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Introduction

I travelled across eight time zones, from rinsed north-western beetroot fields to Far Eastern Arctic tundra where Chukchi still hunt walrus in a region the size of France that has no roads. I paddled through the cauldron of ethnic soup that is the Caucasus, where flashing-epauletted Lermontov died in the aromatic air, and where sheaves of corn still stand like soldiers on a blazing afternoon, just like they do in Gogol’s stories. I sunbathed fully clothed, even wearing a woolly hat, on the shore of fabled Lake Baikal eating ‘caviar’ with my fingers from a tub purchased at the fish market for 300 roubles (about £4). I went to writers’ homes – one of a few things Russia does well (preserving them, I mean). I was at Turgenev’s forest-buried estate of Spasskoye-Lutovinovo in spring, when the scent of dog rose hung on the breeze, bougainvillea tubercular on walls. Turgenev complained in a letter that spring in Europe lacked the explosiveness of that season in Russia. I took the Trans-Siberian Railway in winter, crunching across snowy platforms to buy table tennis bats of dried fish from babushki, and sailed the Black Sea in summer where dolphins leapt in front of violet Abkhazian peaks. I was searching for a Russia not in the news – a Russia of common humanity and daily struggles – and my guides were writers of the Golden Age.

Russia was the first foreign country I ever visited. I was eleven. I have been looking over my shoulder at it ever since. Like many, I am in thrall to these writers, roughly Pushkin to Tolstoy, who continue to dominate world literature. It helped, getting through them all, to have spent a lot of time in the polar regions: Tolstoy’s doorstops were made for whiteouts. I read War and Peace for the first time at the South Pole, looking through the plastic porthole of a tent at hundreds of kilometres of shimmering flat ice as a thousand horses galloped over the plain at Borodino. The second time, many years later, I was stranded in another tent, on the Greenland ice-cap, and again Tolstoy’s genius filled bright night whiteness. My aim in this book is to show how the best writers of the Golden Age, which I define, broadly, as the period between 1800 and 1910,fn1 represent their country, then and now. I followed nineteenth-century footsteps in order to make connections.

The writers here are not a homogeneous group. One scholar says Tolstoy tells us to give away our money; Dostoyevsky tells us to go to church; Chekhov says ‘I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do’; Gogol says ‘To hell with it’. But they all deal with a fumbling search for certainties with which we all engage. And they are failures in one sense or another, as we all are. Tolstoy was obsessed with truth, but only told it in his novels. Dostoyevsky, obsessed not with truth but with God, was a compulsive gambler. He pawned his watch so many times that his saintly second wife said she never knew what time it was. While each chapter of Mud and Stars is centred on a particular writer, or in two cases, a couple of writers, I have aimed at a flowing whole, not discrete essays. There are biographical pages – I always like to know about a writer’s life, though I am not particularly interested in tracing connections between life and work. Biography has no bearing on a reader’s appreciation of books. It doesn’t matter how much or how little you know about a life.

Moscow and Petersburg are so unrepresentative of Russia that I avoided them as much as possible. They always have been unrepresentative. Alexander Sergeyevich Pushkin was born into the nobility in 1799, when French was the language of the cultured classes. Tens of millions of Russians outside the two main cities, however, knew nothing of European influences, just as 140 million today know nothing of oligarchical bling. Their lives were and are consumed with the generally dreadful business of being Russian. I cherish the old-fashioned ideal that government can play a role enhancing the lives of its citizens without threatening civil liberties, allowing individuals the maximum space to live and flourish as they choose. I saw nothing of this in Russia.

Mostly, on my travels, I used homestays. I spent many months in fourth-floor 1950s apartments with windowless bathrooms, sprawled on sofas with my hosts, watching television, my new friends bent over devices moaning about Ukraine. I remember lifting the curtain and peeping from a sofabed in Irkutsk in Siberia at six in the morning to see people scurrying to work through snow in darkness illuminated by the annunciatory glow of the few streetlamps that worked, heads down, shoulders hunched.

I wrote this book at a time of deteriorating relations between the West and Russia. Nationalism had besieged the country. People I stayed with or met on trains had no illusions about the kleptocracy under which they lived, but as we watched flickering images of Putin bending a piece of metal with his bare hands or spearing an emperor-sized fish, the prevailing attitude was ‘Yes, he’s a monster. But he’s our monster.’ Almost everyone felt that the West was out to get them, and in the light of that, at least Putin was batting for Russia. The country’s GDP at that time was approximately equal to that of Italy, a country with just over a third of the population of Russia and under a fiftieth of the landmass.

Russia emerged as an increasingly shocking country. It is in the grip of a murderous dictatorship. The leadership stinks, at every level, if people can stink at levels, which I think they can. But what about the ones who aren’t leaders or rich or powerful? I resolved to give them a voice, in my small way. You’ll hear them in these pages. I wrote about what I saw and heard, or tried to.

Along the way I learned Russian, at least well enough to read a Chekhov story in the original (and indeed read the master’s underappreciated travel writing: ‘At the inn where I was staying the maid, when giving me a spoon, wiped it against her backside’). But I never dreamed in Russian. I’ve learned a few languages, and that’s when you know you’ve got it. I also pursued some topics for fun, and I include them here for the same reason. I tried to learn to cook Russian dishes, for example, and went to concert halls to hear Russian songs. I hope that besides the fun, these themes contribute to an amateur’s sketch of a country which is lovable despite it all.

There is no such thing as the Russian soul, or perhaps even Russian culture – it’s too big a country: one-sixth of the earth’s landmass, and it’s too diverse and too socially divided. (Catherine the Great said it was too big to govern, or so they say she said.) Once I’d been in the polar north and the Caucasian south I saw that for myself. The books discussed in these pages engage not with that chimera, but with the complexity of human experience. There is a Russian literal landscape, and its emotional counterpart.



*



I worked on the project with great pleasure for two years, until a crisis overtook my personal life. I became a former writer. When I eventually roused myself – after a couple more years – and decided life might be worth living, I returned to my Russian notes, of which I had hundreds and hundreds of pages, and my shelves of annotated books. Rereading it all, I met myself coming back. These pages give form to the vanished years. I was in the mud, and my writers were the stars. Books have been kinder to me than life. I have attempted to show how I have appropriated the volumes mentioned in these pages into my own life. All literature is a dialectic. The same goes for my stabs at cooking Russian food and so on. I was trying to absorb as much as I could.

The writers you’ll find between these covers made wonderful companions. They kept me pretty cheerful. When I was writing about Dostoyevsky I told one of my Russian teachers that I found him and his work a balm. She raised an eyebrow at such a description of that messianic, tortured xenophobe and genius. But Dostoyevsky wrote about human mutuality, and about taking responsibility. I felt he would have understood my trauma better than anyone.

When I started this project I was worried that scholars of Russian would heap scorn on a work that attempted only a superficial glance at a rich and broad culture. But after what happened to me in that two-year hiatus, I felt that nothing could ever frighten me again. And in any case I have faced the fear of experts with every book I have ever written, as I am by nature that most unfashionable thing, a generalist. Someone has to be one. I am neither an expert nor an academic and I only touched on everything here with butterfly wings, but from a personal point of view that was better than not touching it at all.




I

The People Stay Silent


The people stay silent (Narod bezmolvstvuyet)

Pushkin, Boris Godunov





Alexander Sergeyevich Pushkin was a lubricious, bawdy, impetuous, whoring gambler who seldom missed an opportunity to pick a fight. He never had a proper job, even though he was for a while nominally at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a department of the Chancery. He lived mostly off his father. He had a tortured relationship with both the civil service and the authorities. The government of Alexander I, the tsar who had defeated Napoleon and was by European standards a medieval figure, was becoming increasingly reactionary, and an incontinent loudmouth like Pushkin had no chance. One prince, a high-level civil servant, recorded in his diary after a dinner in January 1822, ‘Listened to Pushkin at table … he tries to convince everyone he meets … that only a scoundrel would not wish a change of government in Russia.1 His favourite conversation is based on abuse and sarcasm and even when he tries to be polite there is a sardonic smile on his lips.’ Pushkin was opposed to landowners, supported the abolition of serfdom, and indeed when he got going – according to the princely dinner companion – ‘began to pour abuse on all classes of the population’. He announced ‘that all noblemen should be hanged, and that he would tighten the noose round their necks with pleasure’. It is a testament to the respect in which literature was held that the government didn’t kill him. Of course, three generations later Pushkin’s dream of an egalitarian world came true in Russia. But they shot writers then.
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Pushkin chose to write poems in Russian. Literary Russian had only evolved in the eighteenth century, stimulating a new school of poets from which Pushkin emerged. He turned to prose later. In his short story ‘The Queen of Spades’ (‘Pikovaya dama’), when the countess asks her grandson if he will bring her a novel, he replies with a question: would she like a Russian one? ‘Are there any Russian novels?’ the countess queries. (As a young woman in the middle of the eighteenth century she only read in French.) Pushkin produced the first major Russian work in almost every literary genre. Just as Peter the Great, standing on the banks of the Neva, founded St Petersburg ‘to open a window onto Europe’, so Pushkin both Russified literary Russian and made his nation’s books into something of Europe. And he is contemporary for all time.

The young Pushkin, ‘Sasha’, grew up with household serfs and then attended the prestigious Imperial Lycée, where pupils were not permitted to leave during their six-year term. They studied the humanities, following the English public school system, and cultivated the worship of male friendship. (‘My friends, this brotherhood of ours will live. | United, like the soul, it cannot perish.’2) Parents could visit on Sundays and feast days, but for two years, as a young teenager, Pushkin never saw his mother. While he was a pupil, Napoleon entered Moscow and for four days the city burned. This was the defining trauma of Pushkin’s generation. His uncle was one of many who lost everything. The man fled the city with only the clothes he stood up in.

In the summer of 1824 the tsar dismissed the poet from the civil service (besides his political leanings, Pushkin was having an affair with his boss’ wife, which can’t have helped). Alexander exiled him first to the south, and then to his ancestral estate in the north-west, where he remained under civil and church surveillance in the company of the serf Nikita Timofeyevich Kozlov, who had brought him up. Whenever a friend visited from Petersburg, the pair would hear the sleighbells of the abbot from the local monastery. The old man would shuffle in for a glass of rum, the three would drink and mumble in the candlelit room, and the abbot would ride off again to compose his report.



*



Through an open window, linden boughs traced lines in smalt blue. A branch bent inside the room, jewelled pods trembling, and sunlight glinted off a champagne cooler. Silhouette cut-outs were fashionable in the 1820s, and the young women of the house had stuck a dozen to the music room walls, an indoor version of linden branches against the sky. I had gone to find Pushkin in the north-west. When, in 1824 – already the most famous poet in Russia – the tsar exiled him to his mother’s ancestral land for writing anti-royalist verses, the prisoner visited this neighbouring house on the Trigorskoye estate (the name means ‘three hills’) every day, walking or riding from his own, contiguous, land. In a letter to a friend, he referred to Trigorskoye’s owner, a 43-year-old widow, as ‘an elderly lady’. But in exile, elderly ladies have their charms.
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Irina, my guide in Pushkin country, was a true apostle, and reluctant to admit that the great man had affairs not only with the widow, but with the five daughters of the house, and with his serfs too. Pushkin was a heroic shagger who only had time to write when he had a sexually transmitted disease. A friend once told a mutual acquaintance, ‘[Pushkin] is finishing the fourth canto of his poem.3 Two or three more doses of the clap and it’ll be done.’

Alexander Sergeyevich was short – five foot three (160 centimetres) – with darkish wavy hair. One girlfriend wrote of ‘dreadful side whiskers, dishevelled hair, nails like claws, small stature, affected manners, and an arrogant attitude towards the women he chose to love’.4 Who could resist? Like many great artists, Pushkin lacked something in the human department. A contemporary described him as ‘our immortal bard, who in spite of his great talent, is an extremely vain, bad-tempered man, spoilt by the admiration of his contemporaries’.5 His reputation declined in his last years, and subsided further after his death, historical revisionism being as unavoidable as the grave. It took a generation or two for him to come back, then the Bolsheviks put the boot in; Lenin’s wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, led a special campaign to have the class enemy Pushkin’s books banned from public libraries. But by the centenary of the poet’s death in 1937 the Soviets decided Pushkin was acceptable after all, and might as well be co-opted into the flagging cause. The country went berserk with festivities for this anniversary: plays, films, pilgrimages, factory study groups, carnivals on collective farms, hundreds of streets renamed. Tens of millions subscribed to a new Collected Works. Pravda declared the poet a ‘semi-divine being’, and the Central Committee claimed he was ‘the Father of Communism’. Stalin was at that time zealously murdering writers who made the mistake of being alive. Of the 700 authors who attended the First Writers’ Congress in 1934, 650 were dead by the time the second came around. The vaunted Collected Works appeared twelve years late because the institute responsible had repeatedly lost staff to the purges.

Trigorskoye nestles on the western rim of Russia, close to the Estonian border and a couple of hours’ motoring from Pskov, an ancient city on the Velikaya River. That waterway joins the Baltic via a network of lakes and once-navigable channels which formed one of the earliest Russian trade routes. So it’s a kind of border itself: Putin went to Pskov in 2000 and said ‘Russia starts here’, meaning both geographically and historically. Many people repeated this phrase to me. It gave them a purchase on the nationalism besieging twenty-first-century Russia. The country was too big to be anything but itself – too powerful to need alliances, too badly governed to go to the good, too corrupt to build from the base. Putin was at that time energetically blocking UN resolutions to end the fighting in Syria.

The widow and her five daughters and one stepdaughter had lived in the former flag factory I stood in, a single-storey dwelling with rooms off a broad central corridor. A veranda looked over the lake beyond the trees. It was a house of chaste simplicity – champagne cooler notwithstanding – with polished wood floors that still smelled of cedar and ceiling-height stoves whose blue-and-white tiles reflected lacy patterns of light.

When the weather was fine, the occupants danced in an outdoor ballroom next to the teal-green lake. Sometimes the young women of the house – in addition to the daughters, nieces came to visit – sent a serf over to Pushkin’s house with cut flowers, even though roses bloomed around his place too. Pushkin said his heart stayed in Trigorskoye.

The state has preserved the house and opened it to the public. Russians revere the role of the writer – he or she occupies a kind of vatic position – and their record on such matters as the preservation of writers’ houses is commendable. It’s an easy thing to do if you’re controlling all artistic output and locking up harmless pop stars. At Trigorskoye Irina and I were the only visitors. A female employee sat in each room. Their job was to close the door after me. Irina reckoned these attendants earn about 7,000 roubles a month (£62). They looked at me hatchet-faced. A veil of Soviet suspicion still hung over proceedings, and often I was asked, in some deserted museum, to show my ticket six or seven times.

Looking out on such a serene house and a landscape of dips and rivers, lakes, blooms and small wooden bridges, I didn’t wonder that Pushkin had loved this place. Yet he was the least serene human being to have lived. I mentioned this to Irina. ‘But he had a heart,’ she said, squeezing her lips together. She had dyed her hair the colour of cornflakes, a shade popular with Russian women, but she also had a glass eye. This seemed to suit a Pushkinian guide perfectly. His genius lay in his ability to observe with a sea eagle’s eye, but he refracted what he saw through the medium of formal poetry. As we moved into the bedrooms Irina broke into a poem – she did this every five minutes.


In alien lands devoutly clinging

To age-old rites of Russian earth,

I let a captive bird go winging

To greet the radiant spring’s rebirth.6



Pushkin is part of the Russian national consciousness. Some years ago I was researching in the Far Eastern region of Chukotka, the sepulchral back end of Siberia over 6,000 kilometres from the lindens that bent through the Trigorskoye windows. The territory was closed to foreigners (I had inveigled myself onto a multinational but small science project). Forbidden zones were familiar to the point of institutionalisation in the Soviet system, but more than forty ‘sensitive’ cities remain shut off. I was billeted in the regional capital in a homestay apartment on the fourth floor of a khrushchevka, the Soviet blocks that are as Russian as cucumber. As is often the case in northern Russia, a coal-fired power plant maintained a tropical temperature in the sub-Arctic, and my landlords, Sasha and Marina, a couple in their sixties, patrolled the apartment in shorts and vests. One day we hunched over their small kitchen table extracting eggs from the roe of an unidentified fish by rubbing beige lumps over the strings of a badminton racquet. Conversation drifted along, punctuated by long periods of silence. Suddenly, apparently without thinking, and almost as fluently as cornflake-haired Irina, Sasha began declaiming the opening lines of Pushkin’s The Bronze Horseman. They describe Peter the Great, six feet eight inches (200 centimetres) tall, looking out over the Neva on the spot that became St Petersburg:


On the shore of desolate waves

He stood, full of lofty thoughts,

And gazed afar.7



Continuing through the poem, skipping verses here and there and not minding about forgotten half-lines – Where swamp and forest stood da da da da – Sasha recounted how an eagle flew over Peter’s head before settling at the top of two birch trees that formed an arch, at which Peter said, ‘Here shall be a town.’ My host’s voice rose and fell like the Neva tide, and the three of us instinctively began rubbing the roe in time with Pushkin’s four-iamb lines (iambic tetrameters), possibly the first time this had ever occurred. There were no books in the flat and we were eight time zones from Petersburg. I had thought about those minutes in the kitchen many times in the intervening years. It was my introduction to the significance of Pushkin. Above all, I wondered, what framework lay beneath his place in the inner life of Russia?
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Many of Pushkin’s friends in Moscow and St Petersburg were members of secret societies, and while he was in exile they plotted rebellion and revolution. In December 1825, the poet was larking in the Trigorskoye music room when a courier brought news that one of these groups of liberal noblemen had taken action (they became known as Decembrists). Confusion over the succession following Alexander I’s sudden death in Taganrog provoked the December revolt (although the perpetrators had been on the lookout for an opportunity to act). Alexander’s legitimate children had predeceased him, and his younger brother Constantine had renounced his claim in favour of the other brother, Nicholas – except the latter didn’t know of Constantine’s renunciation. Confusion swirled around Petersburg barracks, especially when Nicholas forced soldiers to swear allegiance to Constantine. New oaths echoed around the military courtyards when the truth emerged, and in the chaos the Decembrists sowed disorder. Nicholas began his reign, which was to be autocratic even by imperial standards, by crushing the rebellion. Besides a desire to overthrow the tsar, the Decembrists wanted to establish a common national language. The issue was linked to notions of a civil society (though these notions varied widely), and was similar to the arguments of the previous century over what constituted a Russian literary language. The zealous rebels aimed to expunge foreign words and replace them with Russian ones. Many of the rebels believed that Peter the Great’s Europeanisation had steered Russia away from her national destiny. Pushkin launched a debate on whether Peter’s reforms were a good thing.

When the news came that the Decembrists had acted, Pushkin shouted orders for a sleigh, and set out to join the revolution. But a hare crossed his path – bad luck – and he turned the horses back. (During the years of Soviet rehabilitation the authorities played up Pushkin’s anti-tsar activities.) He was always impetuous. Folklore and superstition were real to him – he had absorbed them from his serf nanny, and as part of his concept of essential Russianness they informed his imagination. When he incorporated folklore in his early work, critics blamed him for using material they considered unworthy of the poetic muse. They said it was like introducing a bearded peasant into the drawing room. Some time after the running hare episode, Pushkin received news that the Decembrist uprising had failed. Five of the leaders were hanged, and the tsar banished the rest. Alexander Sergeyevich clung to his ideals, trying to achieve that impossible compromise between criticism and criminality.

We walked, as he had done so many hundreds of times, from the low walls of Trigorskoye across to the Pushkin estate, called Mikhailovskoye. A shower had greened the beetroot fields, and storks swooped in from the river to pick frogs from a tractor’s wake. Outbuildings appeared, the first a large birch-and-pine banya (Russian sauna) with a mossy roof. Inside, bunches of birch twigs dangled from the stove. Russians claim the banya as their first doctor, vodka being the second and raw garlic the third.

We stopped in a glade next to the riverbank. Wisps of cirrostratus drifted across the sky. ‘This’, said Irina, pointing ahead, ‘is Tatiana’s Bench.’ I kicked through undergrowth and sat down on a plain wooden seat in dappled shadows. This, then, inspired the famous moonlit scene in Eugene Onegin (pronounced An-YE-ghin), the first Russian novel, albeit in verse. Tatiana confesses to her nurse:


‘I am in love,’ again she whispered

To the old woman mournfully.

‘You are unwell,’ her nurse persisted.

‘I am in love. Go. Let me be.’8



Pushkin often returned to the pathology of love.

He had arrived at Mikhailovskoye with three cantos of Onegin in his writing case. Pushkin had invented a special fourteen-line stanza form of iambic tetrameters and a sequence of rhymes;9 the formality, he hoped, would enable him to smuggle in themes otherwise unacceptable to the tsar.fn1 His parents and siblings were in residence when he got there, but they soon left, and he was alone. He finished Onegin at Mikhailovskoye, writing with bitten-off bits of quill, some so small he could barely hold them in his fingers. When the bits reached the end of their useful lives he tossed them on the floor, so the area around his desk resembled a spiny carpet.

It’s a book-length poem about everyday things – tweezers and toothbrushes, bedbugs, lingonberry juice, tulle mobcaps, coping with rejection, looking back with regret, floundering around in the mass of doubts and dreams that separate us from animals. To a Russian the verse-novel is made up entirely of quotations.

And it’s funny. Picture the scene when Onegin arrives at the theatre:


Applause all round. Onegin enters,

Treading on toes at every stall,

Askew, his double eyeglass centres

On ladies whom he can’t recall.10



Pushkin captures a scene in a few brushstrokes. Here is Onegin rushing to a ball:


Through sleeping streets, past houses darkened

Twin carriage lamps pour out a jocund

Illumination row on row,

Projecting rainbows on the snow.11



Onegin is a dandy (‘At least three hours he spent preparing | In front of mirrors in his lair’12) and suffers khandra, that special kind of melancholy boredom the French call ennui and Anglo-Saxons don’t acknowledge (‘Naught touched Onegin to the core | He noticed nothing any more’13). He befriends his country neighbour Vladimir Lensky and his fiancée Olga, whose dreamy, bookish sister Tatiana falls in love with him. Onegin is indifferent to Tatiana, and flirts instead with Olga. Lensky, ‘with hatred blazing’,14 needlessly challenges Onegin to a duel, and, starting at thirty-two paces, Onegin shoots his friendly neighbour dead. He then sets off on a three-year wander. I imagined the poet absorbed in the composition of those passages at Mikhailovskoye, close to the samovar, lonely for his friends. Onegin returns to Petersburg and meets Tatiana again. But she has married a stodgy military man (‘A certain general of substance | Won’t take his eyes off her at all’15) and lives as a princess. She rejects Onegin, choosing duty and fidelity (‘“But I am someone else’s wife, | To him I shall be true for life.”’16) The poet conveys the tension between Tatiana’s sense of duty and her acknowledgment of past feelings. The action covers five and a half years, and Pushkin reckoned it had taken him longer than that to write the book.

As for Mikhailovskoye, Empress Elizabeth had given the estate and its forty-one villages to Pushkin’s great-grandfather Abram Gannibal, along with 800 serfs. Gannibal was a black man. Slavers had plucked him from Africa when he was eight; he was probably from Logone-Birni, in what is now Cameroon, though Eritrea also claims him, and not long ago, in another example of the importance of Pushkin in Russia, a scholar was mugged on the streets of Moscow by what he called ‘the Eritrean mafia’ for uncovering the Cameroon link. The kidnappers shipped Gannibal to the Ottoman court in Constantinople where the Russian ambassador bought him as a present for Peter the Great, a tsar with a taste for the exotic. He became Peter’s protégé, and an accomplished military engineer. What did the Mikhailovskoye serfs make of the new master? They had never seen a black man before. Pushkin inherited his thick curly hair.
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We began our tour, floorboards creaking confidentially as sentries sat mute. Stopping in front of a portrait of one of the poet’s brothers, Irina said, ‘Lev had many gambling debts which Alexander Sergeyevich paid off.’

‘Alexander Sergeyevich was a gambler too, wasn’t he?’ I asked.

‘This is a chair he must have sat in,’ said Irina, squeezing her lips together again. He often lost everything he possessed. I found the reverential attitude touching.

Butterflies described circles in lindens, and a woodpecker worked on a hollow trunk. Not far from the house, a sign indicated alleya kern, Kern Avenue. The beauty Anna Petrovna Kern was one of the widow’s nieces. Pushkin wrote the most famous love poem in the Russian language to her.


That moment comes to me again:

You passed before my eyes,

A fleeting vision of pure beauty,

A spirit from the skies.17



I was standing in the chequered light with Irina. ‘He had a love affair with her, didn’t he?’

‘No. She was married.’

After divorcing her elderly husband, Kern married her sixteen-year-old cousin. She sold Pushkin’s letters.

The tsar granted Pushkin conditional freedom in 1826, and when the poet appeared in Moscow theatre stalls on returning from exile, everyone turned to look at him. Men he had never met came up to say how pleased they were that he had come back. At a ball, he met Natalya Goncharova, a teenager in a white chiffon dress with a gold circlet on her head. Two years later, he married her, writing to a friend to say that she was his 113th love. In an earlier expression of misgivings about the institution of marriage he had said that ‘lawful cunt castrates the mind’. On his engagement, his father gave him 200 serfs. The marriage was like an ocean voyage in a non-ocean-going boat. Natalya was beautiful and popular at court. Pushkin hated the way she lapped up the niceties of high society, and wrote her sacks of letters asking her to stop flirting. She spent too much on frocks. They had four children.

Still pursued by censors, Pushkin wrote in exasperation to a friend to say that when he used the word ‘tree’ it was interpreted to mean ‘constitution’, and ‘arrow’ was supposed to mean ‘autocracy’. In addition, he had financial difficulties – he complained at one point of the damnable expense of changing cooks. The court meanwhile roiled in affairs and liaisons, intrigue and gambling. How anything ever got done remains a mystery. Pushkin wanted to move back to Mikhailovskoye as he hated the protocol and expense. ‘Moscow is a city of nonentities,’18 he wrote to a friend. ‘On its gates is written, “Abandon all intelligence, O ye who enter here.”’

The tsar was Asiatic Russia incarnate: a prominent writer described him as Genghis Khan with a telegraph (Stalin, others said later, was Genghis with a telephone; somebody must be saying now that Putin is Genghis with the internet). Nicholas would not let Pushkin leave, not least because he, the tsar, was enjoying a flirtatious relationship with Natalya. He appointed Pushkin to a relatively low rank at court, lent him money and awarded him a salary for historical research. Nicholas found the company of his national poet congenial, and in public lavished favours on him. But in private he was determined to keep free speech in chains. This public/private polarity characterised the Golden Age. And so it goes on. Not long ago Mikhail Prokhorov, Russia’s third richest man and a banking and mining titan who ran against Putin in 2012 for the presidency, remembered his Soviet youth when his parents and their friends gathered in their flat (Prokhorov was born in 1965). ‘At work,’ he remembered, ‘everyone was a strict Communist, but in the kitchen everyone was a dissident.’19

Pushkin became depressed. His mother died. He grew tired of playing both ends (court and liberal writers) against the middle. He was angry all the time. Friends perished. He worked, but, like Prospero, every third thought was of the grave.

The poet of the human heart had staggered into a marriage that was to kill him. Convinced he was a cuckold, in 1837 Pushkin challenged French guardsman Georges-Charles d’Anthès to a duel. So life was imitating art. Was Pushkin show-boating, for all his repugnance for the niceties of court? Probably. The duel took place beyond the Chernaya River. The day was clear and sunny, and Petersburgers were tobogganing in the hills. D’Anthès wounded his aggressor, and Pushkin died on a couch at home two days later. He was thirty-seven. The tsar paid off his debts and granted his children a generous sum.

They took him, in a covered wagon, up to his ancestral estate in the north-west, changing horses at the post stations. Nikita Kozlov, the dead man’s childhood servant, sat next to the coffin the whole way. They buried him at the Svyatogorsky Monastery, where the old abbot who used to spy on Pushkin had also entered the soil. Two serfs hacked a hole in the frozen ground. They lowered the coffin and covered it with snow. He was next to his mother, and there he remains, surrounded by iron railings garlanded with bouquets in cellophane wrapping.

The young Mikhail Lermontov mourned Pushkin, in verse, and the tsar exiled him to the Caucasus for irreverence. So the baton was passed from poet to poet.
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*



On the spring day of my visit, Pushkin pilgrims milled around the courtyard taking photographs of the modest stone obelisk on an arched plinth. Someone had put an apple in there. The bell tolled for worship, and monks flew out of the side buildings like starlings and flapped towards the plain cream church. People were buying plastic beakers of a honey drink.

‘Let’s have some!’ I said.

‘It’s horrible,’ said Irina, slicing the air with a forefinger in the direction of the drink stand. She was unyielding in all matters. But then she said, almost under her breath, ‘Narod bezmolvstvuyet.’ She was looking over a sea of visitors, many there for religious purposes rather than for Pushkin, many old, most decrepit, and all poor. ‘Narod bezmolvstvuyet’ is the final stage direction in the revised version of Pushkin’s Boris Godunov. It means ‘The people stay silent’, and it has become the most famous line in the play. Russians quote it when collectively obliged to acquiesce in their leaders’ actions.



*



My hotel, the Arina R., on the outskirts of a village not far from the Pushkins’ ancestral home, was named after Pushkin’s serf nanny, Arina Rodionovna Yakovleva. He called her ‘Mother’; his real mother was cold. It was common for young noblemen to revere their nannies. (‘My friend in days devoid of good … you still await me with your love,’20 Pushkin wrote when Arina Rodionovna died.) The Arina R. consisted of low-level wooden chalets in undulating countryside. Regulations in Russia bar guides from trespassing on one another’s territory, so at the monastery Irina had arranged to pick up a local colleague. Here, as at every hotel I stayed, the whole team hurried in to inspect my room: guide, local guide, driver, passers-by. Once they had left, I took a shower – a rusty tap ran a shattering stream of cold water – and settled on the terrace of the simple, two-storey main building and ordered pelmeni, filled parcels of dough usually translated as ‘dumplings’ but more like ravioli, or wontons. Siberian women used to make sacks of them at the onset of winter, and hang supplies out to freeze. Mine arrived in a clay dish, stuffed with mushrooms and served with chives and smetana (sour cream). Pushkin loved small baked potatoes prepared in this way and wrote to his wife when they were apart to say he ate them like a peasant, together with soft-boiled eggs, which he consumed like Louis XVIII.

I settled with a bilingual Eugene Onegin on the terrace. The light was still golden at 11.15 p.m., filtering obliquely through the trees. As I was thinking about a retreat to my room, a man in plastic sandals and a toupee approached carrying a carafe of vodka and sat at my table without asking. A television in the corner was showing footage of Putin on a horse. I pointed at the screen. ‘What do you think of that?’ I asked my companion.

He said something I didn’t understand, the tone indicating that it might mean ‘Bollocks’. The fellow snorted sourly before pulling a smartphone from his pocket and stabbing at the keyboard, knocking the glass onto the tiled floor as he did so. When he reached the required site, he handed me the phone. It was showing a YouTube clip of Putin attempting, on national television, to bend a frying pan with his bare hands. The president’s near monopoly of the television networks facilitated this crude construction of a celebrity cult (though crucially, he didn’t control the web. Not yet anyway).

Television relentlessly promotes Putin as the embodiment of Russian statehood. And even in the internet era, more than eighty per cent of Russians get their news from television. (That said, Putin has ushered his nation into the digital age. The Soviets did not connect to the internet until 1990.fn2) The day after I wrote the lines about the toupee man in my notebook, I read about the president’s performance in a high-profile all-star ice hockey match. His team thrashed the opposition 18–6, with the leader, then aged sixty-two, firing in eight of the eighteen. You couldn’t make it up. You don’t have to now.

Television was Putin’s priority when he became president in 2000, and total control his goal. Wherever I stayed, across 9,000 kilometres, beams of lies illuminated the gloom of shabbily identical flats. Peter Pomerantsev, the son of Russian political exiles, returned to work in Moscow in the television industry. In his book Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible he reports the words of a top political TV presenter:


We all know there will be no real politics [on television].21 But we still have to give our viewers
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