proximity to the old liturgical language tended to preserve among
the common people Orthodox customs. He decried the modern Russian lan-
guage spoken by the nobility, for it had been corrupted by foreign, irreligious
influences that fostered vice among the social elites. In his Razsuzhdenie o
liubvi otechestva (Treatise on Love of Fatherland, 1811-12), he rooted Russian
national pride in Orthodoxy, in love of Russia’s language and literature, and
in civic education conducted not by foreigners but by Russians. Shishkov’s
conservatism, therefore, rested on linguistic nationalism, Orthodoxy and
xenophobia.

Glinka’s journal Russkoi vestnik (Russian Messenger) saluted pre-Petrine
Russia for honouring ‘its ancestral customs, its fatherland, its tsar and God’,
and it called on contemporary Russians to do the same. His Zerkalo novago
Parizha (Mirror of Modern Paris, 1809) attributed the French Revolution to
declining morals in the French court and among the provincial noblesse. It
ascribed French decadence to an absence of Christian self-discipline and to
a consequent fatal indulgence in worldly passions. By reminding educated
Russians of Russia’s glorious past and of the dangers of irreligion, Glinka
encouraged them to abandon foreign vices for Orthodox virtues.

Sturdza was an adherent of Orthodoxy who attributed Europe’s two great
ills, despotism and liberalism, to Catholicism and Protestantism, respectively,
but who called for a consortium of Christian confessions led by the Orthodox
to prevent the spread of revolution across Europe. His ideal state was a Chris-
tian polity in which a strong monarch received wise advice from an advisory
body of vigilant officials — something like the harmonious balance that had
allegedly existed between Orthodox sovereign and his Muscovite subjects,
with the key difference that Sturdza opposed resistance, passive or active, to
an ungodly magistrate.
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The task of generalising conservative ideas into a single political platform
fell to Sergei Semenovich Uvarov (1786-1855), whose 1832 memorandum on
Moscow University contained the formula: Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nationality.
Uvarov was a paradoxical figure who accepted the Enlightenment notions of
historical progress and representative government, but who also understood
liberty, equality and brotherhood as gifts from God that would appear gradu-
ally through organic evolution rather than through revolutionary change. He
considered government’s purpose to be provision of a secure environment for
educating the people in religious virtue and the fruits of civilisation. To spread
the wisdom of the ages, he thought, was to collaborate with Providence; to
embrace false philosophy was to rebel against God, to shake the foundations
of society and temporarily to reverse the ordained direction of history.

Aside from provoking a conservative reaction in Russia, the French Revo-
lution engendered plans for reform from above. In 1809, Mikhail Mikhailovich
Speranskii (1772-1839) prepared a series of memoranda on political reform,
the most important of which was a draft introduction to a projected Russian
law code. Although he carefully avoided describing the draft introduction as
a constitution, that was its unmistakable purpose. In it Speranskii argued for
a division of government into three branches: executive, judicial and legisla-
tive. He called for a multi-level, elective system of representation in which
volosts, districts, provinces and the empire as a whole would select delegates
to exercise oversight over the administrators of their respective jurisdictions.
At the imperial level a State Duma (elected assembly) would be empowered
to discuss laws proposed by the State Council. In discussing the prerogatives
of citizens, Speranskii limited political rights to property owners, but made
civil rights common to all Russian subjects. He called serfdom a violation of
human nature and asked for its gradual abolition.

In 1818 Alexander ordered Nikolai Nikolaevich Novosil'tsev (1761-1836) to
prepare a constitutional charter for Russia to be based partly on the Pol-
ish experience. Novosil'tsev’s proposal, which underwent three redactions by
the tsar, was entitled ‘La Charte constitutionelle de I'Empire russe’ (1820).
Like Speranskii’s plan, it divided the functions of government among three
branches, and it also projected a legislature incorporating elected delegates
from the various regions of Russia. Novosiltsev proclaimed that all citizens
would receive equal protection under the law, and his plan forbade arbitrary
arrests and administrative punishments. His plan neither extended civil rights
to the peasantry nor raised the prospect of abolishing serfdom. Novosil'tsev’s
plan differed from Speranskii’s in two other respects. First, it contemplated a
federal arrangement dividing the empire into vice regencies (namestnichestva)
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each with its own viceroy and vice-regal council. Second, it declared Ortho-
doxy the ‘dominant faith of the empire’ but promised not to oppress members
of other creeds except for the Jews. The federalist element, nod toward reli-
gious toleration and the Jewish exclusion clause were part of Novosil'tsev’s
effort to contend with the empire’s diversity.

Between Napoleon’s defeat and Nicholas I's accession to the throne in
December 1825 there developed a movement among patriotic army officers
and nobles seeking to create in Russia a new active citizenry and a representa-
tive political order. In its first stages the movement focused on the inculcation
of civic virtue through education and philanthropy; in its later stages it con-
centrated on political revolution. In the so-called Northern Society the most
interesting thinker was Nikita Mikhailovich Murav’ev (1796-1843), the author
of a Proekt konstitutsii (Draft Constitution, 1821-22) envisaging Russia as a fed-
eral republic. Murav'ev claimed that “autocratic government is ruinous’, and
that ‘it is incompatible with our holy religion’s commandments and with com-
mon sense’.”? He called for a division of Russia into thirteen states (derzhavy),
each of which would elect state governments by ballot of property holders.
At the national level there would be three branches of government, including
a bicameral assembly with the right to pass laws over the emperor’s veto.
Murav’ev’s constitution was influenced by the American constitution but also
by his admiration for the Old Russian veche (popular assembly). In a short essay
he handed to Karamzin himself, Murav’ev accused the conservative historian
of preaching political quietism in the face of political evil. Murav’ev’s answer
to autocracy’s imperfections was ‘eternal struggle” against errors and vice.

In the Southern Society the dominant figure was Colonel Pavel Ivanovich
Pestel” (1793-1826), whose constitutional plan Russkaia Pravda (Russian Law,
1824) was the most radical platform to appear in Russia before 1861. A fervent
republican and great admirer of the French Jacobins, Pestel” was also an exclu-
sivist Christian who treated the New Testament as the natural law foundation
of a just society. In Russian Law, he proposed the elimination of social privi-
leges based on property, abolition of serfdom, destruction of the monarchy,
and institution of a ‘provisional” dictatorship that would prepare the country
for a republic. He also demanded the prohibition of any acts by non-Christian
faiths ‘contrary to the spirit of Christian law’. Although he declared himself
willing to tolerate Islam and Judaism under certain conditions, he exhorted
the revolutionary regime to proselytise Muslims to convert to Christianity.

13 Izbrannye sotsial’no-politicheskie i filosofskie proizvedeniia dekabristov v trekh tomakh
(Moscow: Gos. izd. politicheskoi literatury, 1951), vol. I, p. 295.
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He also warned Jews that, if they did not surrender their ‘privileged’ status,
the government would ‘assist’ them to establish their own state ‘somewhere
in Asia Minor’.* Pestel” has often been called a forerunner of later-day egali-
tarian republicans, but it could be said with equal justice that he anticipated
twentieth-century ethnic cleansers.

The Westerniser—Slavophile Debate

After the turn of the century but especially between 1826 and 1855 Russian
intellectuals focused on the historical, religious and philosophical problem of
Russiannationalidentity. The reasons behind this shift offocus are complicated:
on the one hand, strict censorship made it more difficult openly to debate
contemporary policy, for even a hint of opposition to the government could
result in unpleasant consequences for its critics; on the other hand, the parlous
condition of the Holy Alliance in the wake of the Greek war forindependence in
the 1820slent urgency to the process of redefining Russia’s place in the universal
political order. Aside from these external factors, Russian thinkers struggled
to assimilate recent trends in Western European scholarship, especially the
renascence of religious traditionalism and the ascendancy of philosophical
idealism. Yet the most crucial immediate stimulus for rethinking the Russian
question was the challenge to Russia’s pride by Petr Iakovlevich Chaadaev
(1794-1856) in his eight Lettres philosophiques (written 1828-31).

Stripped to its essentials, Chaadaev’s view was that Russia had never been
a historically significant community. In the ‘First Philosophical Letter’” he
famously described Russians as rootless ‘orphans with one foot in the air’. He
attributed this anomie partly to Kievan barbarism, to Tatar cruelty, to Mus-
covite severity. In the “Second Philosophical Letter” he criticised the Orthodox
Church for permitting the perpetuation of serfdom, an institution that fatally
divided Russians into masters and bondsmen. His main point, however, was
that Russia had cut itself off from the Roman Catholic Church, which, in his
opinion, had constructed in the West a genuine multinational community
based on a deeply traditional, but also rational value system. In Chaadaev’s
opinion, the Catholic Church could be credited with eliminating serfdom in
the West and with developing law codes recognising human dignity, but its
largest achievement was the construction of a vital civilisation from which
individuals and nations derived a shared identity.

14 M. Raeff, The Decembrist Movement (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1966), pp. 145—6.
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The most forceful response to Chaadaev came from the Slavophiles Alek-
sei Stepanovich Khomiakov (1804-60), Ivan Vasil’evich Kireevskii (1806—56)
and Konstantin Sergeevich Aksakov (1817—60). Khomiakov’s initial reaction to
Chaadaev in the article, ‘O starom i novom’ (On the Old and the New, 1838),
was to acknowledge the dark spots of early Russian history but also to note that
Old Russian life ‘had not been alien to human truth’. He claimed: ‘the laws of
justice and mutual love had served as the foundation of its almost patriarchal
social order’.”® In his remarkable short book, Tserkov’ odna (The Church Is One,
written 1844—5), Khomiakov depicted the Eastern Church as the community of
all Christians — past, present and future — joined by divine grace and immune
from doctrinal error. Aside from right teaching, the Eastern Church was sus-
tained by an inner spirit, ‘the living spirit of Christ’, which did not inhabit the
“schismatic’ confessions of the West. He held the Roman Church guilty of the
‘pride of reason and of illegitimate power’, and he ridiculed Protestants for
their rationalism andliberalism. Thus, Khomiakov blunted Chaadaev’s charges
against Russia by arguing that the real, historically significant community had
been constituted not in the West but in the East.

Kireevskii’s clearest response to Chaadaev was his article,’O kharaktere
prosveshcheniia Evropy i o ego otnoshenii k prosveshcheniiu Rossii’ (On the
Character of Europe’s Enlightenment and Its Relationship to Russia’s Enlight-
enment, 1852). Inithe asserted that European thought’s main consequence was
‘virtually universal dissatisfaction and dashed hope’." Western rationalism had
fostered selfish individualism, the desire for conquest, a society divided into
political factions, classes at war with one another and revolutionary destruc-
tion. Meanwhile, Russian life had been guided by the Eastern Church’s har-
monious outlook, by a search for ‘inner rectitude’, by a sense of ‘natural
proportion, dignity and humility testifying to spiritual balance and to depth
and integrity of moral conscience’. Kireevskii believed Russian society, based
on selflessness, mutual aid and Christian justice, to be immune from social
revolution.

Aksakov’s two essays titled ‘Osnovnye nachala russkoi istorii’ (Fundamen-
tal Principles of Russian History, 1860) argued that Russia was superior to
the West. Whereas Western polities had been created by violent conquest,
the Slavs had invited the Varangians to ‘come and rule over us’; ever after the
Russians had rightly regarded government as no better than a ‘necessary evil’.

15 A. S. Khomiakov, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (Moscow: Tip. Moskovskogo Universiteta,
1900), vol. III, pp. 28-9.

16 Polnoe sobranie sochinenii 1. V. Kireevskago v dvukh tomakh (Moscow: Tip. T. Sakharova,
1911), vol. I, p. 176.
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When Russia’s rulers had behaved tyrannically, the Russian people had never
rebelled against them, choosing instead to adhere silently to the inner truth of
Christian humility. At times, Russia’s rulers had received sage advice from the
people gathered in assemblies of the land (zemskie sobory). Aksakov called on
contemporary Russians to abandon inferior Western ways, to embrace again
principles of Christian harmony that had animated Old Russia.

The Slavophiles’ chief adversaries were the so-called Westernisers, a loose-
knit network of intellectuals usually thought to include the literary critic
Vissarion Grigor’evich Belinsky (1811—48), the historians Timofei Nikolaevich
Granovskii (1813—55) and Sergei Mikhailovich Solov’ev (1820-79), the jurist
Konstantin Dmitrievich Kavelin (1818-85), and the radical writers Alexander
Ivanovich Herzen (1812—70) and Mikhail Aleksandrovich Bakunin (1814-76).
Although the Westernisers recognised the distinctiveness of Russia’s past, they
still regarded Russia as a member of the European commonwealth, and there-
fore they insisted that its fate was bound to Europe.

Belinsky’s article, Rossiia do Petra Velikogo’ (Russia before Peter the Great,
1842), argued that, among all existing cultures, only Europe had grown beyond
the primitive stage of ‘natural immediacy” into a fully conscious, ‘world-
historical civilisation’. The key to this startling development was the productive
tension stemming from collisions among its various peoples and from its dis-
parate cultural elements: for example, the clash between classical philosophy
and Christianity had led to significant intellectual advances. Elsewhere the
absence of dialectical tension had favoured stagnation rather than progress.
Russia itself had escaped stasis only through the intervention of Peter the
Great, ‘a god who breathed a living soul into the colossal, sleeping body of
ancient Russia’.”” By so doing, Peter had bound Russia to European civilisa-
tion but had also made it possible for a distinctively Russian national iden-
tity (natsional’nost’) to emerge. Although the article stopped short of making
political demands, Belinsky’s criticism of Muscovy as a site of enforced slav-
ery, segregation of women, violence, legal corruption and popular ignorance
made clear his hopes for Europeanised Russia. Later, in his famous ‘Pis'mo
k Gogoliu® (‘Letter to Gogol’, 1847), he decried religious obscurantism and
seigneurial oppression of serfs. By depicting Jesus as a rebel against social
injustice, he strongly implied that serfs had the moral right to throw off their
Oppressors.

Granovskii, Kavelin and Solov’ev followed Belinsky in admiring Peter the
Great and in regarding the Petrine reforms as a moment of convergence

17 V. G. Belinskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (Moscow: Izd. AN SSSR, 1954), vol. V, p. 93.
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between Russia and Europe. All predicted that, in the future, the enlight-
enment of the heretofore-benighted Russian people would enable individuals
to join the educated classes and to enjoy the prospect of intellectual self-
determination. Granovskii called this process of education the ‘decomposition
of the masses’ into free, conscious individuals. Kavelin’s long essay, ‘Vzgliad
na iuridicheskii byt drevnei Rossii’ (Analysis of Juridical Life in Ancient Russia,
1847) argued that Russia had moved from a society based on varying degrees
of blood ties (the tribe, clan or family) into a society organised on abstract
legal principles (duty to the state, citizenship, status defined by law). The end
of the process, in Russia as in Europe, would be the complete development
of individuality (lichnost’). Kavelin implied that the abolition of serfdom and
the establishment of representative government in Russia were inevitable. In
his multi-volume Istoriia Rossii s drevneishikh vremen (History of Russia from
Ancient Times, 1851—79) Solov’ev argued that Russia had evolved from a loose
association of tribes into a modern state, based on shared religious and civic
values and ruled by an enlightened government. Since Peter’s reign, he con-
tended, Russia had moved rapidly toward the same historical goals as Western
Europeans. He did not subscribe to Belinskii’s opinion that violence in the
name of social progress was morally justified, rather he treated Russia’s trans-
formation as a case study in gradual evolution.

Herzen and Bakunin constituted the radical wing of the Westerniser move-
ment. Herzen’s essays, ‘Diletantizm v nauke’ (Dilettantism in Scholarship,
1843) and ‘Pis’ma ob izuchenii prirody’ (Letters on the Study of Nature, 1845)
made the case that modern society stood on the verge of a new epoch in
which the tyranny of abstractions that had characterised the Christian era
would be displaced by a new philosophical synthesis between philosophical
idealism and materialism: idealism would protect human beings against the
demoralising impact of soulless science, and materialism would save individ-
uals from slavery to monstrous dogmas. In his Pis’ma iz Frantsii i Italii (Letters
from France and Italy, 1847—52) Herzen asserted that the new era could not
begin until all Europe had been plunged into revolutionary destruction. He
wrote: ‘the contemporary political order along with its civilisation will perish;
they will be liquidated’.™® In the book O razvitii revoliutsionnykh idei v Rossii (On
the Development of Revolutionary Ideas in Russia, 1851) he noted that Euro-
peans, being wealthy, feared revolution, whereas Russians were ‘freer of the
past, because our own past is empty, poor and limited. Things like Muscovite

18 A. I. Gertsen, ‘Pis’'ma iz Italii i Frantsii’, in Sochineniia (Moscow: Gos. izd. khudozh-
estvennoi literatury, 1956), vol. III, p. 221.
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tsarism or the Petersburg emperorship it is impossible to love.””® He argued
that Russians, with their love for bold experiments, might well lead the world
toward socialism.

Bakunin’sarticle, ‘Die Reaktion in Deutschland’ (The Reaction in Germany,
1842), claimed that the age of unfreedom would soon come to an end when
the ‘eternal spirit’ of history finally destroyed the old European order. He
rejected traditional Christianity in the name of a new ‘religion of humanity’,
which, by expressing justice and love through liberty, would fulfill the highest
commandment of Christ. Bakunin’s pamphlet, Vozzvanie k slavianam (Appeal to
the Slavs, 1848) demanded the Central European Slavs seek their independence
from the Austrian empire. To liberate themselves from the German yoke, the
Slavs would have either to wring concessions from the erstwhile masters
or annihilate them as oppressors. In 1848—9 he began to suggest that the
Russian people themselves lived under a ‘German’ yoke in the form of the
Romanov dynasty. He forecast in Russia a popular revolution patterned on the
Pugachev rebellion that would sweep away the ‘German monarchy’. In Ispoved’
(Confession, 1851), written in prison to Tsar Nicholas I, Bakunin admitted that
he hoped to provoke ‘A Slav war, a war of free, united Slavs against the Russian
Emperor.”° The simultaneous emancipation of Slavs everywhere in Europe
would make possible a Slavic confederation consisting of Russia, Poland, South
Slavs and West Slavs.

In retrospect, the Westernisers shared love ofliberty, but they did not define
it in the same way. The moderates associated liberty with representative gov-
ernment and with virtually unfettered self-determination in the private sphere,
while the radicals thought it the absence of all oppression — a definition that
logically entailed the disappearance of government itself.

National identity, representative government
and the market

The Great Reforms so altered Russian social and civil life as to radically affect
subsequent political debates. As the long-standing discussion over ancient and
modern Russia soon lost much of its salience, other questions quickly became
urgent: whether the edifice of the Great Reforms would be ‘crowned’ by
the addition of a European-style representative government at the imperial

19 A. L. Gertsen, O razvitii revoliutsionnykh idei v Rossii, in Sochineniia (Moscow: Gos. izd.
khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1956), vol. II1, p. 491.

20 The Confession of Mikhail Bakunin, trans. Robert C. Howes (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1977) p. 57.
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level; whether Russia’s economic transformation from serfdom to a market
economy should be hastened by the abolition of the peasant commune and
the creation of an urban working class on the English model; and whether
in the political and economic realms the Russian ethnos should be privileged
over non-Russian elements or whether the empire should be rebuilt on an
egalitarian, multinational footing.

In the reform period Russian thinkers developed a range of political ideas
that, atleast superficially, resembled the right-to-left spectrum existing in con-
tinental Western European countries. Conservative thought built on Uvarov’s
formula — Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nationality — but, under the threat of social
instability, became more aggressive in its attitude toward non-Russian nation-
alities. Russian liberalism was, generally speaking, closer in spirit to European
social liberalism than to classical liberalism, so most Russian liberals identified
with the left rather than the centre or right. On the left populists, anarchists
and social democrats vied for ascendancy.

The leading conservative thinkers of the post-reform period were the
jurist Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev (1827-1907), the journalist Mikhail
Nikiforovich Katkov (1818-87), the Pan-Slav theoretician Nikolai Iakovlevich
Danilevskii (1822—-85), the diplomat Konstantin Nikolaevich Leont’ev (1831-91)
and the novelist Fedor Mikhailovich Dostoevsky (1821-81).

Among Russian officials the most assertive conservative was Pobedonos-
tsev, who tutored the last two Romanov tsars and served as procurator of
the Holy Synod from 1880 to 1905. He was a critic of Western representative
government and the Enlightenment whose antidote to those evils was strong
central government and an assertive established Church. In an anthology enti-
tled Moskovskii sbornik (Moscow Anthology) (1896), he described Rousseau’s
notion of popular sovereignty as ‘the falsest of political principles’.* In practice,
he contended, parliamentary institutions constituted the ‘triumph of egoism™:
they were bodies that promised to represent the will of the people but which
actually did the bidding of a handful of wilful leaders and served as pliant
instruments of political factions. Western public opinion was ruled not by
reason but by lying journalists who manipulated an idle public characterised
‘by base and despicable hankering for idle amusement’.**

Outside the government the dominant conservative of the early reform era
was Katkov whose journals Russkii vestnik (Russian Courier), Sovremmennaia
letopis’ (Contemporary Chronicle) and Moskovskie vedomosti (Moscow Courier)

21 K. P. Pobedonostsev, Reflections of a Russian Statesman (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1965), p. 32.
22 Ibid., pp. 65-6.
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strongly influenced state policy. Katkov made his reputation as patriot during
the Polish uprising of 1863—4, when he demanded the military suppression of
the Poles on the ground that ‘any retreat . . . would be a death certificate
for the Russian people’.” He described the political monopoly of Russians
within the empire ‘not as coercion . . . but a law of life and logic’.** In 1867,
he called for the introduction of Russian language into schools in Estonia
and for the elimination of traditional Baltic German privileges in the area —a
harbinger of the Russification policies pursued by Alexander III after 1881. In
foreign policy Katkov was a Realpolitiker, who sometimes raised the banner
of Pan-Slavism against Germany and Austria, but who always made it clear
that Russian interests took priority over those of other Slavic peoples.

In Rossiia i Evropa (Russia and Europe, 1869) Danilevskii elaborated a theory
of historical types claiming that ten distinctive civilisations had appeared in the
past. He considered the European or ‘Germano-Romanic’ civilisation as the
latest to reach world dominance, buthe regarded the industrial stage into which
that civilisation had evolved as proof of its decline. He predicted that Slavdom
would constitute the eleventh great civilisation in world history. The Slavic
peoples would be brought together by Russia, through the conquest of Istanbul
and the destruction of Austro-German power in Europe. To achieve these
objectives, Russians would have to subordinate themselves to the centralised
state, for only by the merciless execution of the state’s divine mission would
the past bloodshed of Russian history be redeemed.

In a remarkable book, Vizantizm i slavianstvo (Byzantinism and Slavdom,
1873), Leont’ev defined the earmarks of Byzantinism as: autocracy, Orthodoxy,
adisinclination to overvalue the individual, an inclination to disparage the ideal
of earthly happiness, rejection of the notion that human beings can achieve
moral perfection on earth, and rejection of the hope that the universal welfare
of all peoples can be attained. He argued that the historic vitality of Russia
was directly related to Russians’ loyalty to autocracy, faith in Orthodoxy, and
acceptance of earthly inequality — all ‘Byzantine’ traits. He celebrated Peter the
Great and Catherine the Great precisely because their reforms increased social
inequality, thereby making possible the flowering of a creative, ‘aristocratic’
culture among the nobility. He warned that modern-day Russians faced a
crucial choice: either to maintain their distinctive, hierarchically based national
culture; or to ‘subordinate themselves to Europe in the pursuit of [material]

23 Quoted in K. Durman, The Time of the Thunderer: Mikhail Katkov, Russian Nationalist
Extremism and the Failure of the Bismarckian System, 1871-1887 (Boulder: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1988), p. 56.

24 Durman, Time of the Thunderer, p. 62.

132



Russian political thought: 17001917

progress’. To follow the second option would be disastrous, for it would risk
Russia’s survival for the false religion of human felicity on earth. Although
Leont’ev recognised the tribal connections between Russians and other Slavs,
he did not think common blood or similarity of languages to be adequate
foundations for Slavic political unity. In view of his scepticism toward the
other Slavs, Leont’ev cannot be regarded as a Pan-Slav of the Danilevskii type.

Dostoevsky’s conservatism was predicated on opposition to Western liber-
alism and socialism, on hostility to individualism and capitalism, on rejection
of Catholicism and religious authoritarianism in any form, on opposition to
movements inimical to Russia — nihilism, Polish nationalism, Jewish sepa-
ratism and feminist radicalism. In his fiction he balanced his many antipathies
by applauding the religiosity of common Russian people, the wisdom of saintly
monastic elders and the fabled capacity of Russians from every social stratum
to embrace suffering. Although Dostoevsky the novelist was self-evidently
an anti-nihilist, a conservative nationalist, a partisan of Orthodoxy and the
Great Russian ethnos, his fictional politics were less programmatic than the
positions taken by his publishers, Katkov and the gentry reactionary Prince
Vladimir Petrovich Meshcherskii (1839-1914). However, Dostoevsky’s journal-
istic writing, particularly his Dnevnik pisatelia (Diary of a Writer, 1873-81), was
lamentably clear. In March 1877, for example, he predicted: ‘Sooner or later
Constantinople will be ours.” That same month, in a series of articles on the
Jewish question, he accused the Jews of material greed, of hostility toward
Russians, of constituting themselves a ‘state within a state’. Later, in his June
1880 speech at the Pushkin monument in Moscow, he issued a call for “universal
human brotherhood’ based on Russians’ disposition to ‘bring about universal
unity with all tribes of the great Aryan race’.?® Although his auditors received
the speech well, sober readers found his messianic nationalism and religious
exclusivism disturbing.

Among Russian liberals the four most interesting thinkers were the classi-
cal liberal Boris Nikolaevich Chicherin (1828-1904), the philosopher Vladimir
Sergeevich Solov’ev (1853-1900), the social liberal Pavel Nikolaevich Miliukov
(1859-1943) and the right liberal Petr Berngardovich Struve (1870-1944).

Chicherin began his intellectual career as a moderate Westerniser. In his
earliest political writing, the article ‘Sovremmennye zadachi russkoi zhizni’
(Contemporary Tasks of Russian Life, 1856), he championed the abolition

25 F. M. Dostoevskii, ‘Eshche raz o tom, chto Konstantinopol’, rano li, pozdno li, a dolzhen
byt’ nash’, Dnevnik pisatelia za 1877 god, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (Leningrad: Nauka,
1983), vol. XXVI, pp. 65-6.

26 F. M. Dostoevskii, ‘Pushkin’, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. XXVI, p. 147.
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of serfdom and the introduction of civil liberties (freedoms of conscience, of
speechand press, academic freedom, public judicial proceedings, publicity of all
governmental activities) in Russia. In his book, O narodnom predstavitel’stve (On
Popular Representation, 1866), however, he explained why he thought Russia
was yet unprepared for constitutional government. Pointing to the practical
flaws of representative institutions and the falsity of Rousseau’s theory of
popular sovereignty, he argued that representative governments are workable
only in ‘healthy” societies with some experience of civil liberties, and only
when the voting franchise is limited to educated property owners. This sharp
distinction between civil and political liberties was a hallmark of Chicherin’s
thinking.

In the late 1870s Chicherin undertook a systematic study of German social-
ism. His trenchant critique of Marx’s Das Kapital was a cardinal contribution to
Russian social thought, a rare defence of free markets against their increasingly
vociferous enemies. His book, Sobstvennost’ i gosudarstvo (Property and the
State, 1882—3), was nineteenth-century Russia’s most erudite attempt to iden-
tify entrepreneurial freedom as an essential civil liberty. In the book Chicherin
pointed to the incommensurability of individual liberty with social equality.
He warned contemporaries against the danger of “a new monster’, — namely,
intrusive society, which threatened to ‘swallow both the state and the private
sphere’.”” His book, Filosofiia prava (Philosophy of Law, 1900), criticised legal
theories that, in the name of morality or utility, would take away individual
rights for some appealing social end. Chicherin’s philosophical legacy was his
conception of individual freedom from constraint by others, in so far as that
liberty is compatible with others’ freedom, as the sole and original right that
belongs to every human being by virtue of his or her humanity. His political
legacy can be found in the anonymous pamphlet, Rossiia nakanune dvadtsatogo
stoletiia (Russia on the Eve of the Twentieth Century, 1900), in which he pre-
dicted the imminent end of Russian absolutism and demanded the addition
of elected delegates to the imperial State Council. Miliukov called Chicherin’s
proposal ‘the minimum demand of Russian liberalism’.

Solov’evbegan hisintellectuallife as a religious philosopher in the Slavophile
tradition, yet he made two signal contributions to liberalism. First, in his
remarkable Natsional’nyi vopros v Rossii (National Question in Russia, 1883—
or1), he made the case for setting nationality policy on a genuinely Christian
foundation. He demanded that state officials take seriously the moral duties
of Russia toward non-Russian groups by making a voluntary act of ‘national

27 B. N. Chicherin, Sobstvennost’ i gosudarstvo (Moscow, 1882), vol. I, pp. xix—xx.
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self-denial’ —thatis, by renouncing the dangerous principle of Russian exclusiv-
ity and dominance over others. This self-renunciation would require Russians
not only to tolerate non-Orthodox peoples, but to build a community in which
they were equal members. His irenic interpretation of Christianity provided
a theoretical basis for pluralism and equality among the empire’s peoples.
Second, he insisted that Christianity requires recognition of the individual’s
right to a dignified material existence. In his system of ethics, Opravdanie dobra
(Justification of the Good, 1897), he argued against classical liberalism that
private property must never be assigned an absolute ethical value, that the
exploitation of nature must be limited by ‘love of nature for its own sake’, and
that the freedom of economic consumption must be subordinated to ethically
defensible principles.

A distinguished historian and thoroughgoing positivist who accepted
Auguste Comte’s three-stage theory of human social development, Miliukov
anticipated that the spread of science in Russia would mean the liberation of its
people from religious prejudice and exclusive nationalism. His three-volume
Ocherki po istorii russkoi kul’tury (Essays on the History of Russian Culture,
1896-1900) argued that critical social consciousness was gradually displacing
national consciousness as the dominant force in Russia. The book implied
that this historical evolution was creating the basis for popular representative
government in the empire. Miliukov’s political ideal was progressive social leg-
islation and constitutional monarchy, wherein the monarch’s authority would
bebalanced by an electedlegislature. Under Russian conditions, he argued, that
ideal might be attained through the practical co-operation of socialists and lib-
erals. Repeatedly during the revolutionary crisis from 1904—7 he countenanced
from the left “direct action’, including terrorism, for the sake of undermining
the government. To counter Great Russian nationalism, he recommended the
redrawing of internal administrative jurisdictions along ethnic borders, but he
stopped short of advocating a federal solution to ethnic disputes. As his Istoriia
vtoroi russkoi revoliutsii (History of the Second Russian Revolution, 1918—21)
made clear, Miliukov lived to regret his alliance with the revolutionary left
and also his attempts to encourage nationalist consciousness among minority
peoples.

Not all Russian liberals in the duma period followed Miliukov’s ‘new liberal-
ism’ or his policy of ‘no enemies to the left’. In the anti-revolutionary polemic
Vekhi (Signposts, 1909), Struve posited that the revolutionary gospel had led in
practice to ‘licentiousness and demoralisation’. Once a social democrat, Struve
joined the right wing of the Constitutional Democratic party, declaring him-
self a partisan of Chicherin’s theory of individual rights. In internal politics he
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defended the equitable treatment of national minorities but under the proviso
that Great Russians remain the empire’s dominant ethnos. In foreign policy he
supported expansion of Russian influence in the Balkans, for the empire’s des-
tiny as a great power was in the south. The irony of a Russian liberal assuming
a ‘Pan-Slav’ perspective on nationality and foreign policy could not be more
striking. Struve’s grand design was to reconcile Russian liberalism to a strong
centralised state and to an assertive international policy — that is, to pursue a
policy of national liberalism not unlike that adopted by the German national
liberals in the Bismarck period.

Among Russian socialists there were three main currents of political
thinking: populism, built on hostility toward capitalism, on the idealisation of
the urban guild (artel’) and of the peasant land commune (obshchina or mir);
anarchism, focused on the abolition of state power; and social democracy, ori-
ented toward the destruction of market relations and the eventual elimination
of bourgeois democracy.

Among the populists the leading figures were the ‘enlightener’ (prosveti-
tel’) or ‘nihilist” Nikolai Gavrilovich Chernyshevsky (1828-89), and the ‘clas-
sical populists” Petr Lavrovich Lavrov (1823-1900), Nikolai Konstantinovich
Mikhailovsii (1842-1904) and Petr Nikitich Tkachev (1844-86).

Chernyshevsky rejected traditional Christianity in the name of the new
‘religion of humanity” that would establish earthly justice based on material
equality and gender equity. His ethical system of ‘rational egoism’ judged the
virtue of human actions according to the benefits they would bring not to the
individual but to the majority of society. His novel, Chto delat’? (What Is to Be
Done?, 1863), described the heroism of young people who, being rational ego-
ists, emancipate themsel